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Chapter 1

You are invited to attend the nuptials of

Audrey McCarthy and Joseph Bourke

The bride and groom kindly request the following:


	No female guests to wear white; this includes clothes, shoes and/or accessories.

	Guests should refrain from wearing garments from Coast or Karen Millen clothing stores.

	Guests should please visit laceconfetti.com/mccarthy–bourke to review the colour scheme of the wedding and dress accordingly.

	Single male invitees should not bring as dates female guests who are unknown to the bride and groom.

	All non-local guests should stay at the hotel in which the wedding reception will be held (prices and information available online at www.themanor.com).

	No gifts on the day unless in the form of cash or cheques. Preferred method of gifting is via the wedding list (see attached notification card for details) or through deposits to the couple’s joint bank account (details below) by the date of the wedding.



It was more of an edict than an invite, and Cara Clancy didn’t think she’d ever come across anything more obnoxious. Engraved on expensive wedding stationery below the date, time and place was that long list of what could only be described as demands.

She knew that her old college friend Audrey McCarthy was a show-off, but this was taking it to another higher level. Even as a person who wasn’t easily offended or slighted, Cara couldn’t help but feel her hackles rise at this utter lack of tact and taste, not to mention blatant money-grabbing tendencies.

So much for ‘for richer for poorer’ . . .

She shook her head as she sought out the wedding list ‘notification card’ mentioned in the invite, and wasn’t in the least bit surprised to see that the list was at one of Ireland’s most expensive luxury stores, Brown Thomas. Of course.

No run-of-the-mill chain store would be good enough for these two and she made a mental note to check it out to see what the cheapest item on the list would be. She was sure she wouldn’t be the only one doing so.

But just in case guests didn’t subscribe to the wedding list, the couple were also kind enough to allow you donate to them personally, should you be so inclined.

Her eyes widened. The cheek of it . . .

The inclusion of the bank account number was a brazen appeal for cash, and Cara wondered when weddings had become less about the commitment two people were making to spend the rest of their lives together and more about money and gifts.

As much as she wanted to throw the invite in the bin and compose a response that regretfully informed the couple of her inability to attend an affair that seemed geared to padding their pockets (and which would undoubtedly help with the financial burden of any future divorce), she found that she didn’t have it in herself to do so. Instead she placed it aside, wondering what Shane would think when she showed it to him.

Probably much the same as she did. Despite his moneyed background and privileged upbringing (his father, Gene Richardson, was a hugely successful Dublin property developer), her boyfriend wasn’t in the least bit flashy, and wasn’t a fan of ostentatious displays of wealth.

Not that Audrey McCarthy was wealthy. From what Cara could remember, she was pretty sure that her old friend had, like herself, come from a normal working-class background. Maybe the hubby-to-be was minted? Although if he was, they’d hardly be sending out glorified begging letters in the guise of wedding invites – would they?

And who was the groom anyway? Cara glanced back through the invite for the mention of him and found the name. Ah, a ‘Joseph Bourke.’ Maybe Mr Bourke didn’t have any demands for the wedding day, or maybe Audrey thought of him as simply another wedding-related accessory.

Her thoughts resting on the idea of weddings, Cara wondered what her and Shane’s wedding would be like, if one day he decided to ask her.

She certainly knew what her answer would be if he did, and she also knew for certain that their big day would be an out-and-out celebration of their love for each other, and a million miles from what Audrey McCarthy seemed to be planning.

Cara and Shane had been together for almost three years. They’d first met at a mutual friend’s dinner party and had immediately hit it off. He was fun and laid-back and had a wickedly dry sense of humour that really appealed to her. Not to mention that he was very good-looking with fair hair, green eyes and a broad rugby-player physique from his days playing at Blackrock College. By the end of that night the chemistry was almost palpable and she knew that if Shane asked her out she wouldn’t hesitate for a second. Turns out he did, and the pair embarked on a budding romance that turned to full bloom within months.

At five foot nothing, Cara always felt tiny in Shane’s arms, but more importantly, she felt safe.

She glanced at a photo on a nearby side table, of her and Shane taken the previous winter on a weekend trip to Barcelona. Smiling, she suspected that when the time was right, Shane would ask. Now twenty-nine years old, Cara was certain she had found the man she was supposed to be with. Marriage was just the next natural step, wasn’t it?

Turning her attention away from thoughts of marriage, she began the process of organising herself after a day’s work. She placed her laptop case on the coffee table, ready and waiting for later when she had some additional work do to.

As someone who was naturally artistic and creative, Cara adored her job as a graphic designer at Octagon Design, a small firm based in Greygates, the small Dublin coastal suburb in which she had grown up. It was also a plus that she had a stellar relationship with her boss, Conor Dempsey, whom she’d always known from the area, and was proud of the fact that she was not one of those people who constantly lamented that their boss was a pain in the ass or out to get them. Cara knew that he respected her and the job that she did for his company and as such, he gave her a relatively free rein.

She glanced at the time and knew that Shane would be home soon. While Cara was a million miles from being a domestic goddess, she was at least confident in her ability to whip up some tomato soup . . . even if it was just from a can.

She went into the small galley kitchen of their cosy one-bed apartment and started pottering about, first deciding to open a bottle of red and let it breathe while she waited for Shane. Although the place was by no means palatial, it had modern and stylish features that complemented their lifestyle. Located just on the fringes of Dublin city centre, it was handy for them both for work, while also ideal for bustling city living, which they both enjoyed. Having decided not to follow in his father’s footsteps and go into the building industry, Shane had instead trained as an accountant and worked in a city-centre firm, and her own office in Greygates was just a short commuter-train ride away. They were both thrilled with the place when they’d picked it out together the year before, aware that it was a real demonstration of their commitment to one another and the future they were working on creating, one step at a time.

Within minutes, she heard the front door of the apartment open, and listened to the usual rustlings indicating that Shane was getting rid of his work things and making his way to the kitchen.

She had her head down, buttering bread and getting ready to place it in the frying pan, when he came in.

‘Ahh . . . what kind of culinary masterpiece do I smell tonight?’ he teased. ‘Could that really be grilled cheese sandwiches and tomato soup? Ah the memories that are flooding back to me . . . all involving being five years old. You really are a domestic goddess in disguise,’ he said, coming up behind Cara and encircling her with his arms.

She let loose a snort of laughter. ‘Yep, that’s me, cooking for you in such a way that you think of your mum.’ She turned in his arms to face him and planted a kiss on his lips. He was six foot two and with those blond good looks Cara really couldn’t get enough of him. Her pulse still quickened when he kissed her.

‘Mmm . . .’ he sighed into her long hair. ‘Actually, my mum never made grilled cheese, but Lillian did.’

Lillian had been his nanny. Shane had grown up in a huge house located on a large country estate outside Kildare. To say that the family was wealthy would be a huge understatement, and his parents, especially his mother Lauren, enjoyed flaunting their money and social status. The fact that Shane didn’t was yet another quality of his that Cara admired.

Giving her another brief kiss on the forehead, he stood back and idly checked through the post. ‘Crikey, what the hell is this?’

Seeing that Shane was holding Audrey McCarthy’s wedding invitation in his hand, she shook her head. ‘I know. Tacky isn’t it?’

Shane read the invitation, his eyebrows climbing higher with every sentence.

‘Christ on a bike,’ he guffawed. ‘Single male guests should not bring female guests the bride and groom do not know?’ Who are these people?’

Cara walked to the cabinet and removed two wine glasses. ‘Well, I only know the bride.’ She poured two glasses of wine and handed one to Shane as she took a sip. ‘Look at this. They’ve even included their bank account number.’ She pointed at the series of numbers lining the bottom of the invite.

‘This really is tacky. Where did you meet this girl? At a fundraiser or something? She seems to have a good understanding of the concept in any case.’

‘Stop it,’ Cara smiled as she swatted at him. ‘And when did you ever see me at a fundraiser? I think you’re mistaking me for your mother again.’ She threw the invitation on the countertop. ‘We don’t have to go to that wedding; I would prefer it if we didn’t actually.’

‘Ah don’t say that, we’ll go and have a bit of craic,’ Shane said wickedly. ‘Surely you don’t want to miss the ice sculptures, or the doves, or the fifty-piece orchestra serenading the beautiful bride as she walks down the aisle in a dress that probably cost the same as this place?’

‘Sounds like you know plenty about the goings-on on at weddings these days,’ Cara joked. ‘I’m still not sure about going, though. When I opened up the invitation, and read all those demands . . . honestly I felt like telling Audrey McCarthy where she could stick her wedding list and bank account number. And I wouldn’t mind but I have a wardrobe full of Coast and Karen Millen, and she’s telling me I can’t wear any of it?’ And if Audrey expected Cara to go out and spend even more on something new she could go sing. Money was tight for everyone these days, so such a demand truly was a bit rich. ‘Seriously, I thought that kind of nonsense was finished with nowadays.’

Elaborate wedding celebrations and one-upmanship had been rife throughout Ireland’s Celtic Tiger days, when the banks were happy to lend for such excesses as helicopters for the bride and groom, but the ensuing recession had put a welcome stop to the worst of it.

‘Ah, you really shouldn’t let people like that bother you.’ Shane shook his head and paused briefly. ‘I’ve never understood it myself though, these couples who go into massive debt for just one day – especially now. I understand that a wedding is a big deal, but really, shouldn’t it be all about the commitment you’re making to the one you’re marrying, rather than trying to impress some relatives you don’t even know by flying in beluga caviar from Moscow?’

Cara smiled. This was why exactly why she loved him so much; they felt the same way about so many things and were always completely in tune with each other.

‘I knew I was with you for a reason. You are so smart.’

‘And I know I’m with you for a reason. Sadly one that definitely doesn’t involve your cooking.’ He sniffed the air, and nudged her arm as she turned to place her wine glass on the counter. ‘Sorry to break it to you, but I think your grilled cheese is burning.’

‘Oh no!’ Cara exclaimed, quickly turning her attention to the stove. Shane laughed as she grabbed the frying pan and removed it from the hob. The cheese was nicely charred and looked deeply unappetising.

Shane raised his eyebrows. ‘So what’ll it be then – Indian or Thai?’

She blushed guiltily. ‘I suppose a takeaway might be a good idea at this point.’

‘My thoughts exactly,’ he grinned as he pulled her close and kissed her on the forehead. ‘Cooking is way overrated anyway. Don’t worry; I know you have a great phone voice.’

‘Ha! Conor says the same thing,’ she laughed, reaching for the phone.

A slight shadow crossed his face at the mention of Conor, and Cara mentally cursed herself for mentioning him. Shane had never quite been able to get his head around her close relationship with her boss. She supposed they had a rather unorthodox employer/employee relationship, but Conor Dempsey had taken her on straight out of college when he was first setting up Octagon, and she’d been working for him for close to a decade. But notwithstanding the fact that Conor must be almost twice her age, Shane never seemed especially comfortable with their easy-going friendship. Possibly because Conor was still unmarried, drop-dead gorgeous and had most of the female half of Dublin chasing after him.

Truthfully though, Cara never thought of her boss as anything other than just that, but it seemed Shane remained unconvinced.

She winked, hoping to deflect his attention away from that last remark. ‘Good to know I have some redeeming qualities.’

As she dialled the Indian restaurant down the road she noticed Shane once again pick up the wedding invitation from the countertop. ‘“The bride and groom kindly request . . . ”’ he read out loud, shaking his head. ‘At least that won’t be us.’

Cara was on the line waiting for the restaurant to pick up, but Shane’s words made her turn suddenly and face him. What on earth did that mean?

‘I’m sorry, what?’ she asked.

Shane looked steadily back at her. ‘I said . . . no way will that be us.’

‘Oh.’ Cara didn’t have much time to think about it just then, as the restaurant answered her call.

But as she placed their order, she couldn’t help but wonder what Shane meant. Did he mean that they wouldn’t dream of creating as much fuss around their wedding as Audrey McCarthy – or, more worryingly, she thought, gulping, that a wedding wouldn’t be them at all?



Chapter 2

Heidi Clancy looked at the pink and white plastic wand in front of her, and waited for the oracle to announce her future.

Or at least for the two pink lines to show.

She would be pregnant. After all, she had willed it to be so. It was the way things were supposed to happen. She’d been married almost a year now, this was the next natural step, and heaven forbid someone or something cross her in her quest.

She stared expectantly at the pregnancy test that rested on the marble counter of her master bathroom, and then looked at her watch, tapping her foot impatiently on the porcelain-tiled floor.

‘Anything yet?’ called out Paul, her husband, and Heidi looked nervously at the door. She knew he was just as excited by the prospect as she was and she didn’t want to let him down.

‘Still waiting.’ She turned to the bathroom mirror and exhaled heavily, just as her yoga instructor had told her to do. It would help her circulation and ultimately promote a healthy pregnancy. She studied her reflection – while her chestnut (albeit artificially enhanced) hair was always glossy, today it had an additional sheen to it, and her skin looked clear and dewy. Heidi nodded satisfactorily.

She had to be pregnant.

She glanced down at the counter again, but there was no change.

Hmm . . .

Heidi reached for her make-up bag and grabbed her MAC lip-plumping gloss. Quickly she swiped her lips and fluffed her bouncy hair and prepared to become a mother. It had to happen this year, and preferably this month. She was tired of waiting around now, and this was the fourth test she’d taken this year.

She had played by all the rules, followed all the tips and invested a small fortune in the techniques and strategies for conceiving or ‘getting knocked up’ as her sister-in-law Kim would so tackily put it.

What her brother, Ben, saw in the woman she would never understand. She was so crass, so vulgar. She remembered the way Kim had been all throughout her last pregnancy, acting as if it was no big deal, as if it was simply something that was completely run-of-the-mill.

The woman hadn’t even held a baby shower, for heaven’s sake! Heidi shook her head. She couldn’t think of a better reason for getting gifts and being smothered by attention – it was called a shower after all.

She knew for sure her baby shower would be a great celebration of life – the fact that she was giving life to another human being. She imagined herself sitting in the midst of friends and family, tummy swollen, face glowing, surrounded by gifts and being waited on. Or no, wait, being massaged would be even better. That’s what she’d do, Heidi decided: it could be a baby shower weekend at a spa hotel and there would be massages and lots of relaxation. Perfect.

She smiled with excitement at the thought of it. Yes, she simply had to be pregnant.

Heidi took another deep breath and considered the test in front of her. Just one more minute and then I’ll look, she decided – really, the suspense was killing her, and she didn’t think she could wait much longer.

‘Honey?’ Paul asked again from the other side of the door. ‘Anything?’

‘Not yet,’ Heidi replied somewhat testily. ‘When there is of course you’ll be the first to know. Now better leave me be, you are disrupting my aura. We need to be surrounded by positive energy when we learn of our impending child,’ she continued. ‘I don’t need any extra tension just now, honey. The baby will immediately sense its mother is anxious and stressed. And what kind of start in life is that?’

‘You’re right, you’re right, I’m sorry, of course we don’t want any of that, please relax. Would you like a foot rub while you wait? I could come in,’ he offered lamely.

‘No Paul, just . . . go and sit in the living room, and watch the rugby on TV or something,’ she replied reassuringly. ‘I’ll be out shortly.’

There was silence from the other side of the door, and Heidi guessed that her husband had taken her suggestion and was – hopefully – somewhere far away from the bathroom. Paul was wonderful, but he did have a tendency to fuss.

She thought of all the things she would have to do once the test came back positive. Or rather, she thought of all the lists that she would have to make during the nesting process. She wondered if she should hire a nanny soon, to assist her with getting the house ready and going about buying all the things that they would need for the baby. And the nursery . . . oh the nursery! Heidi couldn’t wait. It would be great to have another room to decorate. Truthfully, she’d been kind of bored, now that she’d finished decorating the house and there were no more interior designers to meet with or builders to keep in check. She could have great fun organising a nursery, going to Mamas and Papas and all the baby stores to pick out the paraphernalia. She’d need help though, especially as Paul was always so busy with his work at the bank. Yes, Heidi would need someone, preferably a professional.

Would coming along to baby stores and organising a nursery be in a nanny’s job description though, or would it make more sense for her to go and hire an assistant for the duration of the pregnancy at least? Heidi wondered. Actually, that seemed like a better idea, and would make much more sense, she decided.

A nanny might just get in the way if there wasn’t actually a baby to deal with just yet, whereas an assistant would be there to assist in every sense of the word – they’d be someone who would do exactly as Heidi pleased. After all, she would need help; she couldn’t be expected to do much of anything once the pregnancy was confirmed, could she?

She wondered how much help her family would give her. She could depend on her mother Betty, of course, but not Cara. Never Cara. Her older sister was so career-focused and selfish, not to mention completely consumed by that boyfriend of hers.

Heidi harrumphed. She had to admit though; her sister had done well in nabbing the likes of Shane Richardson, heir to the Richardson millions. As for what he saw in Cara, she’d never know.

It had also slightly miffed her that Cara hadn’t actively entered into the spirit of competition a couple of years back when Heidi was intent on getting engaged to Paul. She didn’t seem to care that Heidi would be the first Clancy sister to reach the altar. Their oldest sister Danielle didn’t count; she was swanning around in Florida somewhere, and for all they knew she could be married by now – possibly three or four times over for as much as they knew about her life.

But back then, when Heidi was doing her utmost to make sure Paul put a big diamond ring on Heidi’s finger, Cara herself acted like she didn’t care that her little sister was moving miles ahead of her in the relationship stakes.

Didn’t she understand that stuff like that was important? That these things – and not stupid work – was what life was all about? Milestones – diamond rings, wedding showers, big weddings, even bigger houses, then pregnancy, babies and all the rest of it . . .?

Heidi looked again at the pregnancy test. She frowned. Was that a single line that was forming? There was only a hint of a shadow on the second line . . .

Shit, she thought, concentrating harder. She knew she had control over this. She grabbed the box with the instructions. She was looking for two lines, wasn’t it? Not a single. She read quickly and confirmed that yes, she was indeed looking for two pink lines. She glanced back down at the pregnancy test again.

The second line was indeed developing and becoming more pronounced. Two lines.

Two solid pink lines.

Yes, yes, yes! She smiled, satisfied, impressed by her own intuition.

Two lines. Pregnant.

She was actually pregnant! Heidi cheered to herself and watched, fascinated, as the second line became even clearer. Two parallel twin lines.

Twins . . . Maybe she would have twins! What could be better than one baby but two? Heidi thought about the attention she would get. Everyone adored twins, and if she had them it would be almost as if she had more talent for childbearing than women who only produced one baby at a time.

And of course they would be identical, rather than fraternal twins. Identical girls preferably, as everything in pink was so much lovelier and prettier than boring old blue. Oh, and think about the presents she’d get at her baby shower, she thought gleefully. Double everything!

Heidi picked up the pregnancy test and looked at it again.

She was with child, she confirmed sagely. She wondered if her own mind power had assisted in the conception; she wouldn’t doubt it. She was strong like that, had a great ability to make things happen, merely by concentrating hard on them. Like Paul, for instance. She’d known right away that they were perfect for each other, and had concentrated very hard on making sure he knew it. And look at them now, barely married a year and now pregnant with their first child.

Heidi placed the pregnancy test back on the counter, feeling very impressed with herself. She was so calm about it all, so self-assured and confident. She had known deep down of course, had known for a very long time that she was destined to be a mother. From as long ago as childhood, really, when she used to push her immense doll collection around in her toy pram. She loved dressing them up in all the pretty little clothes, and styling their hair. Oh, she would be the most fantastic mother, Heidi reassured herself, thinking of all the fun that was sure to be had with a real baby. And unlike her own mother, she wouldn’t play favourites with her children. It was obvious to anyone with half a brain that goody-two-shoes Cara was the golden child in the Clancy family, despite Heidi being the youngest.

She bit her lip, and tried again not let such negativity creep in, concentrating instead on her happy news.

Heidi knew exactly when the conception had happened too. Six weeks ago, right in the middle of her cycle, just like the books advised. While it wasn’t the most romantic situation (Paul had been tired and rather unenthusiastic), it had got the job done and that was the most important thing, wasn’t it?

She couldn’t wait to tell everyone. And right away too, none of this waiting for three months or twelve weeks or whatever foolishness some people chose to subscribe to. Heidi wasn’t in the least bit superstitious. No, she would announce the big news straight away so she could make the most of every last minute of her pregnancy.

Six weeks pregnant.

She smiled at herself in the mirror as she patted her still flat tummy and remembered that her family was planning on getting together this coming weekend at her parents’ house for Sunday dinner. It would be the perfect time to share her news, and of course a family dinner ensured that she would have the undivided attention of everyone, all at the same time. She could only imagine the big fuss a new baby in the family would cause. There hadn’t been one for ages – not since Ben and Kim’s youngest daughter Lindsay was born. There had been some big commotion back then too surrounding the birth, but Heidi couldn’t remember much about it, as she didn’t trouble herself too much with Kim’s dramas. To say that she and her sister-in-law had little in common was putting it mildly. In fact, as she often said to Paul, as far as Heidi was concerned the only good thing to come of that marriage was her adorable nieces.

And thinking of Paul . . . Heidi couldn’t wait to see his face. Her beloved husband already treated her like a princess, but now he would treat her like an absolute queen. After all, she was carrying his child; she was the one responsible for giving life to his son or daughter.

Her mind flitted off in another direction at that thought. Which would she prefer? she wondered. A boy or a girl?

Her heart said girl so that she could dress her up in pretty little dresses and show her off, and of course when her little girl grew up they could be best friends.

But she didn’t really need to think about that just yet. Plenty of time – well actually seven short months or so – before she would have a tiny baby in her arms.

Once the baby arrived it would get plenty of attention, whereas right now was her time. In order to make sure the baby was safe and arrived healthy, it was Heidi’s responsibility to make sure she took good care of herself and, more importantly, made sure everyone else understood what was expected of them now that she was in a delicate condition.

Time to start with her husband.

Heidi turned toward the closed door of the bathroom with the pregnancy test in hand. She exited into the dark panelled hallway that led to the master bedroom, crossing it regally, as if she was a queen off to tell the king that she would be producing him an heir.

She turned on her heel at the door of the bedroom and walked down the hallway, head held high, shoulders back, walking slowly. After all, you never could be too sure when carrying such delicate and precious cargo . . .

She covered her tummy protectively with one hand.

Coming into the well-lit, high-ceilinged living room, she found Paul waiting obediently on the chaise longue across from where she stood. He looked at her hopefully and Heidi recognised awe and wonder on his face. Even he could see that she was already glowing.

‘Well?’ Paul asked, a half-smile on his face, eyebrows raised.

She took a deep breath, savouring the moment. Time to share her news with someone else. Time for her pregnancy to begin. He truly would be over the moon when he heard.

‘Yes, darling,’ she said dramatically, holding up the pregnancy test and feeling fully aware that this was exactly what was meant for her – this was precisely how her life was supposed to be. ‘I am indeed pregnant.’ She smiled. ‘You are looking at the mother of your unborn child.’



Chapter 3

Cara woke early the next morning. Creeping out of bed while Shane slept, she glanced lovingly at him and blushed as she recalled the night before. The curry they’d ended up ordering from the local takeaway wasn’t the only thing that had been hot and spicy.

However, as she tiptoed into the bathroom to get ready for work, she couldn’t shake the feeling of confusion that now plagued her. They didn’t speak about weddings again last night after Shane had made the comment about how Audrey McCarthy’s tacky and overblown wedding ‘wouldn’t be them’, and Cara was still wondering what that meant.

Did it mean that a proposal would soon be forthcoming? Or that it would happen somewhere down the road? Worse yet, and while she couldn’t imagine this being the case, what if ‘that won’t be us’– meant them not getting married, ever?

She shook her head in an effort to banish her bleariness and try to clarify her thoughts. No, she thought, she wasn’t in a big hurry to get married and surely it wasn’t a case of ‘if’ but ‘when’? She reaffirmed her thoughts from the day before. When the time was right, Shane would ask and she would say yes.

She took a deep breath and tried to put the thought out of her mind, instead focusing on the day ahead. She had a mountain of work to get through for Octagon and thanks to the night before (and the fact that she was otherwise distracted), she hadn’t gone near any of the files that she had brought home with her.

Just as she was putting the finishing touches to her make-up, swiping her eyelashes with mascara, the bathroom door opened and Shane shuffled in, bleary-eyed, bare-chested and wearing pyjama bottoms covered in characters from The Simpsons.

‘Looks like someone had a rough night,’ she teased.

Shane smiled and leaned in to plant a kiss on her cheek. ‘Thanks to you, you little minx.’

She smiled. All too easy when Shane simply looked like that.

He pulled aside the shower curtain and started the water, waiting for it to heat up. As he removed his pyjama bottoms and jumped in, Cara was quick to throw an appreciative glance at his rear in the reflection of the mirror.

‘So,’ Shane said from the confines of the shower. ‘Do you have a busy day ahead?’

‘Yep’ Cara told him. ‘Conor handed me a pile of work before I left last night – which of course, simply adds to the pile that was already on my desk. I was hoping to get started on it last night but . . .’

‘Hmm, sounds like he’s working you a bit hard.’

‘Ah, you know Conor isn’t like that,’ she said quickly, anxious not to get into a conversation with him about her boss. ‘Still, I was hoping to have lunch with Kim later, but I’m not sure if I will have time for that now.’

Kim was Cara’s sister-in-law, married to her older brother Ben. While she had sisters of her own – the older Danielle and younger Heidi – Cara had felt closer to Kim since well before she married into the family, and by all accounts had more in common with her than she had with her own flesh and blood.

Of course, much of this had to do with the fact that Danielle had been living in Florida for as long as she could remember, and rarely returned for visits. Truth be told, Cara didn’t have too many memories of her older sister, as she’d moved out of the family home when Cara was still very young, first getting her own place in the city centre, and eventually moving onwards to the US.

The last time she saw Danielle, on her most recent visit home to Dublin a few years ago, it had looked as though her sister was doing her best to single-handedly support the American plastic surgery industry. By all accounts she enjoyed a fabulous life in south Florida, promoted by her wealthy boyfriend Zack and her own apparently successful career as a real estate agent.

Cara (or indeed any of the Clancy family) had never met Zack, but from what little they knew about him through Danielle, it seemed he was some kind of globetrotting aficionado with business interests in pretty much every sector in the US.

She knew her sister worshipped wealth, youth and material possessions and clearly she loved life in America too, as every time Cara spoke to her she thought she sounded like a character in some soap opera. She had developed a pronounced American accent over the years, now considered herself a ‘Floridian’ and sadly seemed all too happy to have left her Irish roots behind.

Cara never quite understood that part. Her parents Betty and Mick were great people, hard workers who had formed a quality life and built a family together. Cara felt that was something to be proud of in parents, not something to shun and hide the way Danielle did. Her parents weren’t flighty or superficial, and they certainly didn’t put on false airs and graces like Danielle did. Sometimes Cara couldn’t believe that she was actually related to her older sister, they were just so dissimilar.

And as for her younger sister Heidi . . . well, Heidi was almost a different species altogether. At twenty-seven, two years younger than Cara, she was the baby of the family and as such had always been spoilt rotten. Heidi was practised in getting her own way and, if ever she didn’t, there was hell to pay.

They all knew that Heidi, married now for just over a year, and evidently already bored with playing newlyweds, was currently dead set on becoming pregnant ASAP. When she was planning her wedding just over a year before, she’d been the ultimate bridezilla, and now the world revolved around her becoming a mother.

She probably wouldn’t be so spoilt if her husband would put his foot down with her occasionally, but he indulged and treated her like the princess she believed herself to be. Paul held a senior management position at one of the country’s biggest banks – one of the reasons (if not the only one, Cara sometimes thought) Heidi had pursued him so relentlessly when they first met.

Still, thanks to Paul’s income, Cara’s baby sister now lived in a fabulous home in one of Dublin’s most upmarket coastal suburbs, and didn’t have to worry her pretty little head about work. What Heidi did all day (other than obsess about getting married – and now getting pregnant) was a mystery.

Shane spoke again, bringing her thoughts back to the present. ‘Too much work to do to grab a bite with Kim?’ he asked. ‘Surely Conor doesn’t expect you to work through lunch too?’

‘He doesn’t expect anything of me other than to get through the work, which I plan to do,’ she said with an easy-going smile. ‘You keep forgetting, what I do isn’t the same as working with numbers –’ she teased, referring to his profession ‘– there are few absolutes.’

‘Ah yes, I sometimes forget that you creative types are a different breed altogether,’ he said, winking. ‘Honestly, though, don’t work too hard.’

‘I know; I’d prefer not to have to cancel –  I was really looking forward to seeing Kim – but I honestly don’t think I can spare the time now. You know, we should really organise a night out with her and Ben, or at least arrange to get together for lunch or dinner some weekend. It’s been ages since I saw the girls.’

Kim and Ben were parents to Cara’s nieces, the lively and precocious Olivia and the inquisitive and curious Lindsay.

‘Good idea, why don’t you set up something soon? I’d like to see them all, too.’

Cara smiled. She was delighted that Shane got along so well with her family. While he wasn’t keen on Heidi and all her posturing, he was never anything but polite and respectful to her, something Cara herself had problems with when it came to her baby sister.

He also carried on a lively relationship with Ben and Kim, another reason Cara enjoyed spending time with her older brother and his wife.

And most importantly, her parents Betty and Mick adored the ground he walked on and vice versa. While Cara in turn had a good relationship with the Richardsons, she was always slightly intimidated by them, compared to the relaxed and easy-going rapport Shane enjoyed with her family. Cara anticipated that if they did get married themselves, those family ties would be the ones that would matter the most, especially when they had their own children. The thought brought her straight back to her confusion over the night before. Surely Shane wouldn’t set so much store by spending time with her family if he didn’t plan to be around for the long haul?

‘Shane?’ she said nervously to the shower curtain. She was reluctant to ask because she didn’t want to be viewed as some kind of marriage-obsessed psycho, but she knew that this would probably just eat at her for the rest of the day if she didn’t say something now. And she and Shane were usually straight with one another about anything that was on their minds.

‘Yes?’ He peeked his head out from one side of the curtain. He had suds in his hair that were streaming towards his eyes, and he brought a hand up to brush them away quickly.

‘Well, I was just wondering . . . look, it’s silly really, I know it is, but I just have to ask.’

‘Ask what, hon?’ he asked, squinting at her. Apparently some soap had made it into his eyes after all.

‘It’s stupid, but well . . .’

‘Cara, what is it?’ Shane reached a hand out of the shower and grabbed a towel, bringing it to his face and wiping it. He looked concerned.

‘Well, remember when you said last night that “it won’t be us” with regard to that stupid wedding invitation? Did you mean that it’s not going to be us because we aren’t materialistic and crazy like Audrey and her fiancé? Or that it’s not going to be us because you’re not just interested in getting married? To me, I mean.’

There, she’d said it. She had diverted her eyes as she asked the question and now she raised them hesitantly to meet Shane’s. He was looking at her with a smile.

‘What?’ he replied, his tone full of humour. ‘You think I am not interested in making an honest woman out of you?’

Cara exhaled the breath she suddenly realised she’d been holding.

‘No, it’s not that, it’s just . . . oh, just forget about it.’ She felt a blush creeping up her neck and immediately regretted bringing the subject up. Feeling stupid, she dropped her gaze and focused on studying the pattern on the porcelain-tiled floor.

‘Cara, look at me,’ Shane urged, and she slowly brought her eyes up to meet his. ‘I can’t believe that you even had to ask me that question. You should know that I love you and of course I’m in this for the long term. It’s you and me; you’re mine, I’m yours and as far as I’m concerned that’s the way it will always be. And, when the time is right, we’ll move forward. You know that, don’t you?’

Her heart soared and she nodded somewhat dumbly, willing herself not to blubber. Sometimes, Shane truly had a way with words.

‘It’s you and me, and what I meant last night when I said that, is that when we do it, when we get married – assuming you agree to be my wife,’ he continued, emphasising the word, and Cara felt her heart skip. Partly because of his tone; it was so self-assured and sexy, ‘we will do it our way. I thought you got that.’

She took a couple of steps towards him till she held his wet face in her hands. ‘I’m sorry, I do know that, and I shouldn’t need reassurance. I love you.’

‘And I love you. Now go,’ he added with a grin, ‘unless you’re willing to get very wet and join me in here.’

She giggled, all worry set aside. She knew she was being silly, but then again, she was also glad she’d asked – at least now she could put the stupid thought out of her head and get on with her day. It was wonderful to be in a relationship where you didn’t have to play games or hide your true feelings. Everything was out in the open, which Cara supposed was how a mature relationship should be.

‘All right, have a good one.’ She leaned in towards Shane again for a kiss, unconcerned that the humidity of the shower was probably wreaking havoc on her hair.

‘You too.’ He returned her kiss, then smiled and pulled his head back under the spray of the water.

Feeling giddy, Cara turned on her heel and reached for the bathroom door. Oh well, she would just have to worry about her hair on the way in to work.

‘Oh Cara?’ Shane suddenly called out as she was about to leave the room. He poked his head back out of the shower curtain.

‘Yes?’

‘Let’s meet for dinner tonight. I’m not sure I want to brave grilled cheese,’ he teased, the dimple on his left cheek showing as he tried not to laugh, ‘and I definitely don’t think I have the stomach for another curry.’

Cara feigned a hurt look. ‘You really think my cooking’s that bad?’

Shane gave a broad grin. ‘So maybe now you know why I haven’t married you.’

‘Oh you . . .’ Cara smiled and headed out the door.

OK, maybe sometimes complete honesty wasn’t so great.

She hustled onto the train at Grand Canal Station, which was just a short walk from their apartment. While standing in the carriage, she tried to flatten down her hair, which had become inevitably frizzy from the bathroom humidity, while balancing all her work belongings in the process. Thankfully, Greygates was only three stops away, and she reached the office within ten minutes.

She pulled open the front door of the simple two-storey building that housed Octagon Design, trying to juggle her handbag and laptop case as well as the coffee she’d picked up on the way. She was dangerously close to losing the entire lot when suddenly a pair of hands shot out to grab her coffee and laptop case just as both were threatening to slip from her fingers.

‘Cheers, Conor, sorry, I was close to losing the lot for a minute,’ Cara said, exhaling a large breath. She looked up into the face of her boss, who was wearing his usual sardonic grin.

‘Glad I could be of assistance. Might help if you realised you had only one pair of hands though.’ Conor smiled.

‘Yep, I guess it would.’ She looked at her watch and winced. ‘Sorry I’m late, I was just running a bit behind this morning.’

‘Is there any other way to run in the morning?’ he chuckled.

In his early forties, Conor Dempsey was handsome with striking blue eyes and sandy brown hair that was always worn slightly tousled.

Tall and broad-shouldered, he too had been born and bred in Greygates, but had spent his early twenties working in London before eventually returning to set up Octagon. While he was the consummate bachelor, with various women vying for his attention, he had never married, which always surprised Cara somewhat. Knowing him as well as she did, she’d never thought he quite fitted the playboy man-about-town image, no matter how much his lifestyle suggested otherwise.

‘Well, I have to say, much of it is my own fault, I would have been out the door a good half hour ago only for Shane.’ She scattered her bags and laptop case onto her desk, and Conor propped himself up on an unused side table directly across from her.

‘Not a fight I hope.’ Having known Cara long before she and Shane started going out, he was never shy about voicing his opinion on the relationship, in much the way a protective older brother would. A real straight talker, when you were in conversation with Conor Dempsey few subjects – personal or otherwise – were off limits.

It was just the two of them in the office, and even though business had been great since the company first opened its doors almost seven years earlier, Conor had no desire to expand and take on additional business, extra staff and thus additional commitment. He had seen too many other small-business owners crash and burn after doing so, burdened by extra debt and responsibilities, especially once the recession hit. Instead, he was happy to simply nurture and maintain Octagon’s strong and long-standing relationship with their existing accounts, which usually kept them busy.

Conor paid Cara well, trusted in her and, in turn, she trusted him and worked her hardest for him and they had developed a close relationship that many would envy. She loved the job and felt herself very lucky to have a boss who actually appreciated her, as well as being able to consider him a friend at the same time.

‘Ah no, nothing like that.’ Cara paused for a moment as she thought again about the topic of her and Shane’s conversation that morning. ‘Conor, how come you never got married?’

‘Don’t you start, my mother is bad enough trying to get me married off as it is.’ He jumped off the desk and rolled his eyes, and Cara smiled. She knew Conor’s mum Greta, and thought it was lovely that he still was so close to his mother, even though he very definitely lived his own life in a gorgeous penthouse apartment not far from the office. Or perhaps it was that Conor’s mother took care of him so well that there was no need (or room) for a permanent woman in his life?

‘I suppose I just never found the right girl,’ he said in reply, before looking at her closely. ‘Why do you ask?’

‘Well, Shane and I got on to the subject of weddings last night, and it sort of carried through to this morning. I feel stupid really. Somehow I had it in my head that Shane wasn’t interested in that sort of thing, you know . . . marriage. Like he was satisfied with how things were between us and didn’t need anything more. And given that you’ve never taken the plunge, I just thought that maybe you had felt that way at some point in life too.’

‘Did Shane actually tell you that he didn’t want to get married?’

Cara shook her head. ‘No, he said he did.’

‘Well then, what are you worried about?’

‘I’m not worried; I just wondered how some people come to that decision, like, “Yes, I want to get married” or “No, it’s definitely not for me”.’

He nodded. ‘Well, indeed it’s not for everyone.’

‘So it never interested you – not at all?’ Cara pressed.

‘Ah, it might have at one point, but I chalk that feeling up to being young and foolish,’ Conor said. ‘It’s probably a good thing it didn’t happen, or that it wasn’t pursued at least. We probably would have just made each other miserable.’

Cara sat up, immediately interested. ‘Who was she? Someone from when you were in London?’

‘Ah, just a girl. That ship has sailed. Look, don’t worry about Shane; I’m sure that when he’s ready, he’ll pop the question. He would be an eejit to let someone like you get away in any case. As for me, don’t you worry, sweetheart – I might not want marriage, but you won’t find me all alone in my old age either.’

Cara laughed and rolled her eyes. ‘Yep, I can see you still being able to pull them in when you’re eighty, a bit like Jack Nicholson. You will be quite the Don Juan of the nursing-home scene, I bet.’

‘I like the sound of that – I think, not sure about the Nicholson comparison. though, I’m not that old,’ he joked, before turning his attention to the phone on his desk, which had just started ringing. ‘Now get to work, you.’

‘Yes, boss.’

The rest of the morning continued without challenge. Cara made her way through her work, fielded phone calls from clients, and essentially fell into her usual day-to-day work routine. It wasn’t until one o’clock began to approach that her stomach started to make its usual protest that it was time for something other than what was on her to-do list.

This time, though, the rumbling of her stomach also reminded Cara that there was something she’d forgotten to do when she came in that morning.

As if on cue, the front door to the office flew open and in walked a familiar person. The very same person she had meant to phone earlier.

‘Hey there sunshine,’ her sister-in-law called out.

‘Ah Kim, I completely forgot. I meant to call you earlier to apologise and—’

‘Call me for what? So you could cancel on me?’

Cara looked guilty. ‘Actually yes – sorry. I’ve got a lot more work on and—’

‘Well tough, I’m here now, so get your stuff. I don’t know about you but I’m starving.’

Kim ran her own cosmetics distribution business, supplying beauty salons and hotel spas the length and breadth of the country with her carefully chosen range of luxurious bath and body products.

A former model, she was ideal to front such a glamorous business, but despite being involved in such an image-obsessed field, Kim loved her grub and, besides never missing a meal, was also one of those maddening women who could easily get away with carrying a few extra pounds.

Today she was dressed in head-to-toe Prada. Or was it Primark? Cara couldn’t be sure. With Kim it could easily be either, and whether clad in designer or high street, she always looked fabulous. Her bouncy blonde locks reflected the office track lighting above and her peach complexion glowed with vitality, setting off her almond-shaped brown eyes. She was in her late thirties, almost a decade older than Cara, but at five foot eleven and in great shape, her sister-in-law could very easily outshine the considerably younger models who so often graced the pages of her company catalogues.

‘Now, what would you say to a good burger?’ she asked. ‘That and some chips, I’m mad for chips.’

Cara shook her head. ‘You know I hate you, don’t you? Chips by the bucketload and still you can fit into those skinny pencil skirts.’ Although Cara was reasonably slim, she had frustratingly wide hips and as such pencil skirts had never seen the inside of her wardrobe.

Kim shrugged and turned to Conor. ‘Hey, Clooney, do you think you can run the show without her for an hour? Or will the whole place fall asunder if she’s not here?’ She knew Conor well and always jokingly referred to him, even to his face, as ‘Clooney’; the comparison not just attributed to Conor’s good looks, but also his perpetual bachelorhood.

‘I think we might just survive,’ Conor said. He looked at Cara. ‘But if you’re going for chips, bring me back some?’

‘Bloody hell, I don’t have much of a choice now do I? OK then,’ she said, shaking her head, ‘screw the diet for today; chips it is.’

Gathering up her bag and coat, she said goodbye to Conor and walked through the door as Kim held it open for her.

‘You’re on a diet?’ Kim enquired. ‘Why?’

‘Erm, because unlike some, I wasn’t in line when they were handing out perfect genes.’

‘Oh nonsense, you look gorgeous. But speaking of fitting into things,’ her sister-in-law said, with a meaningful smile, ‘I won’t be fitting into pencil skirts for much longer.’ Cara turned, her eyes widening. ‘That’s right, here we go again.’ Kim laughed and pointed to her stomach.

‘That’s great news! When did you find out?’ Cara smiled, going to embrace her.

Kim was a wonderful mother to Olivia and Lindsay, and she knew that the new Clancy baby too would find itself welcomed into a family full of love. Although she was a little surprised by the news; it was no secret that Kim had had very difficult births with her first two children – in fact with Lindsay she’d had such a terrible time of it, they’d both come close to dying.

‘A couple of weeks ago. Besides my GP, you’re the second to know. And your brother of course,’ Kim added, grinning. ‘I was feeling a little bit off lately





















































Melissa Hill

The Charm Bracelet
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Holly O’Neill knows that every charm bracelet tells a story.

Many years ago she was sent one with just a single charm attached. The charms have been appearing ever since, often at challenging times, as if her mysterious benefactor knows exactly when she needs a little magic in her life.

As a result, Holly’s bracelet is her most prized possession. So when she finds someone else’s charm bracelet, she feels she has to try to reunite it with its owner. Even if the only clues she has to follow are the charms themselves.

On a search that will take her all over New York City at Christmas, Holly becomes ever more determined to piece together the details of this other charmed life. But what she doesn’t know is that her quest may also lead her somewhere she never, ever expected . . .
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Have you read Melissa Hill’s magical novel
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Treat yourself . . .


Every girl deserves a little . . .
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It’s Christmas Eve. And on fifth Avenue in New York City, two very different men are shopping for gifts for the women they love.

Gary is buying his girlfriend, Rachel, a charm bracelet. Partly to thank her for paying for their holiday of a lifetime to New York. But mainly because he’s left his shopping far too late. Whereas Ethan’s looking for something a little more special – an engagement ring for the first woman to have made him happy since he lost the love of his life.

But when the two men’s shopping bags get confused, and Rachel somehow ends up with Ethan’s ring, the couples’ lives become intertwined. And as Ethan tries to reunite the ring with the woman it was actually intended for, he finds it trickier than he expected.

Does fate have other ideas for the couples? Or is there simply a bit of Tiffany’s magic in the air . . . ?
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