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‘A glorious read … A wonderfully uplifting novel about women’s friendship by a writer who understands exactly how women think’ Cathy Kelly

‘Hannigan’s novel, much like the vivacious author herself, is brimming with hope, joy and inspiration’ Sunday Independent

‘A moving tale celebrating the bonds between women, Emma Hannigan beautifully captures the difficult and wondrous thing that is loving and learning to let go … just a little. An excellent read’ Irish Tatler

‘Emotional and heartbreaking … A fast-paced story with endearingly warm characters – you’ll savour this touching tale’ Candis Magazine, Book of the Month

‘This fast-paced and endearing novel is about friendship between women, accepting yourself and trusting your own judgement’ Belfast Telegraph

‘Restores our faith in human nature and makes us feel warm inside’ Writing Magazine

‘Moving, imaginative and believable, this emotional novel is the perfect read for a rainy day’ Reveal Magazine

‘This is her best novel yet. Her heart and soul was poured into every word of this story and it just radiates from the pages … a wonderful, heartfelt, emotive book’ Shaz’s Book Blog
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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 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 …


For the two most important women in my world:

my mum Denise and my daughter Kim. 

And for the men who keep us smiling:

my dad Philip, my husband Cian and my son Sacha.

Together you are my perfect gifts.
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My darling, my beautiful, my daughter,

You are ten days old and we don’t have long left together. Panic is a terrible thing. It takes away all rationale. But my love for you has spurred me on and helped me find a way to leave you a part of myself. 

Beside me on the bed sit twenty-nine cards, to be sent to you each year on your birthday. I want you to know that I am thinking of you always. You must have so many questions about me and the circumstances of your birth. The most important thing you need to know is this: I love you as only a mother can. 

What I want more than anything else is to stay, to watch you grow up, learn to walk and talk. To see you find happiness. To know you’ve found love. 

The truth is, I am dying. A large part of me wants to scream and throw things violently at the walls and let all the anger out at the injustice of it all. But I cannot waste the energy I have left. I want to cherish each and every moment I have left with you, my darling girl. 

Being pregnant with you, feeling those tiny flutters in the beginning as you grew, then bringing you into this world, holding you, feeding you – this has been the perfect finale before I go. All my life I have been weakened by my illness. So knowing that I defied the odds and you are here has made it all worthwhile. 

Being your mother has given me the greatest sense of achievement and happiness. I will never tire of stroking your cheek and watching your solemn eyes gazing purposefully back at me. Having you has made sense of everything. I now know my main purpose in life was to bring you into the world. And I know you were brought here to carry on where I’ve had to leave off. Live for us both and seize every moment. For me and, most of all, for you, my little miracle, just as I have been doing for these past nine months. Enjoy the scent of every flower, dance to every song, laugh until you cry, walk barefoot by the sea, but no matter what, let your passions soar.

I will watch over you always and I know we will meet again some day. There is nothing more I can say except that I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you, my darling girl, my perfect gift. 

Mam 
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Chapter 1

Róisín stifled a yawn as she stretched up her arms and rose to the tips of her toes to engage the pole with the shutter in order to close her shop for the night. Well, Nourriture – Food For The Soul might be just a shop to the passing gaze of a tourist, but it was Róisín’s entire world. 

Clicking the sturdy padlock in place, she grinned at her own suspiciousness. The sleepy fishing village of Ballyshore was hardly up there with the crime hotspots of the world. As she turned and inhaled the damp saltiness of the early evening air, she closed her eyes momentarily. Her time away from her home village had made her appreciate the rugged west of Ireland beauty that surrounded her all the more. 

A spatter of fat raindrops plopping onto her cheeks dragged her from her reverie. Stooping to grab the bottle and the box of Sushi she’d swiped from her well-stocked food emporium, she slung her battered soft leather fringed bag over her shoulder. She knew all too well that the heavens could open and drench her with a chilly late spring shower. The cottage she shared with her oldest and best friend Jill was a ten minute walk at a brisk pace. Róisín had grown up at the other side of the bay, a short drive away, but she preferred living near the hub of the village. 

Despite the low temperature the air was unmistakably soft. Róisín could almost hear the kinks forming in her dark, glossy hair as the salty air worked its magic. Glad of the sturdy comfort of her scuffed Dr Martens black boots, she wished she’d brought a downy puffa coat instead of the leather biker jacket she’d paired with her pale pink tulle skirt today. The watered-down lemony sunshine this morning had lulled her into a false sense of summer. 

Balancing the shopping bag containing the wine bottle and Sushi in the crook of her arm, she wrestled with the jacket zip. The cross-over cardigan with flimsy tank top underneath was adequate while she ran from the kitchen to the counter and back up to her office in Nourriture during the busy working day, but it was no match for the now squalling rain. 

At a trot she passed the sharply curving stone wall that separated the narrow country road from the sea. Darting across to the other side, she hoped the overhanging trees might offer more shelter. In another few weeks the tiny buds that dotted the hedgerows would flourish and ripen into juice-laden blackberries. She licked her lips, longing to taste the rich jam she’d make from her pickings. 

Róisín sighed in grateful relief as she rounded the corner and saw the small white-washed cottage shining like a beacon through the rain. Bellows of grey smoke belched from the chimney and Róisín trotted happily towards the door. 

‘Hi honey, I’m home!’ she called out, then started coughing. The open-plan kitchen-cum-living room was smokey from the fire and her friend was nowhere to be seen. 

‘Jill?’ 

Setting her bag and wine on the kitchen table, she rushed to the potbellied stove and snatched up the poker. Shoving the single log and pyramid of peat briquettes into the back of the grate, she secured the door shut. She was too cold to open the windows and doors, so instead Róisín escaped into her bedroom. Too small to host a double bed as well as the wardrobe and dressing-table, she’d opted for an iron-framed single bed. 

‘It’s not as if I’m entertaining queues of hot lovers,’ she had joked with Jill. ‘For the moment, a single bed with a feather duvet and a pile of pillows will do me nicely.’

Jill, on the other hand, had said she’d rather hang her clothes on the floor than pass up her double bed. 

‘I mightn’t have a steady boyfriend yet,’ she’d said, hands on hips, as they’d moved in together three years ago, ‘but I’ve every intention of interviewing for the post.’ 

A teacher in the local primary school, Jill was vivacious and enthusiastic. From the time they’d held hands in the Montessori room in Ballyshore National aged three, she and Róisín had been inseparable. 

‘That you, Ro?’ Jill called out now. 

‘No, I’m a masked murderer.’

‘Stop it!’ Jill said, bursting into the bedroom and flinging herself onto the end of Róisín’s bed with her hair turbaned in a towel. ‘How’s it going? Good day at the office?’

‘Yeah, it was really busy. That burst of sunshine this morning brought the tourists and locals out in force.’

‘So aren’t you going to ask me how I got on last night?’ Jill said, eyes shining. 

‘I heard how you got on,’ Róisín grinned. ‘You weren’t exactly keeping it to yourself last night.’

‘I know! And on a school night, too. I’m such a rebel.’ She sighed. ‘I was a bit hung-over this morning. Dreadful idea when there are twenty-five pairs of eyes squinting suspiciously at yours for six hours.’

‘I don’t know how you work as a teacher, but doing it with a hangover and very little sleep seems like self-inflicted torture to me.’

‘Gordon was worth it,’ she said dreamily. 

‘Gordon? With a name like that he hardly sounds too rock ’n’ roll.’

‘He didn’t seem it either when we first met. He was at the enrolment for the summer evening classes. He’s not actually taking part, he was simply there to set up the computer for one of the lecturers. I enrolled for bird-watching.’

‘Bird-watching? You? Don’t you need to be quiet and still for that?’

‘Yeah,’ she sighed and rolled onto her back while rubbing her damp hair with the towel. ‘I’ll call and say I’ve changed my mind. I really wanted to do Italian. But the woman enrolling that course was like an ancient little shrivelled person who’d been exhumed after the disaster in Pompeii.’ Róisín laughed and shook her head. Jill was incorrigible, but she adored her. 

‘I brought Sushi for you to try,’ Róisín said. ‘And some delicious white wine. It’s a Riesling. A really special Spätlese to be precise.’

‘A who?’

‘Spätlese, or sweet wine from the Rhone valley. It’s usually served with desserts, but I think it’ll work magically with the fish and rice along with the pickled ginger.’

‘You’re not selling this to me, Róisín,’ Jill said, looking mildly disgusted. ‘I’m hankering after a bowl of creamy pasta or a bag of chipper chips.’

‘Trust me, you’ll love this. I’ll get it sorted while you get dressed.’

She padded into the kitchen and waved her hand to try and clear the settling smoke. Róisín prepared a platter with the Sushi, hoping the pretty array of pinks and white would entice Jill. She popped the cork on the wine just as Jill appeared in a rabbit onesie and snuggled into the sofa. 

‘Let’s eat in here, by the stove,’ she said. ‘The chairs are too hard and upright for my poor body.’

Róisín brought the platter to the coffee table and instructed Jill to remove the pile of corrections she’d flung there. 

With the encouragement of the glass of wine and Róisín’s earnest nods, Jill popped a piece of Sushi into her mouth. Grimacing, she held it there without chewing.

‘For crying out loud, you’re acting as if I’m feeding you slugs! Eat it, you goon!’

As she chewed, Jill’s eyes popped open in surprise. ‘Wow,’ she said swallowing. ‘That’s really tasty.’

‘I know,’ Róisín said in mild exasperation. 

‘Wine is divine too,’ she said, drinking greedily. ‘Looks like that time in France wasn’t a total waste after all. You know your gargle, my friend,’ she said, helping herself to another piece of sushi. 

Róisín smiled, because that was what Jill expected. But whenever France was mentioned, and specifically her time spent there in an exclusive French culinary school after she had graduated from university, it was as if Róisín had been punched in the gut. She had learned far more than wine appreciation in her time there. Over the two-year period she’d spent near Bordeaux she’d probably experienced every emotion known. But she knew the best policy was to keep France and all the events that had unfolded there to the back of her mind. 

‘Looking forward to your party tomorrow?’ Jill asked, with a fresh look of glee in her eyes. ‘Do you feel old? I can’t believe you’re leaving your twenties behind and heading for your thirties,’ she teased. 

‘Jill, I’m two months older than you. Enough of the old talk,’ she said. She tried to keep her tone light-hearted, but Róisín was actually dreading hitting the big 3-0. She glanced at Jill, who was horsing into the Sushi and making appreciative noises. She wished she shared her friend’s carefree attitude to life. 

‘Touchy, touchy,’ Jill said. ‘So answer my question. Are you looking forward to the party or not?’

‘So-so.’ Róisín hesitated. ‘Actually, I’m dreading it. I feel like a total wipe-out. What have I got to show for myself at thirty? Look at Liv. She’s younger than me and she’s married with two children. I thought I’d be settled and happy too, by now.’

‘Oh bloody hell, Ro, let’s tune the violin. Seriously? Are you really saying you’d be happier if you were surrounded by nappies and whinging?’

‘Well, when you put it like that …’

‘Take it from me. I’m with small children day in, day out. They’re gorgeous and funny and full of life and completely head-wrecking. Thirty is young, for God’s sake. It’s only the beginning. We have years ahead for worrying about body clocks or wiping noses all day. There are places to see, wine to drink, men to shag and a whole host of nonsense we need to get involved with. So enough of your depressing talk. Tomorrow is the beginning of the next decade. Grab it by the balls and live your life, my friend!’ 

In spite of her inward gloom, Róisín couldn’t help laughing at Jill. Her joie de vivre was infectious. Jill filled their glasses and raised hers up high. ‘To you,’ she said. ‘May your thirties be flirty and fabulous!’

Róisín stood up, clinked her glass against Jill’s and smiled. 
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Chapter 2

Róisín woke before the alarm clock next morning, which wasn’t unusual for her. She hadn’t finished her wine last night, knowing today was going to be busy. There were two deliveries due and Róisín knew she’d probably have to leave work early to go over to her parents’ house for birthday cake. 

‘I’m thirty, Mum,’ she whispered to the ceiling. ‘Does that make you feel old? It makes me feel old.’

After a quick shower she stepped into her white with red polka dots 1950s tea dress. Hoping for some warm weather, she left off her tights and slipped into a pair of red ballerina pumps. Her thick, dark hair was still a little wild after the night before, so she pulled it back with a scarlet Alice band and put some crystal studs in her ears. Popping in a matching nose-stud, she moisturised and smoothed a little BB cream on her face. A perfectly formed tick of black liquid eyeliner added to the mascara she layered on her long lashes. 

After brushing her teeth she applied ruby red lip-gloss and ran to her car. Her baby blue Fiat 500 never failed to make her smile. She preferred to walk, but knowing she’d need her car later at some point for nipping across to her parents’ B&B, she fired it up and sped toward the village. 

This was Róisín’s favourite time of the day. The fishing boats could be seen bobbing on the ocean, already well into their day’s work. The postman was cycling laboriously on his round and there was a traffic jam consisting of her little car and a tractor. As Róisín pulled in beside Nourriture, the farmer waved out the window of his tractor and trundled on. 

Delighted that she was already ahead of herself, Róisín unlocked the shutters and flicked on the lights. Her chef and main assistant, Brigid, would be along at any moment, so she switched on the ovens, the computer and cash till. 

As she often did when the shop was empty, Róisín took a little walk about to see if she should make any changes. She liked to try and look at the shop from a newcomer’s perspective. The main counter was placed toward the rear of the store, with a full glass section that let customers see the fresh salads and delicatessen goods. The breads and cakes section was a little to the right, in a glass display unit topped by large hand-made baskets. Soon, Brigid would fill each one with croissants, brown yeast bread, rock salt-encrusted white plaits, plain and fruit scones and oozing pain au chocolat. 

The new sushi counter was over near the wall that led to the wine shop. Róisín was always looking for new and tasty offerings and she had a great feeling about this one. If she could convert Jill to sushi, she could convert anyone. Jill’s idea of gourmet involved a plastic pot of dried noodles and boiling water. 

The space by the window would house the new smoothie station. She’d ordered state-of-the-art machines to create nutritious juices. Her plan was to offer them at a set price with a healthy granola bar for the school children. 

The navy-and-white theme throughout the café was accented by little red wooden hearts and pretty trinkets. The fresh flowers at each wooden table were meticulously replaced and arranged with stylish simplicity each day. 

When she’d taken over the building four years ago, it had been dishevelled and damp and badly in need of renovation. Her landlord, Mr Grace, had given her free rein to do whatever she felt was right. 

It had taken three months of hard graft every single day, much of it carried out with her own fair hands, but finally it had come together and Nourriture had opened to great local fanfare. Róisín had thought of everything, from home-made lemonade for the non-bubbly drinkers to sugar-free and gluten-free snacks for the food allergy sufferers. 

The eager photographer from the local newspaper had verged on intrusive as he’d trailed her for the night, snapping shots constantly. 

‘I don’t suppose you’d like to go on a date next week?’ he asked, blushing furiously to the roots of his sandy, spiky hair.

‘Eh,’ she’d been totally caught out. ‘I don’t think I’ll have time. I need to try and make money so I don’t end up living on the side of the road,’ she joked. 

‘Can’t your boss give you a day off then?’ he asked. 

‘I am the boss,’ she said. 

‘Huh? Really? You look too young … I thought you were only helping out.’

‘Thanks,’ she beamed. ‘I’m actually twenty-six. Nearly twenty-seven, in fact.’ 

‘No way!’ he said, shaking his head and laughing. ‘You’re well old! I thought you were around my age. That shows you what a bad judge of women I am. My last girlfriend was twenty-one and I broke up with her because she was too old. She was too serious. I’m still looking for fun.’ He went to walk away, but turned back. ‘If I ever consider an older woman, you’ll be well up there. You’re totally hot. Do you wear coloured contact lenses? Your eyes are a wild shade of blue. A bit like the fishes my da catches, only prettier.’

‘Thanks,’ she said, laughing. ‘I’ve never been compared to a dead fish before. I’ll take all the compliments I can get, though.’

‘Yeah, cheers!’ he said, walking off. 

Little did he know that he had given Róisín the tiny boost of confidence she needed. Dead fish or anything else was fine with her. She’d take it. After what she’d been through with Jacques, she certainly wasn’t choosy. 

Since the opening night, when all the locals for a ten-mile radius had gathered to wish her well, Nourriture had flourished. 

‘Who knew such a diverse and cosmopolitan food emporium could do so well in this little backwater,’ her dad, Doug, had chuckled. ‘I’m ever so proud of you, love. You always did have an eye for things. You’re always a step ahead of the rest of us.’

Those words rang through Róisín’s head for a long time after. Her dad truly believed she was totally together and sorted, following a definite plan of action. If only he knew the mess she’d made of just about every aspect of her life in France … Jacques, with his sexy smile, his ability to whisper sweet nothings in her eager ear and his empty promises … But for all his faults and for all the hurt he’d caused her, no man had even come close to breaking down the wall of ice she’d created around her heart since then. 

As she was opening the side-door to the kitchen, ready for the morning deliveries, Brigid pitched up. A local woman in her early fifties, she was the backbone of Nourriture. She could turn any ingredient into something delectable and had an uncanny knack for estimating quantities of food for each day. She made meticulous notes in her little red diary and had built up a steady reference base for them to draw upon as the years passed. 

‘Morning, Róisín. How are you today?’ 

‘Well, thanks Brigid. I like your outfit!’

‘Me too,’ Brigid said with a wink. She always wore a crisp white chef’s jacket, ironed and starched to within an inch of its life, but Brigid had a quirky habit of making her own cotton baggy trousers. Her argument was that they were cool in the heat of the kitchen and she could express her personality without looking a mess. Today’s trousers had comical-looking penguins all over them. 

‘I have a headscarf to match,’ she said, pulling a bandana styled piece onto her head and knotting it at the back. 

Róisín fired up the coffee machine and dropped an espresso beside Brigid’s mixing bowl, before making one for herself. The rich aroma of freshly brewed coffee seemed to alert her senses long before the caffeine had a chance to kick in. The creamy bitter crème on top left a delicious frothy moustache. Róisín flicked on the stereo and selected that day’s music compilation. 

‘I think it’s a jazzy rather than a classical sort of day today,’ Róisín said, hitting her selection. 

‘You know me,’ Brigid said. ‘Give me One Direction or Usher or Mozart and I’ll be just as happy!’ 

The fruit man and then the fish man deposited crates of fresh food inside the door and the rest of the staff ambled in one by one. By the time the doors officially opened at eight thirty, the shop was filled with the smell of fresh baking breads, cakes and quiches, instantly making the early customers feel welcome. 

Róisín was always warmed by the strong local support she received. Everyone from sheep-shearers to commuting office workers to families on holiday frequented the shop. Knowing she needed to continually add to her range and remove the things that weren’t so popular kept her mind sharp. She was always on the lookout for new products and initiatives. 

As she planned the day’s specials, Brigid called her to the back kitchen, sounding uncharacteristically hassled. 

‘What’s up?’ Róisín asked running into the kitchen where Brigid was holding her hand wrapped in a thick tea towel. 

‘I think I’ve burned my hand. I clunked it off the top of the bread oven. I think it might need a doctor to look at it.’

‘Oh no, Brigid,’ she cried. ‘We should have some ointment in the first aid kit.’ Róisín rummaged in a drawer, discarding bandages and plasters. ‘Found it,’ she turned to Brigid. 

‘Can you show me where it hurts?’

‘Oh, I don’t know,’ Brigid said staggering sideways and heading jerkily towards the counter.

‘Wait,’ Róisín said in alarm, following her, ‘let me help you.’

To her utter astonishment, the previously calm shop was filled with rows of smiling faces. 

‘One, two, three,’ Jill said. 

The gaggle of small children burst into an excited rendition of ‘Happy Birthday’, joined by Brigid, waving her very unburnt hand at Róisín. As the children finished singing, all the staff clapped and Brigid produced a chocolate cake with a tiny marzipan figurine with an astonishing likeness to Róisín on top. 

‘I didn’t think you’d want too many candles,’ she said. ‘So I put you on there instead.’

Róisín was still standing there, open-mouthed. ‘Thank you all!’ she said at last. ‘You are the best birthday choir ever. What a wonderful surprise! Jill, you’re a mad woman,’ she said, shaking her head at her friend.

‘Do we get cake now?’ one of the little boys asked. 

‘Of course,’ Brigid said. ‘Here’s one I prepared earlier,’ she said with a laugh. From behind the counter she brought out slices of cake on paper plates, with plastic forks and napkins – as organised as ever. ‘There aren’t enough seats, so we’ll all sit cross-legged on the floor and have our cake,’ Jill said in her teacher voice. Róisín, Jill and Brigid had a chat and a laugh while the children ate up their cake and then piled up their plates for the recycling bin. ‘Right, we’d better skedaddle so we don’t scare off the actual customers,’ Jill said. ‘Happy birthday you,’ she said, giving Róisín a tight hug.

Jill clapped her hands and the children formed a perfect line and followed her out like little ducklings. Róisín and Brigid waved them off.

‘You’d never think that Jill could command such order when you see what she’s like at home,’ Róisín said to Brigid. ‘She can’t even make tea and toast. She sits and waits like a baby bird for me to come back to the nest and feed her.’

‘Yeah, there’s one fool living in that cottage, and it’s not Jill,’ Brigid said with a grin. 

Work resumed and, as she and Brigid had predicted, the sunshine brought hordes of people. The white sandy beach at Seal’s Rest Bay a mile and a half beyond Ballyshore was Róisín’s all-time favourite. She’d travelled to many corners of the globe and had yet to find one more beautiful. The green fields and rugged coastline seemed to be stooping to frame and protect the golden sands as the glittery black rocks provided perfect perches for sunbathing and diving. The smooth beach welcomed picnickers in summer and bracing walkers in winter. Today, it would be playing host to a crowd of people anxious for any little bit of summer they could get.

It wasn’t unusual for Mr Grace, Róisín’s landlord, to drop by Nourriture for a creamy cappuccino late morning. Róisín smiled as he approached the counter and reached for a take-out cup. 

‘Lovely morning out there from what I can see,’ she said. ‘How are you today, Mr Grace?’

‘Indeed it is,’ he said, looking edgy. 

‘Is everything OK?’ she asked, dropping her smile instantly. 

‘I’d like a word, if I may?’ he said. 

‘Sure, will you have a cappuccino and a fresh Danish? They’re the ones with the cinnamon, just the way you like them.’

‘Ah no. Thanks all the same, but I’m on the run today. Just a quick word.’

Róisín followed as he made his way to a small table beside the window. 

‘So what can I do for you, Mr Grace?’

He lifted his head and made momentary eye contact. ‘I’m afraid … I need to give you notice, Róisín.’

‘Notice of what?’ 

‘I’ve had a bad run of it these past few years. What with my boys being without a mother, Lord rest her, and all the responsibility resting on my shoulders. I’ve had to make a difficult decision.’

‘I don’t understand,’ she said.

‘I’ve had an offer. Someone wants to buy this place,’ he said. ‘I know you like it here and your food is lovely. But it’s an offer I can’t refuse. I’d be mad to …’

Róisín’s head was reeling, trying to catch up with the meaning of what he was saying. ‘But Mr Grace … what am I meant to do about Nourriture? Do you think the person who’s buying the building would let me continue renting?’

‘No, lass. To be honest with you, I’d be fairly certain he’s thinking of knocking it all down and starting again. There’s the small garden to the rear and the strip of land to the side. Well, it seems he thinks he can put a big building in.’

Róisín swallowed. She hadn’t seen this coming.

‘I know you took the place in good faith four years ago.’

‘At a time when it was falling down and nobody wanted it,’ Róisín added.

He closed his eyes momentarily. ‘This isn’t easy for me,’ he said. ‘But I can’t look a gift-horse in the mouth. I need to secure my sons’ futures. I’ve no other way of going about it.’

Róisín wanted to yell in his face. She wanted to tell his two adult sons to get up off their lazy asses and stop drinking their father’s money and get a life and a job each. But her mother had always told her to say nothing in moments of raw anger. To keep her mouth shut and wait for the torrent of anger to pass. She took deep breaths and tried to maintain her composure.

‘I’ll have to give you this now,’ Mr Grace said, putting an envelope on the table between them. ‘There are pieces of paper in there that explain when you need to be out and all those sorts of things. Seeing as our lease was only for a year at a go, it’ll be up in four months’ time.’

Róisín looked into the old man’s eyes. He looked shamed and saddened and she hated herself for hating him. 

‘I wish there’d been another way,’ he said, pushing his chair back. 

Róisín got up too and they moved towards the door. Just then Steve, one of the college students Róisín had hired for the summer, burst in. 

‘Happy birthday, boss!’ he said, sweeping her into a twirling hug. ‘Sorry I missed the cake earlier. Did you nearly wet yourself with shock? Have you brought a big pressie for Róisín, Mr Grace?’ He dropped her and elbowed the man playfully.

‘I didn’t know it was your birthday,’ Mr Grace said. 

‘She’s really old, too,’ Steve teased, drawing a big thirty with his finger in the air. 

Mr Grace turned abruptly and strode out the door. 

‘What did I say?’ Steve said, flushing. ‘Sorry if I over-stepped the mark,’ he said holding his hands up. ‘My mother is always telling me I have the subtlety of a brick.’

‘You’re grand,’ Róisín said, forcing a smile. ‘I think Mr Grace is having one of those days. He can be a bit like that. No harm done. There’s cake left at the back for you, so enjoy that and then get started on setting up the fruit. I’m expecting the smoothie machines any minute now.’

‘Deadly, I can’t wait for this,’ he said. ‘I’ve told my mates in college and they’re all well up for coming down. Will we be doing wheatgrass shots? Apparently they’re rank but really good for you. A huge group of the lads will be coming round here for the surf and the birds, if you know what I mean?’

‘Ah, the bathing beauties that Seal’s Rest attracts in their droves,’ Róisín grinned. ‘Yeah, I’ve ordered a little hand machine to crush wheatgrass. So you can take charge of feeding those to your body beautiful mates.’

‘Nice one,’ he said, running to grab Brigid and swing her around too. She swatted him away.

‘Put those muscles to good use and lift the big flour bags to the dry store room for me,’ she said. 

Róisín wanted to cry. Instead, she fixed a smile on her face and made it through the shop to the back stairs. Taking them two at a time, she managed to close the door to her office before she fell onto her chair. The tears came quick then, as she slid the pages from the envelope. How could this be happening? What would she do without Nourriture? This place was her life, her sanity and most of all her greatest achievement. She’d mourned the fact she’d no husband or children last night. Now it was looking as if she’d have no business either. Nothing. Happy bloody birthday, she said biting her finger in a vain attempt to stop her sobbing.

When her mobile phone rang a few minutes later, Róisín glanced at the screen and knew she needed to gather herself, and quickly. Wiping her eyes and blowing her nose, she answered with as much cheer as she could muster.

‘Hi Mum,’ she managed. 

‘Happy birthday, love! How are you?’

‘Good, thanks,’ she lied. 

‘You sound a bit muffled. Is everything OK?’ 

‘Oh I’ve just had a sneezing fit. I’ll have to start taking spoons of Manuka honey again. I’d say it’s that blasted hayfever starting up.’

‘Oh,’ Keeley said. ‘Poor you.’

‘I’ll be fine, Mum.’

‘Now, I know we’ll be seeing you this evening at our place, but I wanted to hear your voice before then. I wish you could take the day off. Do you think you can?’

‘I’d love to,’ she said. ‘But there’s so much to do and I wouldn’t relax.’

‘Alright then. I’d better let you go. You’re sounding very distracted there.’

‘Sorry, Mum. I’ll chat to you properly later, OK?’

‘Of course.’

Róisín hung up. Her head was thumping and she was feeling totally overwhelmed. She wished she could go home after work and curl into a ball and cry. She couldn’t let her mum and dad down, though. She thought of Keeley and Doug. They were the one constant in her life. With her corkscrew chestnut-coloured curls and her warm smiling brown eyes, Keeley Daly was one of life’s true ladies. Róisín’s dad, Doug, was her mum’s perfect companion and she hadn’t lost hope that some day she’d find a love like they had.

‘You two are like two peas in a pod,’ she said, at their ruby wedding anniversary dinner last year. 

‘More like Tweedle-Dum and Tweedle-Dee,’ joked Keeley. 

‘Or Homer and Marge,’ said Doug. 

‘You’re as wonderful to me as Laurence Olivier and Vivien Leigh,’ Róisín said.

‘Or Baby and Johnny from Dirty Dancing,’ Róisín’s sister Liv piped up, to much laughter.

Róisín couldn’t ruin the birthday get-together her parents had planned so she’d just have to push the shock of Mr Grace’s announcement to the back of her mind for now. After all, she thought as an image of Jacques passed through her mind, she was the queen of keeping secrets. 

When Róisín had envisaged her thirtieth birthday ten or twenty years ago, she hadn’t imagined it taking place in her parents’ back garden in Ballyshore with her sister Liv’s four-year-old son and two-year-old daughter as the main attraction. Although she adored Billy and Jess, a sedate gathering with the inevitable discount-store bunting threaded gaudily around the trees and music by her mother’s idol, Barry Manilow, being pumped from a crackly speaker at the kitchen window wasn’t even close to what she’d thought would happen. 

Having spent two years immersed in the culinary culture of Bordeaux and the surrounding areas, she knew she had almost alienated herself from her childhood environment in the west of Ireland. She’d loved everything about Bordeaux, from the cuisine to the fiery dark-eyed men who had entertained her. She’d struggled to settle back here in the rugged isolation and simplicity of Ballyshore, and her initial frustration hadn’t been helped by the heartbreak and disappointment at having to exit her life in France so suddenly. 

For a moment in time she’d genuinely believed her future happiness could be found by marrying Jacques, and having beautiful, bronzed Breton children with names like Fabienne and Stéphane. But it had turned out that Jacques wasn’t ready to commit to her. When things had gone pear-shaped, she’d packed up everything bar her pride and returned home shattered but tight-lipped about the events leading to her return. 

Her parents and younger sister were thrilled to see her back and welcomed her with open arms. Not for the first time, she saw how amazing her family truly were. They pulled out all the stops to ensure she stayed around, too. Her childhood bedroom had been renovated to become part of her mother’s B&B, but it was instantly removed from the busy rental list and she was assured she could stay as long as she wished. 

The excitement of starting a new business a year after she’d returned home had taken the heat off the fact she was dying inside. Róisín couldn’t tell anyone the real reason she’d left France and nobody pushed the point. But why would they? Any time Jacques was mentioned, she’d firmly assure people it was all for the best.

‘It’s difficult to mix two cultures. It wasn’t meant to be so it was best to face the music sooner rather than later,’ she’d assured her mother, arranging her face in a convincing smile. 

‘But don’t you miss him, love?’ Keeley asked, not long after she returned. 

‘Of course,’ she’d sighed. ‘But it’s more of a case of breaking the habit than being heartbroken.’ 

When her mother had nodded and looked as if she understood, Róisín had learned something new – it was easy to hide her feelings once she did it with a smile. The same lie had worked on Jill. She was astonished that her best friend had swallowed it hook, line and sinker. But she had. Smiling and making herself go on a few boozy nights out, where she giggled in company and cried herself to sleep in private, was all it took to convince everyone that she was glad and even relieved to be home. 

Her main therapy at the time was to throw herself into her new business. Sourcing special cured meats, tasty cheeses and delectable wines for her emporium had been such a joy. Róisín eventually managed to convince herself that Nourriture was her reward, and her exchange for the life she’d lost in France. She’d even tried to convince herself that she’d get over Jacques some day. That he would seem like a distant and very sweet memory. She was still waiting for that closure. 

Channelling the smile she’d grown so accustomed to plastering across her face, Róisín took a deep breath and resolved not to talk to anyone about the bombshell Mr Grace had just lobbed at her. But deep down, she wasn’t sure how long she could continue with the façade if Nourriture was taken from her.
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Chapter 3

The sound of Mo’s key turning in the front door made Nell jump. She’d been recording the tides and taking snapshots of the bay and time had run away with her. She’d always been an early riser, but after forty-six years of running Ballyshore lighthouse she was well and truly a servant of the sea. 

‘Good morning to you, Nell my love,’ said Mo cheerfully. ‘That’s a grey start out there, but I don’t need to tell you that.’

‘Hello Mo,’ she said politely. ‘The light has changed, mind you. We’ll start to see an even longer stretch in the evenings before long.’

‘True, not that it bothers me,’ Mo said as she hung up her coat. ‘Once I get to see my soaps and read my books, I don’t care if it’s winter or summer.’

‘Fair enough,’ Nell said as she hid a smile. By ‘books’ Mo wasn’t referring to a Russian spy novel or the latest bestseller, she meant the weekly women’s magazines she pored over and whose information she regurgitated at Nell from time to time. ‘Now if you’ll excuse me, Mo, I’ll go and have a look at the garden.’ 

‘I’ll call you for your cup of coffee when I’m on my break,’ Mo called after her. 

Nell knew she could probably manage perfectly well without Mo. In fact, for several weeks after she’d started, she’d told the woman not to return. But Mo had selective hearing along with an unquenchable desire to witter on, no matter who her audience might be. 

Most of the lighthouses in Ireland were the responsibility of the Commissioners of Irish Lights, but a small number, including Ballyshore lighthouse, were run by local authorities. So although Nell didn’t actually own the place, nobody would dream of asking her to leave. Her job was specific and constant and very few people would survive the isolation. Mo’s little Micra was one of the only vehicles besides Nell’s to bumble along the rugged coast road to the lighthouse. Mo was always at pains to remind Nell just how secluded it was, as if she could coax her to live in the town. 

‘If it was any more windy out there, I’d be swept away,’ Mo would announce. ‘And Lord only knows how long I’d be bobbing about in that sea before my John-Joe would notice. But he’s still the light of my life.’

‘I’d notice that canary yellow car you insist on driving in a split second,’ Nell said. ‘And your John-Joe would realise fairly swiftly if his dinner wasn’t on the table.’

Mo laughed when she said things like that, but Nell wasn’t trying to be funny. She detested Mo’s car. It was one of those gimmicky, new-fangled ones that was only really useful for one person, and the colour made her eyes water. As for her husband, John-Joe … he was the most useless creature on God’s earth. He’d been ‘unable to find work’ for the past forty years and had no problem sending his wife off cleaning pubs, houses and indeed her lighthouse. Nell often wondered where the worthless creature had actually looked for a job – at the bottom of a pint glass? On the pattern on his dinner plate? He moaned if his dinner was five minutes late and continuously visited the doctor with invented illnesses that sent poor Mo into a panic. 

‘He’s really unwell today, Nell,’ she’d said just before Christmas. ‘He thinks he has gallstones. He’s in terrible pain.’

‘Has his skin turned yellow? Is he doubled over in pain and unable to move?’ Nell asked. 

‘Well, his poor eyes were very glassy and he said he couldn’t manage another piece of bacon and French toast this morning. He’s headed for the doctor as soon as I finish my work and get back to fetch him.’

‘Why can’t he go by himself? It’s only a few hundred yards away from your house.’ 

‘Ah now Nell, I couldn’t let him walk when he’s got suspected gallstones, could I, love?’ 

Nell wanted to grunt that she would happily get that man moving with the help of a cattle prod, but she kept her thoughts to herself.

Needless to say, the following week there was no mention of gallstones. It had turned out John-Joe had gotten a clean bill of health from the doctor – again.

‘He put the pain down to a dodgy hot port at the pub,’ Mo said innocently. For a perfectly intelligent woman, Mo baffled Nell at times. How could she accept her good-for-nothing husband’s guff? All she could concede was that love was blind. In her opinion, in this instance love also seemed to be deaf and dumb, but at the end of the day John-Joe wasn’t her concern, thank the Lord for small mercies. 

Nell kept her cool by not asking about John-Joe (ever) or even commenting when Mo told her about him. He only came to the lighthouse once a year for mince pies. That gesture was purely for Mo as Nell knew she looked forward to the occasion. On that one day a year, Nell resisted the urge to put arsenic in the mincemeat and did her best not to scowl at John-Joe as he chomped open-mouthed at her kitchen table.

Today as she made her way outside, pulling on her favourite bright green waterproof overalls, Nell closed her eyes and inhaled. She’d never tire of the fresh saltiness of the west of Ireland air. She knew the people in the village thought she was some sort of madwoman, living out in a lighthouse all alone, but quite frankly she didn’t give a toss what anyone thought of her. This was the best move she’d ever made and she didn’t regret
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What my mother means to me …

Mum is the first person I phone each morning. We see each other all the time too! 

I’ve battled cancer many times and I know I couldn’t have coped without my mum. When I was too sick or too weak to mind my own children, both of whom are now teenagers, Mum stepped in seamlessly. She never made a fuss and I know for a fact that my children don’t remember my being absent when they were small. Mum is serene, smiling and always there for me. 

I hope that I have carried some of Mum’s warmth through to my children. Like most teenagers, they predominantly want to be with their friends but that’s normal. My son hugs me daily and tell me he loves me; he’s nearly six foot and doesn’t care who sees or hears. My daughter writes cards and draws pictures and bakes me cakes on a regular basis. So I guess some of my personality has rubbed off on both of them! 

Each time I’ve been diagnosed with cancer, we’ve had to face the inconceivable thought of not having one another, but I don’t believe that is why we are close. I put it down to how I was raised. Mum treated me to such an idyllic and wonderful childhood that I was easily in the position to pass that on. 

It’s only in adult life that I realise just how incredible my mum really was as I was growing up. She worked as a Montessori teacher when my brother and I were children and she instilled a wonderful sense of purpose in both of us. She read to us and taught us both to read fluently by the age of four. She brought us on nature walks where we collected wild nuts and berries to be kneaded into bread or boiled into jam. We picked flowers and leaves for pressing into home-made cards for friends. She stood by and gently instructed as my brother and I destroyed the kitchen making everything from simple cakes to delicious stews. She showed us how to make stamps from raw potatoes and use them to create pretty pictures with poster paint. She taught us to care for our pets and let me know that cats don’t really like wearing T-shirts and tights. She encouraged me to speak my mind without being offensive but, most of all, I always felt heard. I always felt loved. I always knew Mum was there for me, no matter what. Her joie de vivre is infectious. She did things that I thought all mums did. Hindsight has taught me that she was actually quite unique. 

I hope you have some lovely memories of your childhood and your own mother. If, like me, you are lucky enough to be a mother, I hope you remember to have fun with your children, creating their own memories for the future. 

To mums everywhere, I salute you! 

Love and light, 

Emma


A special home-made treat for your mum …

To make a pressed flower card


	Pick some pretty flowers – smaller ones, such as primroses, work best

	Arrange the flowers face down inside a hardback book (a cookery book works well) or if you have a flower press use this!

	Close the book and lay on a flat surface with several heavy objects on top

	Leave for a couple of days

	Once the flower is dried and fully flattened it is ready to use

	Using school glue, stick to the front of a folded piece of card

	Write your own special message for your mum inside



To go with the card how about some hand-made truffles? 

Chocolate truffles

Ingredients

225g good quality chocolate (milk or dark depending on your mum’s preference)

85g butter

2 tablespoons of cream

1 tablespoon of Tia Maria or orange juice 

85g chopped hazelnuts or ground praline

cocoa powder to coat

Method


	Melt the chocolate

	Bit by bit, stir in the butter

	Add the cream and Tia Maria or orange juice

	Stir in the finely chopped nuts or ground praline

	Refrigerate for approx 30 minutes to ensure the mixture is set

	Take a teaspoon of mixture and roll it gently and quickly between your palms

	Immediately roll in cocoa powder

	Place in a pretty petit four case (available from most supermarkets or baking stores) 

	Store in the fridge before putting in a pretty box or cellophane bag tied with ribbon
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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 woman 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 wishing that 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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