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Emma Hannigan was the beloved and bestselling author of thirteen novels, including the No. 1 bestseller Letters to my Daughters. Her bestselling memoir, Talk to the Headscarf, was updated and revised as All To Live For: Fighting Cancer. Finding Hope.

In 2007, Emma was diagnosed with breast cancer and her eleven-year battle with cancer began. As an ambassador for Breast Cancer Ireland Emma worked to dispel the fears around cancer and spread hope about new treatments. In February 2018, Emma shared that her team of dedicated doctors had exhausted all avenues in terms of her treatment. She launched a social media campaign #HelpEmmaHelpOthers to raise €100,000 for Breast Cancer Ireland. Two weeks later, shortly before her death, Emma’s target had been reached. 

In the final months of her life, Emma completed her thirteenth novel, The Gift of Friends, sending her acknowledgements to her editor just days before she passed away in March.
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About the Book

From the Number One bestselling author Emma Hannigan comes The Gift of Friends, a magical story of love, friendship and hope.

Kingfisher Road – a leafy, peaceful street in the town of Vayhill. But there are whispers behind closed doors. Who is moving into Number 10?

Engaged to handsome, wealthy Justin Johnston, Danielle appears to her new neighbours to have the perfect, glossy life. But not everything is as it seems . . .

In fact, each of the other four women who live close by has a secret, and each is nursing their own private heartache.

But could a gift be waiting on their doorsteps? And, by opening their front doors, and their hearts, to each other, could the women of Kingfisher Road discover all the help they need?


This book is for my family. They are the ones I spent most of my time with and they’re the ones I’ll miss every minute of every day.

For Cian, Sacha, Kim, Mum, Dad, Timmy, Hilary, Robyn & Steffy, with all my love.
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SHE WAS LOOKING FORWARD TO GETTING HOME. The day had started out beautifully, but now it had clouded over and the first drops of rain weren’t far away. As she turned into Kingfisher Road and walked under the granite archway, she was thinking of fresh coffee and the Victoria sponge she had bought in the bakery. Bliss!

There was a car and a van in the driveway of number ten. The back doors of the van were standing open and as she approached, a burly man pulled a large For Sale sign out of the back and strode over to the garden wall. He dropped the sign on the ground, then went back to the van for a large hammer. So, it was up for sale, she thought. That was interesting. Who would the new neighbours be, she wondered. It wouldn’t be on the market for long, that was for sure. These houses didn’t come up for sale often, so when they did there was always a scrum of buyers elbowing each other out of the way to nab one.

A man in a sharp suit stepped out of the house and smiled when he saw her. 

‘Good morning,’ he called out very loudly. ‘Are you a resident?’

She nodded. ‘Yes, I live just across there.’ She pointed at the houses opposite.

‘I was just about to deliver these to the other houses,’ he said, waving a sheaf of papers in the air, ‘so you’ve saved me one journey.’

She waited at the wall until he walked down to her.

‘Here you go,’ he said, peeling off one of the brochures and handing it to her. ‘I’m Mark Scott, by the way. I’m with Berwick Estate Agents and Valuers and we would like to do business on Kingfisher Road.’

‘I see,’ she said. ‘Well, I’ll certainly take a look at this. Thank you.’

She crossed the road, walking slowly to her own house, looking at the brochure in her hand. It was a glossy full-colour production to sell number ten, and a page had been stapled to the front that said: Similar Required. Please talk to us if you are considering selling. We are very eager to acquire properties on Kingfisher Road, Drake Avenue, Heron Way and Mallard Park. Contact us in confidence for a valuation.

Well, she wasn’t thinking of selling. She hoped to live and die in her beautiful home. It was perfect for her needs. 

Once inside the house, she made a coffee, cut a slice of cake and went up to the small sitting room upstairs to enjoy them. The room had a wide bay window that jutted out over the front garden, giving her views up and down the road. She loved to sit here and read, or just watch the comings and goings on Kingfisher Road.

She brought the brochure with her and read it as she sipped her coffee.

Kingfisher Road is the most sought-after address in Vayhill. This stunning property is the first house on the left upon entering via the stone archway that announces the enclave. Kingfisher Road is situated a mere ten minutes’ walk from the town centre, making it an easy commute to a vast array of shops, restaurants and bars . . .

Number ten is set behind wrought-iron electric gates, with imposing granite pillars. The grounds are landscaped and immaculately kept, with space to park six cars. The main house is finished in coarse granite and rendered plaster panels. Two brick chimneystacks stand majestically above the original clay tiled roof . . .

The interior of the property is wonderfully proportioned, with large rooms and high ceilings, with many original features still in place, such as ornate marble fireplaces and leaded windows . . .

There are lawns to the side and rear, surrounded by mature trees offering privacy to the sizeable paved patio. The entire glazed rear of this building can be folded back on warmer days . . .

This is a very special and enviable property. Houses on this prestigious street rarely come on the market, so this is a wonderful opportunity to join this exclusive community. Number ten is in impeccable condition and ready to move into for the lucky purchaser.

Well, they certainly made it sound desirable. It was a fantastic property, one of the best on the road. She couldn’t wait to see who would snap it up. She turned to the last page.

Kingfisher Road is the home of your dreams: beautiful, secluded, quiet and meticulously maintained by all residents. It is a prestigious address where we promise you will live happily ever after. Make your dreams come true: Live Happy! 

She rolled her eyes. What nonsense. These estate agents had really lost the run of themselves – happily ever after? How could anyone promise that? Talk about false advertising.

She put down the brochure and sighed. Didn’t people understand that having the home of your dreams didn’t mean you’d have the life of your dreams? But then, she’d been naive enough to believe that once. She had thought she was going to have a wonderful life, she had honestly believed it would all go according to her grand plan. Instead, all her dreams had fallen apart, lying in pieces around her feet. This wasn’t how it was supposed to be. 

She looked out at Kingfisher Road, the other ‘houses of your dreams’. Her best friends lived in those houses, wonderful women, but they didn’t really know her. She’d never had the guts to tell them the truth, and she reckoned she never would. She wondered if they were as happy as they seemed or were their houses like hers – perfect façades to hide the pain and heartache that lived behind them. Was it all a lie, just keeping up appearances? That was her life anyway, but she couldn’t admit that to anyone. 

She impatiently rubbed away the tear that slid down her cheek. Self-pity wouldn’t help her. She was ashamed, that was the real truth of it. The secret she hid from everyone made her feel pathetic and defeated. If her friends knew, they would shun her. So yes, she lived in a perfect home on the perfect street, where everything was beautiful and to outsiders it looked gorgeously glamorous, but behind her closed door it was a very different story. It was horribly far from perfect. 
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Chapter 1

BETSY COX WAS USUALLY THE FIRST TO KNOW about anything concerning Kingfisher Road. Proud to be the longest-standing resident on the salubrious and beautiful stretch of road she called home, she made it her business to know what was going on and to ensure her neighbours were well informed too. As head of the Residents’ Association, she took her role very seriously. Kingfisher Road was special, and Betsy wouldn’t let anything threaten its happy and civilised existence.

This was why the sight of the For Sale sign being removed at number ten made her stop in her tracks. She had only walked the fifteen minutes to the town centre to get the newspaper for Noel. When she’d left, everything had been quiet and the For Sale sign was standing erect in the spacious garden at number ten, but now, on her way back again, a man with a lump hammer was busy taking it down. A van was parked outside, its doors standing open and a jumble of signs inside. She walked determinedly over to him.

‘Good morning. It’s sold, I see. Can you tell me who bought it?’

The man looked up in surprise. ‘Me? No, sorry, love, I haven’t a clue about that.’ He gave her an apologetic smile. ‘They don’t tell the likes of me that sort of thing.’

Betsy felt a shot of frustration dart through her.

‘Right so. Well, thanks for doing such a neat job. Goodbye.’

Really, the estate agents should have to inform the Association in advance of anyone moving in, to give them an idea of their new neighbours. It was such a tightknit community here – the complex had just ten houses, which meant that every resident had a big impact on the whole look and feel of the place. It was essential to get people who were the right fit.

In fact, she’d had that thought after the last owners of number ten had moved in and out in jig time. They were a young couple and insisted on keeping to themselves, which was very annoying. A sense of community was very much part of the experience of living on Kingfisher Road, but those two had failed to realise that. Betsy had sent over invitations to various get-togethers, but she’d barely received an answer, let alone an acceptance. It didn’t augur well to Betsy, and she’d been proved right. After a honeymoon period when they gazed adoringly at each other, no matter who was trying to talk to them, the pair of them started to look miserable.

The odd thing was, strange things started to go wrong with the house – there was a burst pipe that flooded the kitchen, an unheard-of occurrence for these houses. They had been built to the highest specification and with the very best materials, so problems were rare. But number ten suddenly went rogue, with the flood, and then part of a window-sill just fell off one day, one of the gates unaccountably came off its hinge and Betsy had heard that one of them had put a foot through a stair on the steps down to the basement, like something from a Laurel and Hardy movie. As far as Betsy was concerned, the whole fiasco was the house letting them know they didn’t belong here – or with each other, for that matter. They finally got the message and went their separate ways and the For Sale went up. The houses on Kingfisher Road knew what was right, Betsy thought, unlike the estate agents obviously. As she made her way up to her own gate, she resolved to put that question on the agenda of the next Association meeting: should we petition Berwick Estate Agents and Valuers to supply information in advance of a house sale/arrival of new owner? 

As she walked up the driveway to her own house, Betsy smiled. She adored her home. Even the sound of the name made her feel happy. Mount Liah, with its fine red-brick finish, Edwardian proportions and sweeping flower gardens was the envy of most of the population of Vayhill. Betsy and her husband of thirty-five years, Noel, lived in the first house on the right-hand side of the road, number one. Each house was different and some were bigger than others, but all were set behind granite walls and wrought-iron gates. Nowadays, of course, they all had electric gates fitted. Mount Liah had been the first to get them installed. It was for security, Noel insisted, and besides, they couldn’t let the standards of the road slip. It was important to Betsy, and to Noel, that they lived in such a beautiful, well-maintained and quiet area.

Before she married Noel, Betsy used to walk her dog down Kingfisher Road and wonder what the people in each of the houses were like. She was born and raised in Vayhill town, in a small ex-corporation house where every penny was counted and accounted for. Betsy came from a family of eleven children, and there had been no time or money for fawning over anyone. From the time she became a teenager, she had felt her life was narrow and claustrophobic. She had to mind the younger ones and do the lion’s share of cooking and cleaning, so free time was a precious commodity. When she did manage to slip out with the dog, she came here, to walk through a dream. These houses and the lives of the people who lived in them seemed impossibly glamorous and free to Betsy, the opposite of everything she’d ever known.

She never dared think she could end up actually living on the road she admired so much, but fate stepped in when Betsy took a chance on Noel, a simple and quiet man her mother declared ‘boring’. But after a run of selfish and rude men who were only after one thing, Betsy found Noel’s gentlemanly ways to be a breath of fresh air. He did anything and everything she wanted and nothing was ever too much trouble. He may not have been the funniest or the most dapper, but he was always polite, and she could just tell he’d make a devoted husband and would always put her first.

Theirs was a swift and joyful courtship. They were married within eighteen months of meeting. That first meeting happened on Kingfisher Road, where Noel lived with his parents. Betsy had been walking the dog, staring longingly at the houses as usual, when a young man sitting on a wall had asked about Leila, her labrador. They got talking, and an hour had gone by before she knew it. Betsy had to run home, dragging the poor dog along behind her. She hadn’t thought she’d see Noel again, but the following week he was again sitting on the wall and he smiled and stood up when he saw her coming along. And that was that. Her mother rolled her eyes when she announced her engagement, but Betsy was sure in her heart that Noel was for her. If she was honest, the fact that he lived on her dream road made him even more special, but it was the man himself she fell in love with – and had kept on falling more in love with over their decades together.

In those early days, Noel had talked fondly about the neighbours and how kind they’d been to him and his father when his mother passed away. She’d died when Noel was a teenager and his descriptions of the community on Kingfisher Road sounded like something from another world to Betsy. Her neighbours were a grabby, selfish lot who looked after themselves and nobody else. Her mother fell out with everyone and wasn’t well liked. So Betsy had never experienced the sort of community living that Noel talked about, and she longed to be a part of it.

They were waiting for a house to come up in a new estate ten miles from Vayhill town when Brian, Noel’s father, asked them to come and live with him. ‘Don’t spend good money on rent when I’m rattling around this great big house on my own. I’d be thrilled to have your company.’

It was a good idea, but Betsy wasn’t sure how it would work out in reality. She needn’t have worried. They got on so well that he begged them to cancel the estate house and stay at Mount Liah. ‘I’ll happily do you a deal,’ Brian had said. ‘If you stay and allow me to live out my days here in my beloved home, it’ll be yours when I go.’

Betsy agreed wholeheartedly and proceeded to throw herself into being the life and soul of Kingfisher Road. She organised tea parties, set up a book club and maintained a list of trusted tradespeople that she gave to newcomers as part of a welcome hamper. Before long, she was a key member of the community. Brian lasted two years after their marriage, but then a heart attack took him from them. Betsy had grown so fond of Brian that she was more upset about his death than she was when her own parents passed away.

They didn’t have a big wedding purely because Betsy didn’t want her whole family turning up. None of them was happy for her, and they weren’t shy about saying it. Instead, they were seething with jealousy and wanted to scratch her eyes out. Her older sister, Maggie, had actually told her that she wasn’t worthy of Noel and that he’d see through her before long. ‘I give that marriage a year,’ Maggie had said to her sourly, and mentally Betsy had severed her connection to her sister.

Betsy’s feeling was that she could either sit and cry and allow them to ruin her wedding, and possibly even her future, or she could give them two fingers by showing them how wrong they were. So she had a small wedding, invited only her parents and didn’t care what her clutch of siblings thought about it.

As an only child, Noel was used to being treated like a precious jewel. All he knew was love and affection and the fact that he was cherished. He passed those sentiments on to Betsy, and she thrived in the warmth of his love. At first she made some effort to keep up with her own family, but after her first wedding anniversary they stopped talking to her. To her surprise, Betsy found it a blessed relief.

‘I feel as if I’ve been freed from some sort of negativity prison,’ she told Noel. It freed her so she could concentrate on being Betsy Cox, wife of Noel Cox, residents of Kingfisher Road.

They longed for children and eventually, when Betsy was almost forty and had long since given up hope of hearing the pitter-patter of tiny feet, Graham came along. Everyone was thrilled for them when Betsy announced her pregnancy and the other women on the road were there to advise and help her. Betsy thought her family might have a change of heart now that there was a grandson, but they stayed away and showed no interest in Graham. She went so far as to invite them to the christening, but not one of them showed up. She hadn’t cared a jot before, but now she was upset by the thought that Graham had twenty-eight cousins he might never meet. 

She made one final effort and dropped in to visit Mona, the sister closest in age to her. They’d shared bunk beds when they were kids and she felt she could trust Mona more than any of her other sisters. If there was a way back in, Mona would be the one to help her find it.

She couldn’t have been more wrong. All she got from Mona was the unedited version of what they all thought of her.

‘You’re a turncoat, Betsy. You always thought you were better than us. Look at you living on that road, acting all high and mighty with your dinner parties and your fancy clothes.’

‘Who told you I have dinner parties?’ she’d asked in disbelief. ‘Not that it makes a blind bit of difference if I have my neighbours over.’

‘Barney, your postman?’ Mona spat. ‘He’s still one of us, but he says the shite you come out with about the evenings you do have . . . You’d swear you were royalty. You’re from Heather Greens and the day you walked out of here thinking you were better than us was the day you lost your place in this family. Don’t come around here again, do you hear me? And don’t bother sending any more of them swanky cards with printed photos of that pug ugly child in them. We don’t want to know.’

Betsy held her tears at bay until she was well away from the twitching curtains of Heather Greens. She wouldn’t let them see how they’d upset her. But once home, she collapsed on the sofa in floods of tears. As always, Noel was there to soothe her and tell her that he loved her. He didn’t put her family down, he simply reminded her that they had their own family now.

‘You, me and baby Graham. That’s more than enough for me,’ said Noel. ‘You stood by me when my dad was dying and you nursed him as if he were your own. You’ve never been anything but wonderful to me. I’ll look after you for as long as you’ll let me.’

So that was that, Betsy was now alone in the world except for Noel and Graham, and she poured herself into caring for them. Graham was a cranky baby who never slept for more than five hours a night until he went to playschool. He was in trouble from the start. They were called in to see almost every teacher that came across him. Their remarks were all the same. ‘He’s rude and disruptive and picks on the weaker ones in the class.’

They were mortified by his behaviour and begged him to try and think before he acted, but sadly he went from bad to worse. As he matured and hit the teenage years, things escalated. He was brought home in a squad car on more than one occasion, and poor Betsy felt it was her duty to apologise to the neighbours for bringing such embarrassment to the road.

She’d host coffee mornings when she’d offer a wide selection of home-baked treats that she’d almost killed herself preparing.

‘If I could have a bit of hush,’ she’d say, delicately tapping the side of her teacup with her spoon. ‘I wish to apologise profusely on behalf of myself and Noel for the disruption caused by Graham two nights ago.’

The women fell over themselves telling her it wasn’t her fault, that she’d done everything right in raising Graham, that he was simply going through a bad phase and he’d be past it soon. Betsy nodded and nodded, but she worried that the truth was that he’d inherited her family’s gene pool. As the years rolled by, Graham resented his parents ever more and told them they stifled him.

‘I don’t want you both putting me on a pedestal and treating me as if I’m a prize cow at a mart.’

‘We don’t want to make you uncomfortable, son,’ Noel said patiently again and again. ‘We love you and we want what’s best for you. That’s all.’

As soon as he’d finished his last exams in school Graham was gone, off to Australia with a mate for a gap year of travelling. The mate came back at the end of the year, but Graham stayed.

While Noel and Betsy were heartbroken at his decision, there was a collective sigh of relief on Kingfisher Road when news got out that Graham wouldn’t be back. Through no fault of their own, Noel and Betsy had created a bad egg in Graham, and the general consensus was that Australia was welcome to him.

In time, he’d married a dreadful woman called Tasha, who made it very clear they were not welcome to visit after the wedding.

‘She’s literally stolen our son,’ Betsy had sobbed into Noel’s chest. ‘How will we cope without him?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Noel. ‘For the first time since I met you, I feel I’ve failed you.’

‘Darling, you’ve never failed me.’

‘But Graham is gone and I can’t fix it.’

Noel’s sense of failure proved to be a wake-up call. Betsy realised that Graham was gone, that it was his own choice and that she and Noel couldn’t take the blame any longer. He was twenty-five years of age now and they’d done right by him, so she decided that from now on, she was going to loosen her grip and just accept this was who he was. Graham had been gone almost six years, living his life as he wanted to live it. But she still had Noel, and that was what mattered. So just like when they were first married, she threw herself into caring for Noel and cherishing him, and enjoying his love in return.

Betsy shook her head as she let herself into the house and went through to the kitchen to put down her shopping. What was she like, roving back over her years? Sometimes the memories just picked her up and carried her off and it was like she wasn’t here at all. Maybe that’s how she missed the sale of number ten – she wasn’t paying enough attention. She set about boiling the kettle to scald the pot and put the tasty cake on a serving platter, resolving in her head to let the past be the past and to focus on the here and now. She smiled to herself, thinking that she sounded like Nancy now, full of determined optimism!

‘Is that you, my love?’ Noel’s voice called from the study next door.

‘Yes, Noel. I’m back again. I’ll have some tea and cake for you in a few minutes.’

‘Perfect timing!’ he called back.

Betsy believed in doing things right, so she always set the table properly, with napkins and the correct cutlery. She moved the vase of flowers she’d cut from the garden earlier to the centre of the table, enjoying the pretty red dash of the dahlias. She used Noel’s mother’s wedding Delft, a gorgeous blue-and-white patterned set that made food look even more tempting. She set out her bone china teapot and matching cups and saucers and stood back to assess the scene. Yes, it was just right.

She heard a beeping sound coming from behind her and was confused for a moment, then laughed at herself. At sixty-three years of age, keeping up with technology wasn’t her forte, and her phone was still a bit of a novelty. Noel teased her for being half scared of it. He was probably right – she had a fear of pressing a button and breaking it somehow. She fished it out of her bag and saw that it was a text from Graham. Her stomach dropped – bad news? He so rarely got in touch, it always made her as anxious as she was delighted.

Hi mum – u free to tlk? I call in 10 mins?

Betsy stared at the phone in shock. He never, ever called. A few texts a year was the most she could hope for, and now this. She gripped the phone tightly, sure that something awful had happened. Ring asap, she texted back.

Noel walked into the kitchen. ‘This looks wonderful, darling, I was just—’ He stopped when he saw Betsy’s face. ‘What is it? Has something happened?’ he said, his face full of concern.

Betsy shook her head. ‘I don’t know. Graham just texted to ask if he could ring me, to talk.’

Noel’s eyebrows shot up. ‘Right. That’s unusual. What do you think?’

Betsy shrugged. ‘I’ve no idea.’

The phone started to buzz in her hand and she looked at Noel.

‘I suggest we sit down for this,’ he said, pulling out a chair at the table for her. They both sat down and Betsy slid her thumb across the screen.

‘Hello?’

‘Hi Mum, how’s tricks?’

‘Graham, we’re so thrilled to hear from you. Is everything okay?’

‘Of course. Yeah, fine. No worries.’

‘Oh good,’ Betsy said, smiling at Noel, ‘so no problems or anything, then?’

‘I just said everything was fine,’ Graham said, the irritation in his voice making her blush. ‘I thought you might have grown out of that doomsayer’s habit.’

‘Oh no,’ Betsy said quickly, ‘I didn’t mean . . . it’s just we don’t really hear from you, so I did just hope . . .’

Across the table, Noel was frowning. Betsy thought he couldn’t hear Graham’s end of the conversation, but he was obviously picking up on the tenor of it from her reaction.

‘Sorry, darling,’ she said, forcing herself to be composed. ‘Just me being a silly worrier. So all’s well, that’s fantastic. How are you keeping?’

‘Grand. No complaints. I just rang to ask you something. But don’t freak out, okay?’

‘What do you want to ask?’ Betsy said, looking steadily at Noel.

‘Well, I was thinking of coming back. To Ireland. And I just wanted to know if I’d be welcome to visit with you guys. To stay in the house, I mean, while I’m there.’

Betsy felt like her heart was going to explode.

‘Oh yes, of course,’ she said. ‘We would absolutely love to see you. We miss you, Graham. If you’re coming back, your father and I will be so happy to have you here. I’m so delighted. So is your dad.’ She looked over at Noel, who was not so much delighted as processing, but she was sure he’d get there in the end.

‘So how long will you stay?’ she asked tentatively. In the past when she’d questioned him, he flew off the handle and told her she was meddling again.

‘Well, it’ll be just for a visit. So I’m guessing two weeks, maybe three.’ It suddenly struck Betsy that he sounded utterly exhausted. Maybe life in Australia wasn’t all fun and games anymore, or maybe, please God, he was going through a break-up?

‘Stay as long as you want. The longer, the better. And are you coming alone?’ She held up her hand, with fingers crossed, and Noel put his hand over his mouth to stop the snort of laughter.

‘No, I’ll have Tasha with me,’ he said. ‘Is that okay?’

Betsy uncrossed her fingers and made a face at Noel. ‘Yes, she’s very welcome too, of course. I’ll make up a nice room for you.’

Her heart dropped like a stone at the thought of sharing space with Tasha, but she’d welcome the devil himself if it meant she got to see her son.

‘Actually, I’ve another surprise for you,’ he said.

‘A surprise?’ Betsy said. ‘What else?’

‘The thing is, em, we’ve got a son. He’s called Arnie and we’ll be bringing him too.’

Betsy felt like her face had gone numb. It wouldn’t work itself into an expression of any sort. Noel was staring at her anxiously.

‘Pardon?’ she said. ‘You’ve got . . .’ she looked at Noel, ‘. . . a son?’

She thought Noel was going to fall out of his chair. His eyes widened and his mouth dropped open. If she hadn’t been so much in shock herself, it would have made her giggle.

‘Yeah, I kept meaning to tell you, Mum,’ Graham was saying into her ear, ‘but you know how time passes and all that, yeah?’

Betsy was too stunned to answer him. A grandson. A whole entire new person and he hadn’t thought to tell her? The rush of love she felt was accompanied by a rush of unbridled anger. How could he not tell them this? She suddenly realised that she had missed what Graham had been saying.

‘Mum? So can you help?’ he said, sounding irritated. ‘I’m a bit pressed for time. I’ve got to get to work. So what do you think?’

‘Hold on a minute,’ said Betsy, her voice shaking with the anger she was trying hard to control. ‘We’ve barely heard from you for the past six years. When we saw you last you were so unwelcoming and rude that you made us feel ashamed that we’d done such a poor job of raising you. Now you’re dropping a bomb and acting as if we’re the ones being odd! Now just cop on here, Graham, really.’

There was a pause as he obviously registered just how strong her emotions were.

‘Okay. I’m sorry,’ he said, sounding anything but. ‘I was saying there’s an issue with my ticket home. We can’t really afford it.’

‘You can’t afford your ticket?’

‘Well, I can’t afford any of them – mine or Tasha’s. I suppose Arnie might go free. But if you want to see us, you’ll have to help me out, okay?’

‘You need the money for two return tickets?’ Betsy asked.

Noel flung up his hands and looked disgusted. She could tell he was about to shout ‘No!’ at the phone, but she looked at him pleadingly. She put her hand over the phone and whispered, ‘Please, love. I want to meet our grandson.’

‘How old is the baby?’ Betsy asked.

‘Four months,’ said Graham.

Betsy blinked back tears as she tried to digest the information. How could their own son have kept this from them?

Noel was nodding at her.

‘That’s no problem at all, darling. You just tell us how much you need and give me the bank details and Dad will send the money.’ She smiled gratefully at her husband. Graham had some cheek, but family mattered far more than money.

‘Okay, great, thanks Mum. I’ll book tickets for travel in the next couple of weeks. I’ll let you know the dates. We’re really looking forward to seeing you guys,’ he said, sounding more Aussie than Irish. Betsy hated the fact he didn’t even sound Irish anymore. Nobody would guess he was from Vayhill, that was for certain.

‘We’re so happy, Graham. Keep us updated,’ she said, then he ended the call.

Betsy put down the phone and she and Noel looked at each other in silence.

‘Well,’ Noel said finally. ‘It’s going to take me a while to get my head around all this.’

‘I know,’ Betsy said, feeling a little dazed. ‘My God, Arnie Cox. I can’t believe it.’

Noel smiled and shook his head. ‘A grandson.’

‘It’ll take me a while to forgive him,’ Betsy said.

‘For not telling us?’

‘Yes. I mean, really, Noel, nine months of a pregnancy and the child is four months old and he never said one word in that whole time. What kind of a son does that?’

Noel reached across the table and took her hand. ‘Don’t upset yourself, darling. I feel the same way, but this is where we’re at, and if we want to be in Arnie’s life, we’ll have to bottle up the anger. The important thing now is that they’re coming over, and we’ll get to meet him. That will be magic.’

Betsy sighed and nodded. ‘You’re right. I’ll have to let it go. I’ll work on it between now and when their plane touches down, I promise.’ She grinned at Noel. ‘Wait till I tell Nancy and Maia and Pearl,’ she said. ‘They’ll be so shocked.’

‘That they will,’ Noel said drily.

Deep down, Betsy prayed that her son had matured somewhat. She also hoped that dreadful Tasha had mellowed since becoming a mum. Surely they would both be less brash and aggressive than before?

She’d tell the other women as soon as she saw them. They’d be delighted for her. Although whether it was in fact good news or bad news, only time would tell.
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Chapter 2

‘MUM, YOU HAVE GOT TO STOP LOOKING AT ME like that.’

‘Like what?’ Maia demanded. ‘Can’t I look at my beautiful daughter?’

‘Not all . . . soppy-eyed.’ Zara pouted. ‘I can’t look at that expression for the next two months.’

‘Give me a break,’ Maia said, raking her long blonde hair with her freshly manicured nails. She’d managed to get an early appointment with her favourite nail artist, Mila, and she kept holding out her hands to admire her expertly applied soft pink falsies. Mila was worth her weight in gold.

‘You give me a break,’ Zara said. ‘You’ve still got me for another while, so no need to keep gazing at me like I’m a cute puppy.’

Maia laughed. ‘I really can’t wait for you to have children and finally understand all you put me through.’

Zara rolled her eyes. ‘Okay, I’ll leave you to your pity party.’ She left the kitchen, wafting the scent of Coco Mademoiselle behind her. Maia watched her go, aching when she thought of what she was about to lose.

‘You do keep looking at her like you’re heartsick,’ Nancy said. She was perched on a stool at the breakfast bar, nursing a black coffee.

Maia sighed heavily. ‘That’s because I am,’ she said, taking the stool next to Nancy’s. ‘You know more than anyone what that girl means to me. The idea of her leaving home, I just . . .’ She trailed off.

Nancy reached over and patted her hand. ‘I know, Maia,’ she said. ‘I’ve watched that girl grow from a baby, and you grow into a woman and a devoted mother. I haven’t gone through it myself, but I can imagine how torn you must be feeling. I’m sure you’re proud of what she’s achieved but wish you could turn back the clock at the same time.’

‘Exactly,’ Maia said. ‘I’m so happy to see her do well and follow her dreams, but it makes me feel, I don’t know, left out. I don’t feel like I have any dreams. I’ve just poured myself into Zara and Zach for the past seventeen years, so who the hell will I be without them?’ She bit her lip to stop the tears that were threatening. She was daft to be sitting here crying because her kids were high-achievers. What kind of nutter did that?

Nancy smiled at her. ‘Always hard on yourself, Maia. Ever since I first met you. I remember you when you moved here, a skinny streak of defiance, weren’t you?’

Maia grinned at her. ‘Such a way with words, Nancy. Just lovely.’

Nancy threw back her head and laughed. ‘It’s true. You thought we were all going to look down on you, or make a fool of you, that you didn’t measure up somehow. You were wrong then and do you know what? You’re wrong now. You do have dreams, you’ve just ignored your own inner voice for so long, you can’t hear it. But it’s still there. I see it with you mothers all the time. Your worlds are so noisy for so many years, you go deaf to yourselves. Common complaint.’

‘Thank you, Doctor Smyth, for your wise insights,’ Maia said, pouring herself a cup of coffee from the cafetière. ‘Maybe you’re right,’ she said. ‘But right now, all I can think about is that Zara is going travelling for a year and then going to university in Belfast, and Zach . . .’ Maia groaned and put her head in her hands.

‘Ah now,’ said Nancy, ‘it’s not that bad.’

Maia could feel the tears welling again. ‘Yes, it is,’ she wailed. ‘At least Belfast is up the road and I can drive there in two hours, but America! Zach is going to be so far away. I mean, my little baby. How can he head off halfway across the world?’

‘Little baby? He’s six foot two and built like a brick shithouse,’ Nancy said, making Maia laugh through her tears. ‘He’s won a scholarship to study and play the sport he loves, and he’s going to do it in a fantastic college that will open up so many opportunities for him. Maia, my love, this is what you’ve worked so hard for, to give him a life he can live with passion. America will be the making of him.’

‘I know it in one part of my brain,’ Maia said, ‘but that’s not enough to cancel out the bit of my brain that’s screaming with sadness. The idea of them not in the house. How will Frankie and me manage, just the two of us?’

‘Sex from the chandeliers would be my suggestion,’ Nancy said, and the two of them burst out laughing.

‘You’re such a tonic, Nancy,’ Maia said. She smiled warmly at her friend. ‘You’ve been an absolute rock to me all these years. I hope you know how much I appreciate it, and how much I love you.’

‘We’ll be weeping into these coffees if you keep that up,’ Nancy said. ‘Remember, I’m nearly thirty years older than you, which means I know that time truly is a healer. It’ll be horrible when they go. I’ll miss them terribly myself. But then things will move on and flow and change and you’ll find yourself with a different perspective. That’s always how it goes. You’ll just have to hang in there.’

Maia nodded. ‘By my fingernails,’ she said.

‘By your incredibly expensive talons, you mean,’ Nancy said.

Maia regarded her nails and tried to believe in Nancy’s words. The truth was, she felt a rising sense of panic every time she looked into the future. It was October now, and by January the twins would be gone, and their little family would be broken up. She hadn’t even really thought that Zach would get a place on the scholarship programme. She’d encouraged him and told him he could, but privately she’d been relying on his results not being good enough to get him over the line. But he’d knuckled down this year and studied like a demon and surprised everyone – not least his long-suffering teachers – by scoring two points more than he needed. His soccer skills did the rest, and now her boy would move to the US in January for three years. She felt sick at the idea of it. It wasn’t just losing them, it was that sickening feeling that she was going to lose herself right along with them. Who was she if she wasn’t Zara and Zach’s mum? She honestly hadn’t a clue.

‘You should plan something nice,’ Nancy said. ‘Something to look forward to, like a holiday.’

Before Maia could answer, there was a rapping on the kitchen window. The two women looked over. Pearl was outside, hair and makeup beautifully done and wearing a white shirt and jeans, gesticulating wildly at them.

Maia raced over and unlocked the sliding door and pulled it open. ‘Wow, you look gorgeous,’ she said. ‘Did you go to Mila’s place like I suggested?’

Pearl nodded. ‘They were so good. They sent two girls up to do our hair and makeup. The bridal party are being done now. I don’t really ever get an up-do, but I decided to go for it. Is it alright?’

‘It’s perfect,’ Maia said, appraising her with an expert eye. ‘And I adore the fresh flower. Is that a gardenia?’

‘Yes. Thank you,’ Pearl said gratefully. ‘Seth hasn’t mentioned my hair, so I was starting to think I got it wrong.’

‘No way!’ Maia said. ‘That’s just him being a man. You look stunning.’

‘I’ll take my compliments wherever I can get them,’ Pearl said, blushing. ‘But I’m so glad you’re both here. The caterer just delivered the tables and chairs, but they’ve left me eight chairs short. The guy said he couldn’t get across town and back again in time. Would either of you have spares I could use?’

‘You’ve come to the right house,’ Maia said. ‘I’m the queen of party planning, as you know.’

‘That’s exactly why I ran straight here,’ Pearl said, laughing.

‘I have stacking chairs in the garage that will be perfect. You run on back, okay? I am not letting you ruin your perfect look by lugging chairs. I’ll bring them across.’

‘I’ll help,’ Nancy said, hopping down lightly from the stool. ‘I may be nearly seventy, but I’m a good old workhorse all the same.’

‘Oh no, I’ll send Seth over,’ Pearl said.

‘Not at all,’ Maia said, waving her hand. ‘He’s probably in his suit by now. We can manage. You run back and we’ll see you in five.’

‘Lifesavers,’ Pearl said. ‘Thank you so much.’ She jogged off down the driveway and next door to her own house.

‘Fair play to her hosting that wedding,’ Nancy said. ‘I’d be a basket-case if I had that level of hostessing to do.’

‘I’d love it,’ Maia said with a grin. ‘I’m thrilled we’re getting a preview. Let’s go.’

She led the way outside and to the two-car garage that stood separate from the house. She tapped the keypad on the wall and the doors raised up, revealing her BMW, Freddie’s Range Rover and walls of shelving all neatly arranged with tools, boxes, hanging bicycles – and chairs.

‘Dear God, Maia, it’s like an OCD paradise in here,’ Nancy said, looking around in awe.

‘You know me,’ Maia said, making straight for the chair section. ‘Have to have everything in its place.’

‘This is actually kind of creepy,’ Nancy said as she followed her.

Maia made four stacks of two chairs each. ‘That’s enough to carry in one go,’ she said.

They both picked up a stack and walked around to Pearl’s house.

‘Are you sure you can manage?’ Maia asked.

‘I’m grand,’ Nancy said. ‘Pilates keeps me fit as a fiddle.’

‘I want to be just like you when I’m your age,’ Maia said. ‘Fit and naughty.’

Nancy laughed. ‘Just keep doing what you’re doing, that’ll get you there.’

‘Nancy! Maia! Hey!’

‘Good morning, Drew. Isn’t this an exciting day?’

Pearl’s son came bounding towards them, his eyes lit up with pleasure. He grabbed Maia in a hug, nearly sending her and the chairs flying.

‘Hang on,’ she laughed. ‘Let me get these out of my hands then I can give you a proper bear hug.’

‘Get away from her this instant, Drew,’ Seth barked as he came towards them. ‘Nancy. Maia. Very kind of you. I’ll take those.’ He took the chairs from Nancy’s hands and glared at Drew. ‘Are you capable of helping?’

Nancy winced at his angry tone. ‘That’s grand, Seth,’ she said calmly. ‘They’re no weight, and Maia is dying to get a look around at the grand preparations.’

‘This way,’ Seth said curtly. ‘Don’t get in the way, Drew.’

Maia and Nancy exchanged a look and Nancy took Drew’s hand and squeezed it. The boy shrank into himself whenever his father was around and it pained Nancy to see it. She knew Seth had wanted a son just like himself, but Drew was sixteen years old now and she couldn’t understand why Seth hadn’t moved on to acceptance. When Drew was born and they’d discovered he was never going to progress beyond the mental age of a child, Pearl had been devastated at first, but then she had quickly accepted Drew for who he was and loved him fiercely. Pearl was devoted to Drew, and it was down to her hard work that he had come along so well over the years, but as far as Nancy could see, she got precious little help from her husband. His focus was the army, and always had been.

‘I don’t know how she puts up with him,’ Maia said quietly as Seth marched up the path ahead of them.

Nancy shook her head. ‘Certainly wouldn’t be my cup of tea.’

‘Cup of tea?’ Drew said, looking eager to help.

‘No, no, you’re grand, Drew,’ Nancy said, smiling at him. ‘We just had one. Now, will you show us this fantastic wedding set-up.’

‘Come on,’ Drew said, dragging Nancy by the hand so that she had to canter to keep up.

They went around to the back garden and stopped in astonishment. The long garden was festooned in the colour theme of the wedding: cream and silvery-grey. The chairs were cream, with grey silk bows. There was a podium at the end of the garden, with a long wooden table set up with candles and a sweeping bouquet of gardenias. A flower-adorned archway stood nearby, for Lily-Rose to walk through on her way down the ‘aisle’. Old Kilner jars hung from the trees by ribbons, each holding a nightlight candle. A ‘red carpet’ in the same silvery-cream was waiting for the bride’s Louboutin-clad feet to sashay across it. Strings of tiny white Chinese lanterns were hung across the whole width of the garden. The whole scene looked like an extravagantly beautiful movie set.

‘My God,’ Maia breathed, ‘Pearl has played an absolute blinder. I couldn’t actually have done any better myself, and that’s saying something. This is amazing.’

‘Wow!’ Nancy said. ‘Drew, this is spectacular.’

Drew grinned at them. ‘I know. I know,’ he said, nodding enthusiastically.

Seth walked over to join them. ‘Are there any more?’ he asked, gesturing at the chairs.

‘Yeah, another four,’ Maia said. ‘I’ll just . . .’

‘I’ll get them,’ Seth said and turned on his heel and walked briskly away.

‘Don’t mind him,’ Pearl said, her voice at a nervous pitch. ‘He hates all this girlie stuff. But I’d say he’s enjoying it really.’

‘The important thing is to ignore him completely if he’s annoying you,’ Maia said. ‘You look gorgeous, the place looks gorgeous and it’s going to be a fabulous day, so don’t let Sergeant Grumpy-arse ruin it for you.’

Drew started laughing hysterically. ‘Sergeant Grumpy-arse,’ he gasped.

‘Oh God,’ Pearl said, going pale. ‘Drew, you can’t say that,’ she begged. ‘Daddy will be angry. Please don’t say that. It’s just our secret, okay? You, me, Maia and Nancy. Our secret. We don’t tell Daddy, okay?’

Drew grinned wickedly, but he seemed to catch the note of terror in his mother’s voice.

‘Sergeant Grumpy-arse,’ he whispered, giggling to himself. ‘I’m going to tell Tommy.’

He walked off and Pearl took a deep breath. ‘Maia, please don’t say stuff like that in front of him. Seth will blow a gasket if he hears that.’

Maia looked stricken. ‘Jesus, I’m so sorry, Pearl. I wasn’t thinking that Drew was there. Will I go after him and tell him he’s never to say it again?’

Pearl shook her head. ‘It’s okay. Tommy is brilliant with him. He’ll understand and make sure Drew knows not to say it out loud in front of Seth.’ Pearl smiled tightly. ‘Don’t mind me, I’m just nervous about today. The bride is nearly ready inside and guests will be here in less than two hours and my nerves are shot.’

‘You need a nip of brandy in your coffee,’ Nancy said.

‘God, no,’ Pearl said. ‘I’d fall over in a heap if I touched alcohol. I’m so tired from all the toing and froing this week. It’s been crazy to get it all done.’

Maia looked around the garden. ‘But my God, Pearl, you’ve done yourself proud. This place looks absolutely incredible. If I ever dump Freddie and find a hot young thing to marry, you’re definitely my event organiser.’

Pearl laughed. ‘I’m never doing this again, not for any amount of money.’

‘Is there anything else we can do to help?’ Nancy said, as Seth arrived back carrying all four chairs.

‘No, thank you,’ Pearl said. ‘The caterers are brilliant, they have it all under control. And now I have the right amount of chairs, I can breathe again. I just have to get changed myself and then hopefully it’ll all go smoothly.’

‘You’d think you were organising a military campaign that involved life and death,’ Seth said scornfully. ‘It’s just a party, Pearl. Keep it in perspective.’

Maia turned on him. ‘Excuse me, Seth, but being responsible for your niece’s wedding is a huge stress, and it’s all on Pearl. You should be thanking her for putting such a huge amount of care and effort into it. It might look easy to you, but these things are a nightmare to plan and get right. Pearl deserves a medal.’

‘A medal,’ Seth snorted. ‘You women. Talk about exaggerating.’

Maia looked like she was going to explode with anger, so Nancy put a hand on her arm and said quickly, ‘We should go get ready, too, Maia.’

‘Yes, I’ll see you later then,’ Seth said and walked off towards the house.

‘Jesus Christ,’ Maia muttered.

‘I’m sorry,’ Pearl said. ‘He’s just useless at this sort of thing. He’s not mad on socialising and people around the house, so this kind of a day brings out the worst in him. Sorry about him speaking like that.’

‘You’ve nothing to apologise for,’ Maia said. ‘I just don’t know how you don’t whack him with one of those damn chairs. He’d have had a frying pan in the face long before now if he was my husband.’

Pearl smiled. ‘That beautiful image is going to sustain me today, Maia.’

‘Then my work here is done,’ Maia said, laughing. ‘Right, we’ll leave you to it. But text me if you need anything else at all.’

‘Just turn up and keep me sane,’ Pearl said.

Maia and Nancy walked back to Maia’s gate and stood looking at each other for a few moments.

‘When I see men like that,’ Nancy said, ‘I’m so glad I have no husband or kids. He’s so stifling. It’s like you can’t even breathe properly when he’s around.’

‘Pearl is such a sweetie,’ Maia said. ‘It breaks my heart to see that. I mean, Freddie’s not exactly going to lay his coat over a puddle for me, but my God, he’s decent and talks to me like I’m a human being, with feelings. Well, most of the time at any rate.’

‘Anyway,’ Nancy said, ‘as Pearl said, we can go along and help her enjoy it. Hopefully Seth will find some boring old fart to talk army stuff with and she can forget about him. I’ll go over and get ready. I’ll see you there in a while.’

‘Okay, see you later,’ Maia said. She stood at the gate watching Nancy walk in her sprightly way back towards her house. She was so lucky to have friends like these women. Even Betsy, she thought with a smile. She loved to shock Betsy with a choice comment every now and then, but she also knew Betsy had the biggest and warmest heart and would do anything to help a friend.

She turned and started to walk slowly up her curving driveway, admiring the new lavender border the gardener had added. It worked beautifully. Imagine her with a lavender border! It was far from that she was raised. When they’d first moved here, she’d found the whole friendly neighbour scene a bit much. She’d also felt very insecure because she was from a different side of town. But she soon learned that everyone was from different backgrounds and, more to the point, they weren’t concerned about where she’d come from. They were so welcoming and genuinely seemed to want her to join in with them, that she’d caved and ‘become one of them’, as Freddie liked to tease her. He was a rough diamond, but she felt he liked the fact that she’d learned how to hob-nob with the best of them over the years. She’d learned so much from Betsy, Nancy and Pearl, and now she could host a book club evening as if she was born to it.

The first time she’d mentioned going to the book club, Freddie had nearly coughed up his dinner. ‘You’re going to a bleedin’ book club!’ he’d teased her. ‘Does that mean you have to read something that’s not a glossy magazine?’

Freddie was a good sort, though. Nothing like that Seth fella, who had a poker up his arse and couldn’t crack a smile for love nor money. Although Maia had been getting worried about her husband lately. He seemed distracted, and it was harder to make him laugh. There was something a bit distant about him, like he wasn’t really there even when he was beside her. It was bothering her, truth be told, but she didn’t know what to do about it. She looked across at Pearl’s house, thinking about the beautiful wedding day that was unfolding, when she had a lightbulb moment. What had Nancy said – arrange something to look forward to? She knew exactly what to do.

Maia went into the kitchen and found that Freddie had emptied the remaining contents of the cafetière into a big mug and was slurping it contentedly.

‘How’s my loving husband?’ Maia asked, kissing his forehead.

‘In danger of being late,’ Freddie said. ‘I’ll just finish this and go.’

‘You’re working a hell of a lot of hours lately,’ Maia said. ‘We must try to have a date night, get some time to talk.’

‘Talk about what?’ Freddie demanded, looking at her sharply.

‘Jesus,’ said Maia, ‘you’d swear I was from the Revenue. It’s me, Freddie, your wife, remember?’

He smiled. ‘Sorry, love. It’s just whenever someone says they want to talk to me, it usually ends up costing me money.’

‘Funny you should say that,’ Maia said, ‘because I’ve just had a fantastic idea.’

Freddie groaned. ‘How much?’

‘It’s a really good idea,’ Maia said. ‘I’m kind of dying inside with the kids getting ready to leave, and you won’t admit it but I know you are too.’

He shrugged. ‘They have to grow up and live their lives.’

‘I know,’ Maia said, ‘but that doesn’t mean I’m not sad about it. But while we still have them, how about we celebrate our family? You and me are twenty years’ married this year, so I’m thinking a party, big celebration, get everyone around and toast you and me and what we’ve achieved in raising Zara and Zach. What do you think?’

He shrugged again, and she felt a flash of irritation. What was it with men and shrugging? It was like they thought it constituted actual communication.

‘Well?’ she demanded. ‘Have you fallen so far out of love with me that you don’t care anymore?’

Freddie looked at her in surprise. ‘Where’s that coming from? Look, I’m no good at the organising, so you go ahead and arrange whatever you like, okay? It’s a great idea. And the kids will love it. We could all do with a lift, and it’ll be a night to remember if you’re the brains behind it.’

‘That’s more like it,’ Maia said, reaching over to take his hand. ‘Bit of enthusiasm.’

Freddie looked at his watch. ‘Have to get going, okay? I’ll see you later.’

‘So you definitely can’t come to the wedding next door?’

He shook his head. ‘Told you, just can’t fit it in. But I hope you have a great day.’

The front door slammed shut behind him, and Maia was left standing in her spotless kitchen, in the silence. She looked around her and couldn’t help thinking that she was standing in her own dismal future: quiet, empty, on her own. It made her heart sink. If her mother could see her now, she’d laugh in her face.

From the time she could walk, Roisin White had made her daughter model. Maia hadn’t minded until she’d hit her teens. By that point she found it excruciatingly embarrassing and wanted nothing more than to curl into a ball when Roisin marched her into constant auditions. Her mother despaired when she wasn’t chosen, while Maia secretly rejoiced.

‘You’ve been chosen to do a yoghurt commercial, Maia!’ Roisin said one day when she came in from school. ‘It’s going to pay out thousands. We’ll be able to go on a foreign holiday for the first time!’ Maia knew she couldn’t refuse and even though everyone at school would slag her to death, it had to be done.

Maia never saw a penny of the money. They didn’t
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