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Chapter 1




Cancer 23 June - 23 July 

Protective, stubborn, moody, soft beneath a hard shell.

The day started badly but that didn’t surprise her. Nessa’s horoscope for the whole week had been the sort she hated, full of warnings about people being uncooperative, minor mishaps and things not going to plan. It was one of those horoscopes that made her check the signs either side of Cancer just to see if things would have been better if she’d been born a month earlier or later.

Geminis were in for an exciting week, it seemed. Leos would see some new events taking hold - good for Adam, at least. But the predictions for Cancerians were dull and vague. Not like last month when she’d read about an unexpected windfall and had won five hundred euros on the Lottery the very next day. She’d scoured the pages of The Year Ahead for Cancerians for other potential money wins after that but hadn’t come up with anything even vaguely promising. The next few weeks looked incredibly boring as far as she could  see, filled with advice to focus on her resources and take time before making important decisions. She’d checked a few magazine horoscopes too on the off chance that they’d throw a better light on things but they’d been equally vague. The only thing for it, Nessa decided, was to try and make the week more interesting herself.

Because things hadn’t started promisingly first thing (the alarm hadn’t gone off and there’d been a big rush to get both her uncooperative husband and her equally uncooperative daughter out of bed) she hoped that they’d improve by tonight. She really didn’t want minor mishaps to upset the assorted family gathering she’d planned for this evening. I don’t know why I let myself in for things like this, she muttered, as she watched eight-year-old Jill eat breakfast by stuffing an entire croissant into her mouth. It’s more trouble than it’s worth.

But it always gave her a warm glow to have the people she cared about around her and to bask in their appreciation of an enjoyable evening. Typically Cancerian, her mother Miriam would say fondly, and Nessa knew that she was right. But she couldn’t help herself. She liked filling her home with the people closest to her, and her parents’ visit to Dublin from Galway was a good excuse to have everyone around for the first time in ages. Miriam and Louis had moved back to their home county when Louis had retired the previous year. Nessa still hadn’t got used to the fact that her mother was no longer a five-minute drive away. It wasn’t as if she needed to call on Miriam that often, but it had been nice to know that she was there in a crisis. Not that there were too  many real crises in Nessa’s life. How could there be when Adam and Jill were part of it (even if they made it difficult in the mornings by refusing to get out of bed)?

And then she heard the crunch. She stood in the kitchen, coffee cup midway to her lips, while she processed the sound. She didn’t really need to process the sound, she knew exactly what it was, she’d heard it often enough before.

‘Oh, Mum!’ Jill’s blue eyes were wide with the knowledge too. ‘Dad’s pranged the car again, hasn’t he?’

‘Sounds like it.’ Nessa put her cup on the breakfast counter. ‘Let’s go and see.’

They walked together into the front room and looked out of the bay window. Adam was getting out of the car, his face red and his eyes blazing with fury. Nessa could see clearly what had happened. In reversing the car out of the driveway, Adam had managed to clip the front wing of another car which was parked at the kerb.

Shit, she thought, as she watched her husband stand and seethe. It was probably because he was eating the croissant as he drove. I should never have given it to him just to save time because he was late for a meeting. He can’t drive and do something else at the same time. I should know that by now. I don’t need a horoscope to tell me a mishap would result.

Of course, if he hadn’t been a terrible driver, if he hadn’t had trouble with, as he called it, spatial awareness, she might never have got to know him at all. They’d have passed each other by ten years ago instead of exchanging phone numbers in the less than romantic setting of the underground car park at Blackrock Shopping Centre. Parking was tight in the car  park at the best of times but, two days before Christmas, it was manic. Finding a space was difficult enough, parking in it wasn’t easy what with all the other impatient drivers around, and getting out of it was even more difficult because spaces that had been a tight fit on the way in suddenly seemed to shrink on the way out.

But parking in difficult spaces held no fears for Nessa. Louis, a tanker driver, had taught his three daughters to drive and had taught them well. Unlike most relatives as teachers, Louis was good at instructing, good at staying calm and good at instilling confidence. Nessa, Cate and Bree Driscoll had all passed their test at the first attempt.

But, easy as it was for Nessa, Adam Riley was having terrible trouble. He’d just spent the past two hours in the shopping centre, at least half of which had been spent trying to find somewhere to park in the first place; he was tired and bad-tempered and had spent much, much more than he’d meant to because he’d bought the first thing he saw for everyone and then, as he’d walked round a little more, had seen much more appropriate gifts and bought them too. He didn’t mind spending money - in fact he enjoyed it immensely - but both his credit cards were up to their limits and his current account was overdrawn. So he knew that as a result of today he’d be spending the next few weeks on some kind of drastic economy drive. And he hated economy drives.

He sat in his car and looked around him anxiously. The red car beside him was so close that only a couple of millimetres separated them. On the other side, a stone pillar seemed to  be effectively blocking any possibility of manoeuvring. And there was a queue of cars waiting to take the space that he should already have vacated.

Nessa was first in the queue. She was listening to her Queen tape and singing along happily to ‘Bohemian Rhapsody’ when she realised that the asshole who was trying to reverse out of the space she was waiting for was making a complete mess of it. She watched as he moved backwards and forwards and backwards again without making any progress whatsoever. She was pleased that it was a bloke who was messing things up so badly; she knew that most of the people in the queue behind her would be thinking that some fool woman was making a tit of things.

Adam could feel his palms beginning to sweat. He knew that people were waiting. He knew that they were watching him. Most of the time he loved to have people watching him because he was a natural extrovert and enjoyed admiration, but not here, not now.

He jumped as someone rapped on the driver’s window.

‘Let me.’

The girl was tiny - no more than five feet two. Her dark brown hair curled around her oval face and two grey eyes peered at him from beneath a shaggy fringe.

He wound down the window. ‘Pardon?’

‘We’ll be here until New Year if you keep on doing what you’re doing,’ she said. ‘And I want to get some shopping done. So, if you want to get out of that space, let me do it.’

He was going to say no but something in her eyes made him say yes.

She slid into the car, pulled the seat forward as far as it would go and then reversed out of the space with the minimum of fuss. Adam couldn’t believe it. The other cars in the queue hooted their approval.

‘Thanks,’ he said as she got out of the car again.

‘Don’t mention it.’

‘That was fantastic.’

‘You were doing it all wrong.’

‘Want to come for a drink?’ He surprised himself. He hadn’t had the slightest intention of asking the girl for a drink. He had a girlfriend. A tall, leggy girlfriend on whom he’d just spent a small fortune in buying some very exotic lingerie.

‘I don’t think the people behind us would like that very much.’ She grinned at him. ‘They want you to move and move now.’

‘Sometime?’ he asked.

‘Maybe.’

‘What’s your phone number?’

She gave him the number of the surgery where she worked as an office assistant and he gave her his number too. It went out of her head almost as soon as he told her because she wasn’t good at remembering numbers. She didn’t expect him to remember hers. Besides, she wasn’t looking for romance. She already had a very suitable boyfriend who worked in a bank and who was crazy about her.

She’d gone home and sat in the living room of the family house in Portmarnock where she read Cate’s magazine, ate chocolate-covered raisins and drank the best part of a bottle  of red wine. But when she got to the horoscope page of the magazine and read the prediction for Cancer, her eyes had widened in surprise. ‘You love to help someone in a tight spot. Meeting new people in new places will have a surprising impact on your life. After this week, things will never be the same again.’

Things never were the same again. The man in the car, Adam Riley, had phoned the surgery the following day. He’d asked her for a drink again. This time she’d accepted.

He was very much a Leo, Nessa decided as she sat beside him in Davy Byrne’s pub on their first date. He was tall, broad-shouldered with a slight tan despite his red-gold hair. He was witty and funny and he could laugh at himself and his parking predicament.

Nessa fell head over heels in love with him.

He dumped the leggy girlfriend although he cursed the three hundred pounds worth of lingerie he’d left her with. She broke up with the banker - a Pisces, they should have been a perfect match. Six months later Adam and Nessa were married.

And in the past ten years, thought Nessa as she opened the front door and joined him in the driveway, he’s managed to average at least one car-related mishap every twelve months. Which is kind of endearing but bloody annoying all the same.

‘Didn’t you see it?’ she asked mildly as she surveyed the damage both to Adam’s Alfa Romeo (it was a company car, Nessa always felt he should have asked for a Fiat Punto or  something even smaller but Adam’s sense of style wouldn’t let him) and to the blue Mondeo.

‘Of course I saw it,’ snarled Adam. ‘But I thought I had room.’

‘Oh, Adam!’

‘Who the hell owns it anyway?’ he demanded. ‘Bloody inconsiderate parking, if you ask me.’

He was winding up for some more invective when a dishevelled-looking girl with uncombed hair and mascara-smudged eyes rushed out of the house next door.

Adam and Nessa exchanged glances. Their neighbours, John and Susie Ward, were away for a week. Their 22-year-old son, Mitchell, was alone in the house. More or less.

‘Oh shit!’ cried the girl. ‘Shit, shit, shit.’ She pushed her hair out of her eyes and stared at Adam. ‘You tosser,’ she said. ‘You had plenty of room.’

‘I wasn’t expecting someone to park halfway across my driveway,’ said Adam hotly. ‘You should’ve been more considerate.’

‘You could’ve driven a truck through that space!’ The girl’s face was contorted with rage. ‘That’s my dad’s car. He’ll fucking kill me.’

Nessa glanced at her watch. Adam was late and getting later.

‘Why don’t you take my car,’ she suggested. ‘I’ll sort things out here.’

‘Your car?’ Adam looked at the little Ka. ‘But--’

‘You’ll make the meeting if you leave now,’ Nessa told  him. ‘But not if you hang around here debating how well or how badly this girl parked.’

‘I - oh, all right.’ Adam looked at the two of them. ‘I’ll ring you later, Nessa. But I’m not admitting liability. I’m not.’

She stifled a grin as he folded his huge frame into the Ka. It wasn’t his style of car at all but it would get him where he needed to be.

Jill, who’d followed Nessa out of the house, looked at the other girl with interest. ‘You’re not wearing a bra, are you?’ she asked.

‘My name is Nessa Riley.’ Nessa shot Jill a warning look and held out her hand to the girl. ‘Would you like to come inside for a cup of coffee?’

The girl yawned, her anger suddenly dissipated. ‘I suppose so. Mitch won’t be awake for hours anyway. I heard your hubby bang into Dad’s car. I was probably waiting for some kind of disaster to strike.’ She followed Nessa and Jill into the house. ‘My name’s Portia,’ she told Nessa.

‘Like the car?’ asked Jill. ‘Mum, she’s named after a car!’

Portia grinned at Jill. ‘I don’t think that was quite what was in my mother’s mind. And, regretfully, I’ve never owned one.’

‘Mum would like a Porsche,’ confided Jill. ‘But she knows that Dad would want to drive it and Dad always pra-- ouch, Mum!’ She looked accusingly at Nessa who’d given her a tiny shove in the small of her back.

‘Stop chattering and get your things together,’ Nessa told  her. ‘As soon as I’ve finished talking to Portia we have to get you to school.’

The only thing that Portia was really worried about was her father’s fury. ‘He thinks I’m a crap driver,’ she told Nessa as they sipped the coffee which Nessa had poured. ‘He hates lending me the car. He only did this time because he’s even more paranoid about me getting taxis on my own.’

‘I can understand that,’ said Nessa.

‘Why shouldn’t she get a taxi on her own?’ asked Jill. ‘She’s grown up, isn’t she?’

‘Listen, honey,’ said Portia to Jill, ‘you’re never grown up as far as your dad is concerned.’

‘Dad told me he couldn’t wait to have me grown up and out of the house,’ she informed Portia.

‘That was after you spilt Coke on his keyboard,’ Nessa said.

Portia laughed.

‘I’ll phone your father,’ said Nessa. ‘Explain to him what happened.’

‘Thanks,’ said Portia. ‘I know he won’t believe me when I tell him a bloke reversed into it. Dad doesn’t believe that any man could possibly be a worse driver than a woman.’

‘If I ever see you again I’ll tell you the story of how I met Adam,’ said Nessa. ‘In fact, I might tell it to your dad. That’ll cure him of that sort of thinking.’

‘Mum had to unpark Dad’s car,’ said Jill. ‘He was stuck in a car park.’

‘Really?’

‘Really.’

‘Sounds an excellent basis for a relationship.’ Portia stood up. ‘I’d better get back to Mitch.’

‘And we’d better get going too,’ said Nessa. ‘Otherwise Jill will be late for school.’

Normally she walked Jill to the school which was half a mile away but, because they were running late, she drove Adam’s car. It wasn’t badly damaged at all and neither, it seemed, was the car that belonged to Portia’s father which meant (hopefully) that they wouldn’t need to claim on insurance or anything like that. Adam would pay for the repairs. He always did.

She drove through the town and along the estuary until she reached the doctor’s surgery. She hoped that it wouldn’t be a busy morning. But she knew it was a vain hope. Every day was a busy day. She also hoped that Adam would remember that he had to be home early because of the family gathering tonight. It was the kind of thing that, in his sense of injustice over the car incident, he was likely to forget.




Chapter 2




Aries 21 March - 20 April 

Energetic, fiery, self-confident. Life’s a competition.

The clock on Cate Driscoll’s computer chimed and she realised that she’d already been in the office for three and a half hours. And it was still only ten o’clock. She rubbed her eyes then stretched her arms over her head. Coming in to work so early in the mornings held the advantage of being able to get loads of things done without any interruptions, but it also meant that she was already tired. Given the choice she probably wouldn’t be in before seven any morning but with her current lifestyle it made sense. What was the point of lying in bed when she was already awake? Wide awake, thanks to Finn.

Cate hated her boyfriend’s three-times-a-week early morning slot at the radio station where he worked because she could never, ever get back to sleep after he left. Finn fondly believed that he tiptoed silently round the apartment in the mornings but he was totally unable to open or close a door  without banging it and, of course, the buzz of his electric shaver was enough to banish all thoughts she might have of dropping off again. But she usually lay in bed with her eyes closed until after he’d slammed the apartment door closed behind him because there was no point in making him feel guilty about waking her. In reality she doubted that he’d ever feel guilty about waking her but she still felt that pretending to be asleep was better than telling him that the noise he made was something similar to a herd of elephants taking a stroll across the veldt. So as soon as he left she got up, which meant being in the office hours before anyone else. Some mornings when she was feeling particularly masochistic she’d pack her work clothes into a bag and drive to the gym. But things at the sports company where she was the sales director weren’t exactly going according to plan this month and so the gym was the last place she wanted to be.

Finn would be finished with the radio programme soon and he’d have breakfast at the studio before sitting down with his researchers and producer and chatting about next week’s shows. Today, being Friday, he’d also have to write his weekend column for one of the newspapers and then - lucky sod - he’d go home to the apartment and sleep for a couple of hours. So that when she arrived home at six o’clock like a wet rag, he wouldn’t be able to understand why she didn’t feel like going to Harry Byrne’s pub for a few drinks and he’d sigh and tell her that they didn’t have to be up early in the morning because it was Saturday and what on earth was the matter with her?

He was always asking her what was the matter lately. He’d tell her that she was looking terrible and was in a foul humour and he’d mutter something about going out for a few drinks with his mates until her mood improved. Cate shivered as she wondered whether it was more than the fact that she was so stressed at work right now. Whether it was simply that she and Finn were the matter and not the fact that the Sales and Marketing Department was having the worst quarter she could remember. She didn’t want to think that anything  was wrong between them but sometimes she felt as though she was losing Finn, as though the relationship they’d had was slipping away and there was nothing she could do to stop it. They’d spent three wonderful years together since she’d come on his morning business programme and talked to him about the new initiative that the sports company she worked for had launched, which would help children in deprived areas become involved in sporting activities. She’d generated lots of interest for the project and it had worked really well for the company too. She’d come back on the programme a few months later to talk about the things that had been especially successful and had invited Finn to be guest of honour at a dinner that the company was sponsoring for sporting achievement. Finn had accepted and, after the dinner, she’d gone back to his seafront apartment where they’d enjoyed a perfect night together. She hadn’t spent a night away from it ever since.

She sighed and rested her head in her hands. She wished she knew why things didn’t feel so perfect now. She didn’t know exactly what was wrong, she only knew that whatever  she did these days she didn’t feel as though it was right. And she hated Finn having to ask her what was the matter. Even worse was him telling her that she looked awful! She didn’t want him to think of her as a woman who might have something that was the matter with her and who looked awful. Finn didn’t have time for that sort of woman, he’d told her that when she’d first met him. Life’s too short, he’d said, to be gloomy and introspective and haggard. Which is all very well, thought Cate glumly as she lifted her head and looked at her computer screen again, but when you were responsible for sales and they’d fallen for two months in a row, it was damn difficult not to be gloomy and introspective and haggard. And bloody worried too. Her biggest worry was that Finn would simply get bored with her. After all, being a sales director wasn’t exactly in the same league as being a media star. And Finn, even though his programme was aimed at a business audience, was well on the way to becoming a media star. He was a panellist on two late-evening programmes on the days when he wasn’t doing breakfast shows. The evening programmes covered more offbeat stories about commerce and had shot up in the ratings since he’d joined the panel.

Occasionally he guested on other presenters’ programmes too. Last week he’d been invited to the launch of a new brand of beer, ostensibly because the brewing company would be announcing its profits for the year soon and he’d be covering that news on his business programme. But the beer launch had nothing to do with profitability. Cate had seen photographs of him in the paper afterwards, flanked by  two models from the ad agency which was promoting the brand. They were tall, thin and sultry and Finn looked as though he was having a truly great time at something he’d originally told her he didn’t really want to attend.

She told herself that she was being silly. She was usually a confident, go-getting kind of person who didn’t have to be tall, thin and sultry to get on with her life. Not, she reminded herself, that there was anything wrong with the way she looked either. That was the stupid thing. She knew she was attractive and that it was probably her face rather than her work for the sports company that had first sparked Finn’s interest in her anyway. She was aware of her high cheekbones, decently proportioned figure and her smooth, clear skin. She spent a lot of time every morning ensuring that she was as perfectly made up as it was possible to be without appearing as though she was wearing any make-up at all. She was always prepared to buy the newest shades in foundations and lipsticks and eye shadows so that her look was as understatedly up-to-the minute as possible. She had her nails manicured every week and her hair trimmed every fortnight. She wore expensive clothes from expensive shops and she wore them well. There was nothing wrong with the way she looked or the way she dressed. There was nothing wrong with the career she had. But, somehow, it seemed as if looking good and feeling good were two separate things these days, when once they had been exactly the same.

She tapped her ruby-red nails on her desk and glanced at the clock on her computer again. Only five past ten. Yet it seemed as though she’d been sitting here thinking  about things for hours. The door to the office banged and Glenda Maguire popped her head round Cate’s office door. The sports company allowed staff to work flexible hours. Glenda, Cate’s assistant, rarely came in before ten.

‘How are you this morning?’ Glenda was bright and cheery.

‘Narky,’ said Cate.

‘Oh dear.’ Glenda looked at her sympathetically. ‘Out late with Finn-So-Cool last night?’

Cate gritted her teeth. The tabloids had named him Finn-So-Cool and the name - a pun on the name of the mythical Irish warrior Fionn MacCool - had stuck. Cate’s Finn was a modern warrior. His golden hair flopped carelessly over his high forehead and his eyes were dark blue pools in an almost perfect face. But it was a strong face, a face with character. Finn oozed controlled charm. He knew when to smile and, when he was interviewing, he knew when to go for the jugular. Despite the topical nature of his programmes he had the kind of ratings that chat show hosts would have died for. Both men and women tuned in to his soft, lyrical tones which could harden into cool authority whenever he wanted to make a particular point. Finn Coolidge was very, very popular. She was lucky to have him.

‘We weren’t out late,’ she told Glenda calmly. ‘But Finn gets up pretty early, you know, and he nearly always wakes me.’

‘It must be wonderful to wake up beside someone like him,’ said Glenda dreamily. ‘I only have Johnny. It’s not quite the same.’

‘Can you get me the report that David McRedmond sent us last week?’ asked Cate. ‘And some coffee, please, Glenda.’

‘Sure.’ Glenda withdrew from the office and made a face. Her boss really was narky this morning and she was going to steer well clear of her. She liked working for Cate Driscoll but she thought that Cate sometimes took herself far too seriously for her own good. She’d been like a demon for the past two months. Everyone knew that sales were down because their competitors had beaten them to it with the release of another new trainer. That wasn’t Cate’s fault. If she wasn’t careful, thought Glenda as she filled the coffee machine with filtered water, Finn-So-Cool would go and fish in other waters. And Cate would have driven him to it.

Cate’s phone rang and she reached out for it.

‘Hi, it’s me.’

‘Hello, Nessa.’ Cate made a face at the phone. She didn’t feel like talking to her older sister right now. At thirty, she was only four years younger than Nessa but Nessa had a way of making her feel as though she were still a child. Cate didn’t quite know how Nessa managed this given her status as a bloody part-time receptionist and almost full-time domestic paragon while she, Cate, had a career and not just a job. She knew she should be able to transcend being the second-born but somehow she couldn’t quite achieve it.

‘I was calling about tonight.’

‘What about it?’ asked Cate.

‘You haven’t forgotten, have you? Mum and Dad are coming round. So are you and Finn.’

‘No, I hadn’t forgotten.’ Though I wish I didn’t have to go, thought Cate. She could think of nothing more awful than sitting in Nessa’s rag-rolled, chintzy house for the evening.

‘I just thought that it would be nice if you could arrive early,’ Nessa told her. ‘So’s we’re all here when Mum and Dad call.’

‘Nessa, they’re our parents, not some corporate clients of Adam’s,’ said Cate irritably. ‘We don’t have to impress them, you know.’

‘I’m not trying to impress,’ said Nessa. ‘Just make them feel wanted.’

‘Why?’ asked Cate. ‘They already know that.’

‘You’re hopeless when it comes to relationships and family things, Catey. It’s a nice gesture, that’s all.’

‘Fine, fine,’ said Cate. ‘We’ll be there. D’you want me to bring anything?’

‘No,’ said Nessa. ‘Everything’s organised.’

‘Indeed,’ said Cate drily.

‘You don’t sound very enthusiastic,’ complained Nessa.

‘I am,’ Cate said. ‘Honestly.’

‘I baked a cake yesterday,’ said Nessa. ‘I’ve put chocolate icing on it. At first I was going to get lemon but I changed my mind. I think Mum prefers chocolate.’

Why does she always manage to sound so smug? wondered Cate. So smug and settled and fucking secure about everything. I’m looking at our marketing budget and wondering where the hell I’m going to find another hundred thousand quid before the end of the quarter and  she’s making life and death decisions like lemon or chocolate icing.

Cate frowned. She didn’t envy her sister’s life even if it did seem to be completely devoid of pressure. Adam did all the worrying for her, allowing Nessa to concentrate on her lovely house and her precocious child and decisions on lemon or chocolate icing. Nessa was concerned with the domestic stuff and Adam was in charge of everything else and they both seemed to like it that way. Cate knew it would drive her mad. Although, she conceded, Nessa wasn’t the one worrying about her bloody relationship, was she? She was happily cooking and cleaning and discussing various icing options. As though she was a Stepford Wife, thought Cate darkly. She flicked the computer mouse angrily across her desk.

‘You’ll never guess what happened this morning,’ said her sister cheerfully.

‘What?’ Cate didn’t feel like guessing.

‘Adam pranged the car again.’

Well, thought Cate, at least that was one area where the Rileys weren’t a perfect family unit.

‘Again?’

‘Backed out of the driveway into another car.’ She giggled. ‘He really is utterly hopeless.’

‘What did you do?’ Cate frowned as she opened her emails. What was this garbage from Conrad Burton all about? How could the sale of their new sports shoe to a leading department store have fallen through? If it was because Nike had got one over on them again she’d kill someone. She knew she would.

‘Oh, I sorted everything out. Adam had to rush off, he had a meeting in Loughlinstown. He took the Ka.’

‘The Ka!’ Cate’s mind was dragged back to the conversation. ‘I can’t see Adam in a Ka somehow.’

‘He hardly fitted in it,’ admitted Nessa. ‘But he didn’t have any choice. I drove Jill to school in the Alfa and I rang the garage about repairs but Bree wasn’t in. I’ll give her a call later on.’

‘Mornings aren’t her strong point,’ said Cate.

‘I suppose not,’ Nessa agreed. ‘Oh, by the way, I read your horoscope this morning. It was excellent, Cate. Apparently Mars is moving into Saturn or something which is very good for Arians. It was talking about great new opportunities. ’

‘Really?’ Cate’s tone was sceptical.

‘Really,’ said Nessa. ‘So I thought you’d better be prepared in case anything exciting presents itself. I know how you dynamic people like to seize every opportunity.’

‘It’s a load of crap,’ said Cate.

‘No it’s not,’ protested Nessa. ‘Mine was right about this week, it’s been one of those weeks where loads of little things go wrong and that’s what it told me it’d be like. And what about last month? A windfall, it said, and it was right about that too. Five hundred euros on the Lotto. So don’t tell me it’s rubbish.’

Cate was tired of hearing about Nessa’s Lotto win. ‘Everyone born in July wouldn’t have won five hundred euros on the Lotto,’ she said.

‘But I did,’ Nessa told her triumphantly. ‘And that’s all  that matters. Look, Cate, got to go, can’t hang around talking all day - a gang of patients has just walked up the path. See you.’

‘See you,’ said Cate although Nessa had already hung up. Honestly, thought Cate crossly as she scrolled through the rest of her emails, you’d swear that Nessa was the busy one, the one with the pressurised job, the way she carried on. Nessa had phoned her, not the other way around, and yet Nessa had hung up as though she was keeping her from her work. It made her want to scream.

Glenda tapped at the door and placed a cup of coffee on Cate’s desk.

‘Don’t forget you’ve a meeting with Jack Mullen at eleven,’ said Glenda. ‘And Barbara Donovan wants to see you sometime today. Plus the people from PhotoSnap are calling in about the brochure at twelve.’

‘Fine, Glenda.’ Cate took a sip of coffee. It tasted vile. She pushed it to one side.

‘And Finn called,’ added Glenda. ‘But I told him you were on the phone.’

‘Finn called?’ Cate was surprised. He hardly ever called her at work. ‘Did he say what he wanted?’

‘Nope,’ said Glenda. ‘He said he’ll call you back after lunch. It’s not really important. He’s at meetings all morning. ’

‘Fine,’ said Cate. Me and Finn, she thought. Media star and businesswoman. Partners. Maybe we’ll grab some brilliant opportunity between us and make Nessa’s stupid predictions right. She took another tentative sip of the coffee  and wrinkled her nose at the taste. It was too disgusting to drink. She emptied it into the potted plant on the floor beside her desk. It was looking a bit dull. The caffeine might help.




Chapter 3




Sagittarius 23 November - 21 December 

Friendly, enthusiastic, optimistic. Fun-loving philosophers.

Bree Driscoll scrambled into her clothes, grabbed her backpack and clattered down the stairs of her flat in less than five minutes. Her hair was still damp from her thirty-second shower - her third rushed one this week - and it stuck to her head as she adjusted her black helmet. She was still pulling on her leather gloves as she revved up her brand new Yamaha and roared down Morehampton Road to Crosbie’s garage.

It was exactly a quarter past ten as she rushed into the workshop, grabbed her card and shoved it into the clock.

‘I thought you were on the ten to eight shift,’ said Rick Cahill.

‘Fuck off, Rick.’ She swept past him and up the stairs to the monkey room where she opened her locker and pulled on a pair of oil-stained overalls.

‘Hey, Bree, Christy is looking for you.’ Mick Hempenstall  threw a filthy rag at her. ‘He found this under the bonnet of the ninety-nine Romeo. Oh, and he mentioned that you were supposed to be here by ten.’

‘I know that.’ Bree did up the poppers on her overalls. ‘I’m late. I’ll stay late this evening.’

‘Really?’ Christy, the service manager, walked into the room and Bree groaned under her breath. ‘That’s very sweet of you, Bree, but I’d prefer it if you were here when you were supposed to be here. I had you down for the red Punto this morning. I had to give it to Dave instead.’

‘So what?’

‘So it needed a hose replaced,’ said Christy. ‘You’d be able to get at it better than Dave.’

‘Sorry, Christy.’ Bree knew there was no point in arguing with him. ‘Really I am. I slept late.’

‘I gathered,’ said Christy. ‘Didn’t anyone ever tell you that to do a man’s job you’re supposed to have to work twice as hard?’

‘Not when I’m three times as good,’ retorted Bree.

Rick snorted with laughter and Christy glared at him.

‘Get going,’ said Christy. ‘The silver Alfa on ramp four. Full service.’

‘Yes, sure,’ said Bree. ‘Sorry again.’

She clattered down the stairs and picked up the job card for the Alfa. Then she pressed the button so that the hydraulics lifted the car to the correct height. She stood underneath it and sighed with relief.

In future she’d stick a piece of paper on her pillow to remind her to reset the alarm clock in the mornings. It was  something that she tended to forget. She used to believe that her body was so in tune with the rhythm of the sun that she’d automatically wake up when it was bright outside. But it was a risky strategy when she’d been out until after three in the morning and had drunk more beer than was good for her.

It was just as well, she thought as she shook some powder into a pair of surgical gloves and slipped them onto her hands, that she really was twice as good as most of the other mechanics in the garage. Otherwise Christy would give her the push. He wasn’t exactly known for his compassion.

She flexed her fingers in the gloves. She always wore them when she was working - they were the only true way of preventing oil and grease taking grimy hold beneath her fingernails as well as supposedly preventing the possibility of cancer from waste oil products - but only half the men wore them.

Real men don’t need gloves, Rick had told her on her first day, and she’d laughed and told him that she wasn’t a real man so it didn’t matter. Bare hands were better for delicate work, he’d insisted, your sensitivity was compromised by wearing latex. She’d bought Rick a box of condoms for his birthday the following month. Everyone in the garage had got the joke except him.

She was gasping for a cup of coffee but Christy was standing beside the Cona machine and she didn’t dare go near it yet. She yawned and pulled the brake fluid drainage unit under the car. Then she removed the plug and allowed the oil to drain out.

‘Hey, Bree!’ Dave beckoned her. She left the Alfa and  walked over to him. ‘I forgot to tell you, your sister phoned earlier.’

‘Which one?’ asked Bree.

‘The nice one,’ said Dave.

‘The nice one?’ But Bree grinned at him. She knew which sister he meant. To the blokes in the garage, Nessa was the nice one and Cate was the crabby one. They all knew Nessa because of her periodic trips to get Adam’s Alfa repaired and because she often popped into the garage when she was visiting her friend, Paula, who lived nearby. Cate, who also drove an Alfa, was a much less frequent visitor and, whenever she did call in, she simply dropped the keys at reception and asked them to phone her and tell her when the car was ready.

‘Did Nessa say what she wanted?’ Bree was keeping an eye on Christy who was talking to the manager of the parts department.

‘She said it wasn’t urgent but it was the usual.’

‘The usual!’ Bree and Dave exchanged glances. ‘Don’t tell me he’s totalled it again.’

‘A man like her husband shouldn’t have the top-of-the-range model,’ said Dave in disgust. ‘That’s the car you should be driving, Bree.’

‘I like my bike,’ she told him. ‘I’m too young for a car.’

Christy had finished talking to the parts manager and was turning back into the workshop. ‘I’ll call her later,’ said Bree and she hurried back to the service job. She stood beneath the car again and checked the brake hoses, the tyres and the driveshaft boots. It was only a year old.  She would’ve been surprised if there had been any leaks or rips.

Then she pulled the air gun from the wall and removed the nuts from the tyres. It was the simplest thing in the world to do and she did it every single day but each time it gave her a thrill. From the first time she’d seen the McLaren team doing it in a Formula One race on TV she’d decided that that’s what she wanted to do herself. And although she’d never made it onto a Formula One pit team, she’d loved every moment of the four-year apprenticeship she’d done to become a qualified mechanic. There’d only been one other female apprentice when she started, although Bree was sure that there’d be more soon. Since car engines had become more tightly packed and more dependent on electronics it wasn’t necessary to be able to lug heavy bits of equipment around the workshop any more. In fact, being familiar with the diagnostic computer was more of an asset.

‘Why were you late?’ Dave watched as she lifted a wheel from the car.

‘Out late last night,’ said Bree. ‘Hit the sack around four. Not a good idea.’

‘A new lover boy wearing you out?’ asked Dave.

‘I wish.’ Bree grinned at him. ‘Maybe one day I’ll find a decent man!’

‘I keep asking you but you keep rejecting me,’ said Dave plaintively.

‘I’ve no interest in sharing my life with another grease monkey.’ The banter between them was regular and familiar. ‘We’d find fan belts in the bedroom.’

‘I was kind of hoping for suspender belts,’ said Dave and she made a face at him.

When she’d finished checking the wheels and the brake pads she peeled off her gloves and went to the phone.

‘Dr Hogan’s surgery.’ Nessa had a sing-song voice when she answered the phone which was quite unlike her usual speaking voice.

‘Hello, hello,’ said Bree. ‘I’ve got suppurating sores all over my body and I think my leg has become disconnected from my hip.’

‘Where were you earlier?’ demanded Nessa. ‘You’re always telling me that you start at eight.’

‘I usually start at eight,’ said Bree. ‘I wasn’t due in until ten this morning.’

‘I rang at ten past and there was no sign of you.’

‘I was on the way,’ said Bree.

‘On the way isn’t exactly good enough, is it?’ said Nessa. ‘I mean, if you’re meant to be there at ten, being on the way ten minutes later isn’t what your employer wants. You could--’

‘Shut up, Nessa.’ Bree interrupted the tirade. ‘I know I’m the worst employee in the world but, guess what, they think I’m good at my job. They haven’t fired me yet.’

‘Don’t bet on it,’ muttered Christy as he walked by her.

‘Why did you ring?’ asked Bree.

‘Two things,’ said her older sister. ‘The first is that I wanted to remind you about tonight. I was hoping you’d be here by half seven.’

‘I can’t,’ said Bree. ‘I’m working till eight and I’ll probably have to stay a bit later because of my late start this morning.’

‘That’s my point exactly,’ said Nessa. ‘If you were more conscientious about getting to work on time then you wouldn’t have to stay late to compensate and you’d be able to fulfil your other obligations properly.’

‘Nessa, it’s only Mum and Dad.’

‘That doesn’t mean that you shouldn’t be here on time,’ said Nessa.

‘I’ll be there as soon as I can,’ promised Bree.

‘I’m cooking dinner,’ said Nessa.

Bree sighed. She liked the idea of a cooked dinner because she hadn’t had a decent meal in weeks.

‘I’ll be there by nine,’ said Bree.

‘You’re not on the bloody continent now,’ snapped Nessa. ‘Nine is way too late.’

‘I’ll see what I can do,’ said Bree.

‘OK.’ Nessa sounded partially mollified. ‘Secondly I wanted to know when you could look at Adam’s car.’

‘So he’s done it again,’ said Bree.

‘Very, very minor,’ Nessa told her. ‘It’s just the light on the rear passenger side.’

‘How good is your sex life?’

‘What?!’

‘With a husband like him I wonder that you ever manage to--’

‘Bree!’

‘We’re really busy at the moment.’ Bree looked round the  workshop. There were cars on all of the ramps, with another dozen in the waiting area. They usually got through twelve to fifteen full services a day as well as some of the other maintenance jobs that they had to do. Repairing Adam’s car could take a few minutes or a few hours, depending on how bad the damage actually was.

‘It’s only superficial damage, I think,’ said Nessa. ‘But I want to be sure. In any event, the cover for the brake light needs to be replaced. I wanted you to check that there wasn’t anything else.’

‘I’ll bring a cover with me tonight,’ said Bree. ‘And I’ll give it a quick look then, see how long repairs would take.’

‘Great.’

‘So, I’ll see you tonight.’

‘Yes. Fine. Oh, and listen, I told Cate about hers earlier because mine was so uncannily accurate but according to your horoscope you’re going to be showered with good fortune this week,’ said Nessa.

‘I hate to burst your bubble,’ Bree said, ‘but so far the only thing I’ve been showered with this week is abuse.’

‘If you were in on time you wouldn’t be,’ Nessa told her. ‘All the same, it might be worth while buying a scratch card or something,’

‘You’re my older sister,’ said Bree. ‘You’re nine years older than me, in fact. But sometimes you act as if you’re a teenager. You don’t seriously believe all that star stuff, do you?’

‘It works for me,’ said Nessa. ‘And you know that it foretold--’

‘I know, I know,’ interrupted Bree. ‘Your massive Lottery win last month.’

‘Absolutely,’ said Nessa. ‘So you shouldn’t be sceptical or dismissive.’

‘Right,’ said Bree. ‘Now I’d better go before I really do get fired.’

She hung up and grabbed a cup of coffee, walking back to the Alfa with the styrofoam cup in her hand.

The oil feed line was beside the air line on the wall. She pulled it towards the car and began filling the oil tank. She yawned again and wished that the coffee would kick in soon. She was still feeling terribly sleepy.

‘Oh, fuck!’

Her words reverberated around the workshop and the other mechanics stopped to see what was the matter with her. Then they started to laugh as they saw the black, viscous puddle which had formed around her feet. She’d forgotten to replace the plug in the oil sump. The oil which she’d been pumping into the car had gone straight through the tank and onto the floor. It was a mistake that first-year apprentices didn’t even make. Her boots were ruined.

‘Way to go, Driscoll!’ Rick waved at her.

‘Nice one, Bree,’ said Dave.

‘Shut up, shut up,’ she said urgently. ‘If Christy sees this he’ll flip altogether.’ And I really can’t afford for him to fire me, she muttered frantically. Not when I’m paying back the loan on my new bike.

She looked at the spreading oil slick in disgust and then smiled wryly. She’d been showered after all, although hardly  with the good fortune that Nessa had predicted. She tore some paper towels from the dispenser and mopped ineffectually at her splattered clothes. Nessa would doubtless tell her that she should think laterally about horoscopes. But the only thing she could think of was that it was going to cost her a bomb to replace her damned boots!




Chapter 4




Moon in Cancer 

Very instinctive, emotional, affectionate.

It was amazing, thought Nessa as she watched her father and her husband chatting in the living room, how well they got on together, given their totally opposite natures. Louis was a conservative man at heart who believed in keeping your head down and holding something in reserve for a rainy day. Adam liked showing off and enjoyed spending money on the latest gadget just so that he could say he owned it first. Louis watched Gaelic football. Adam was a rugby supporter. Louis was good with his hands. Adam was good with his brain. But both of them needed to feel wanted. Miriam had looked after Louis for forty years in such a way that he hardly realised he was being looked after at all. Nessa looked after Adam too. He worked very hard and she liked to think that his home was an oasis of peace for him.

Nessa knew that some people would see her as being hopelessly old-fashioned. But she didn’t care. Women who  said they wanted it all - women like Cate - just hadn’t understood yet. It was impossible to have it all. Life was about making choices. What those women needed to do was to make the decision that they’d be happy with. Only some of them didn’t know how.

‘Jill and I will have to visit you during the summer.’ Nessa turned from Louis and Adam’s discussion about tiling bathrooms (there was no way she was going to allow Adam to have a go at tiling the bathroom, they’d get in a proper, professional tiler like they always did) and smiled at her mother.

‘Sure,’ said Miriam easily. ‘We’ve plenty of room.’

The house they’d bought on their retirement was a three-bedroomed dormer bungalow in Salthill. Miriam had been brought up in Salthill and she’d always wanted to go back.

‘I liked being there last year,’ said Jill who was sitting at Miriam’s feet. ‘You’ve a much nicer house than us, Nan.’

‘Thanks a bunch, Jill.’ Adam had heard her comments. ‘That’s the last time I waste money buying you all that Lara Croft stuff for your bedroom just so it’s exactly how you want it.’

‘Dad!’ Jill wailed and Nessa giggled.

‘Don’t mind your father,’ she told Jill. ‘He’s not in the best of humours today.’

‘Because of the car.’

‘What happened to the car?’ asked Louis while Adam glared at both Jill and Nessa. He gave an edited version of events to Louis. He hated having to admit to his lack of prowess as a driver. Even though he joked about it  to most of his friends, he wasn’t able to joke about it with Louis.

The doorbell rang and Nessa heaved a sigh of relief. The arrival of one of her sisters would deflect the conversation. She answered the door and returned to the living room followed by Cate and her boyfriend, Finn.

It’s not fair, thought Nessa, as her sister kissed both parents. We share the same genes. We have the same bone structure. But how the hell does she manage to look the way she does when I have to work so damned hard just to look average? And why is it that she’s still a size ten while I constantly fight with the fourteens? Actually, Nessa mused as she continued to appraise her sister, Cate appeared even thinner than usual tonight with her dark hair pulled back from her face and her black linen dress emphasising the slimness of her frame. She wasn’t sure that such leanness really suited her sister. She looked as though a puff of wind would blow her over. But nothing would blow her over because everyone knew that Cate was the tough one, the business one, the one who would one day be somebody. Who was somebody already only maybe not enough of a somebody in her own eyes. And, continued Nessa to herself while she smiled at her sister in welcome, it might be hard to think of yourself as somebody when you’re constantly on the arm of a man like Finn.

‘Hi, Nessa.’ Cate sat elegantly on the sofa beside her mother while Finn accepted a glass of wine. ‘We’re a bit late. The phone went just as we were leaving. You know how it is. How’re you?’

‘Great, thanks.’

Nessa was looking at Finn not at Cate. It always took a couple of minutes for her to accustom herself to his good looks. If she looked at him for long enough she became used to the golden hair falling over the suntanned forehead, the high cheekbones and the warm, kissable lips. She didn’t fancy Finn, he was actually too good-looking to be true, and besides she loved Adam far too much to fancy anyone else, but Finn was almost hypnotically attractive.

‘How are things in the business world?’ she asked him.

Finn smiled at her. ‘Who knows?’

‘I thought you did,’ said Nessa. ‘I thought that Finn-So-Cool and his early-morning topical radio show knew everything there was to know about what makes the country tick.’

‘Oh, please.’ He sighed. ‘I hate that tag. And I know as much as the next person. Not that it matters,’ he looked around triumphantly, ‘because I’m changing jobs.’

‘Changing jobs?’ Miriam looked from him to Cate. Her daughter smiled faintly.

‘Yes,’ she told Miriam. ‘Finn has been lured away from doing the dry economic and business show in the mornings to the dog-eat-dog world of evening chat shows. On television, not radio.’

‘Really?’ Miriam looked at him in delight. ‘A chat show? That’s wonderful news, Finn.’

‘Isn’t it?’ said Cate. She was still in shock about it herself. Finn hadn’t told her that he’d been approached about the possibility of doing TV, he hadn’t mentioned the discussions  he’d had with the TV producers, he hadn’t said a word, not even dropped a hint, about any of it. Until today when he’d phoned her to tell her it was a done deal. She’d clenched the receiver, his excited tones spilling down the line as he told her how brilliant everything was going to be while a hollow feeling of jealousy and fear spread through her. Finn was going to be a TV star. He was going to be even more famous than he was already. And she was nothing at all.

‘When will you start, Finn? Are you part of the summer or autumn schedules?’ asked Nessa.

‘Autumn - that’s much better,’ Finn assured her. ‘It’ll be on Friday nights and I’ve already had a lot of talk with them about how we want it to go.’

‘Taking over where the Late Late Show left off?’ suggested Louis.

‘Better than the Late Late,’ said Finn confidently. ‘Let’s face it, chat shows have moved on from that tired old format. I know I can make a real go of it.’

‘Congratulations.’ Adam lifted his wine glass.

‘It’s so exciting!’ Jill clapped her hands. ‘You’ll be on the telly, Finn. Can I be on the telly?’

‘I’m sure I can get you into the audience of one of my shows,’ said Finn.

‘So they won’t be topical shows?’ Adam said. ‘If you can get kids on them.’

Finn flashed a glance at him. ‘Of course they’ll be topical. But some will be more light-hearted than others. I’ll get her on a light-hearted one.’

‘It’s wonderful news, Finn,’ said Miriam. ‘I’m already a  minor celebrity in Salthill among the people who know you’re going out with my daughter. I’ll be a real celebrity when you start appearing in gossip magazines!’

‘We won’t be in gossip magazines,’ said Cate.

‘Finn might,’ Nessa told her. ‘Catey, he’s Ireland’s most photogenic man.’

Finn laughed. Adam looked slightly disdainful. Louis grinned.

‘Let me check on dinner,’ said Nessa. ‘It’s beef in Guinness. I decided to do some one-pot cooking since Bree said she was going to be late.’

‘Why?’ asked Cate.

‘Late into work today meant that she had to stay late tonight,’ said Nessa disapprovingly. ‘Really, that girl needs a kick in the behind. How she expects to hang on to her job I’ll never know.’

‘Maybe because she’s good at it,’ suggested Finn.

‘Their patience will run out,’ said Adam. ‘I always advise my clients to get rid of maverick staff, no matter how good they are. And Bree is a maverick.’

‘What’s that?’ asked Jill.

‘Not something you need to bother with, sweetheart,’ said Miriam. ‘And we shouldn’t be talking about your auntie behind her back.’

‘You’re right, Miriam,’ conceded Adam. ‘Can I get you another drink?’

It was nearly half an hour later and Nessa was getting very edgy about the state of her food before the doorbell rang.

‘I’m sorry, I’m sorry,’ said Bree as she catapulted into the  room. ‘I know I’m late. I asked Christy if I could go early even though I was a bit late in and he said yes but this stupid old bat came in to get her car fixed just as I was leaving. And  they were digging up the road outside the flat so I couldn’t even get the bike into the house. And, even on a bike, traffic through town was just awful . . .’

‘It’s OK,’ said Miriam. ‘We haven’t started without you.’

‘I knew you wouldn’t.’ Bree turned to Adam. ‘I brought the light cover for your car, Adam. I’ll do it later.’

Bree has the same genes as me too, Nessa mused as she observed her youngest sister, but even though her hair is the same colour as mine and Cate’s, she always manages to have that artful just-got-out-of-bed look, whereas you’d think that Cate had stepped out of the hairdresser and I - she touched the back of her own head - maybe I need to change my style for something a bit more up-to-date. Only I never seem to have time to go to the hairdressers. Even though I know the girls think I have plenty of time to do whatever I want.

Bree wriggled onto the sofa between Cate and Miriam; Finn stood behind them.

‘New system?’ She nodded at the Bang and Olufsen CD player.

‘Absolutely,’ said Jill. ‘Daddy blew a complete fortune on it. Mum nearly had hysterics.’

Nessa looked at Jill despairingly while Adam laughed. ‘That’s condensing the story somewhat,’ he told them all. ‘It’s a great system. Nessa had hysterics because she doesn’t like the way the CD player hangs on the wall.’

Bree nodded. ‘You used to have a painting in that spot, didn’t you?’

‘Yes,’ said Nessa. ‘I preferred the painting.’

‘Oh, I don’t know,’ said Cate. ‘I rather like the CD player. It’s elegant.’

‘It’d look good in your shrine to simplicity and modernity, ’ said Nessa. ‘But I think it’s a bit austere for this house.’

‘Austere is nice,’ Finn told her.

‘I like comfort,’ said Nessa.

‘Comfort us all by dishing up some food,’ suggested Adam. ‘I’m starving. I had a toasted sandwich at two o’clock and nothing since then, given that you wouldn’t let me raid the fridge when I got home.’ He smiled at the rest of the family. ‘This was on the basis that it’d ruin my appetite. I ask you! A starving man doesn’t ruin his appetite by having a quick snack two hours before he eats.’

‘Oh, shut up, Adam,’ said Nessa tolerantly. ‘Come and make yourself useful and open a couple of bottles of wine.’

It was over a year since the entire family had been together. Nessa had to admit that her parents were looking better than ever - retirement to Galway obviously suited them. The trip to Dublin this weekend was part of a package to see the ballet at the Point (Miriam loved ballet) which included a two-night stay in the Conrad Hotel. Miriam and Louis had taken lots of weekend breaks around the country in the last year and, Louis informed the family, they were going to spend a month in the States in October.

‘You’re really getting the most out of life, aren’t you?’ Finn  looked at the older couple admiringly. ‘You’re an absolute advertisement for active retirement.’ He scratched the side of his cheek thoughtfully. ‘Maybe I could do a show about that. Life for the over-sixties. How it doesn’t all have to be about incontinence and immobility.’

‘Finn!’ Cate was outraged. ‘How can you say that sort of thing?’

‘Lots of people think it,’ said Finn.

Louis laughed indulgently. ‘You come up with the show, Finn. We’ll appear. A modest fee is all that’s required.’

‘What show?’ asked Bree, and looked at Finn in admiration as he told her. ‘Omigod,’ she squeaked. ‘You’ll get to meet all sorts of celebs. Are you going to ask a Formula One guy on? You must, Finn, you absolutely must. And then I can meet with them afterwards! Schumacher would be good.’

Finn laughed and told her he’d do what he could. But he was dead keen on the over-sixties idea. He wanted to appeal to everyone, he told Bree. Not just airhead twenty-somethings like her.

He’s so happy, thought Cate, as she watched him. He’s delighted with this new job and his confidence just radiates on his face. He looks even more damned attractive than ever. Which means more stupid fan mail letters, thought Cate. From silly women who should know better. Who should know that a person isn’t just how they look. He’s so much more than that.

She bit her lip. She wished she could feel better about Finn’s job but she couldn’t. All she could think about was the fact that he was becoming more and more successful  and in demand while she was still doing what she’d been doing for the past three years, trying to make her sports company’s stuff look better than anyone else’s in an already overcrowded market. And failing miserably right now. She realised suddenly that nobody had tried to headhunt her in ages. Maybe she was yesterday’s news. Maybe the word had already got out. She shivered then smoothed back a nonexistent stray hair from her face.

They sat round the dinner table and tucked in to the beef in Guinness. Finn, still enthusiastic about the idea for his show, asked Miriam and Louis what had made them decide to move back to Galway after spending their adult lives in Dublin.

Louis shrugged. ‘I think everyone thinks about going back to their roots when they get older. When the chance came we took it.’

‘I would’ve stayed if my girls weren’t settled,’ said Miriam. ‘But they are. More or less.’ She looked archly at Cate and Finn.

‘I’m as settled as I’ll ever be,’ said Cate hastily.

‘Well, you’ve got a good job anyway,’ her mother conceded. ‘And, of course, Nessa is as settled and as happy as anything, aren’t you, darling? I know that Bree will never settle so there’s no point in me waiting.’

‘I might,’ said Bree. ‘There’s nothing to say that I won’t.’

‘Bree, you’ve been in your current job for a year. Surely you must be thinking of moving on by now?’ Cate looked sceptically at her younger sister.

‘I still like it there,’ said Bree. ‘Though who knows?’ She  was tired of this conversation, which happened regularly whenever her mother was around. Miriam was like Nessa, a settling down sort of person. Bree was like, well, no one she knew in her family because she hated the idea of settling down anywhere. Whenever she heard Nessa talking about decorating or adding an extension to the house or doing the garden, she felt shivers run up and down her spine and she wanted to get up and go that very instant. Cate was as bad in her own way, thought Bree. Cate might think that she wasn’t a settling sort of person either just because she was living with Finn rather than married to him, but Cate was settled in her career and in her life. Cate wasn’t happy unless she was working to some stupid deadline, attempting to do too much in too short a space of time while always trying to look cool and groomed as though she’d just stepped out of a fashion shoot. Bree couldn’t see the point of living like that. She liked to have time to herself, to immerse herself in restoring old motorbikes, while thinking about the next place that she’d like to visit. Given the rather dismal weather so far this year, she rather thought it might be somewhere warm. Her new bike, a Yamaha YZF-R6, was sleek and cool and sporty, but like all motorbikes, it was better fun to ride it in decent weather.

‘Any chance of second helpings?’ She looked pleadingly at Nessa. ‘I’m absolutely starving.’

‘Sure.’ Nessa went into the kitchen and returned with the pot. She ladled some more food onto Bree’s plate. ‘Why are you so hungry?’

‘Busy today. Didn’t get time to eat. Although that’s probably not a bad thing really.’

‘Why?’

Bree made a face. ‘I’ve put on half a stone in the last few months. It’s those breakfast baps we normally get in the garage in the mornings. Impossible to resist.’

‘Bree!’ Cate looked at her in horror. ‘They’re probably so high in cholesterol they’re off the scale.’

‘I know.’ Bree swallowed a mouthful of beef. ‘That’s why they’re so utterly gorgeous.’

‘What’s in them?’ asked Finn.

‘Sausage, bacon, egg and beans,’ replied Bree. ‘You can get ’em with black and white pudding too but that’s gross.’

‘Black and white pudding is gross?’ Cate’s eyes were wide. ‘The whole concoction is disgusting, Bree. You should be eating healthier foods than that in the morning. Why don’t you have a muesli bar or something?’

‘Because I’m hungry in the morning,’ said her sister easily. ‘And muesli is God’s most revolting food. Anyway, I’ll lose the weight again once I go back to the gym. I haven’t had time because I’ve been working on the old bike before I sell it. And if you don’t mind me saying so, you could do with a bit of larding yourself, Cate. I nearly mistook you for a black Biro when I came in.’

Nessa stifled a giggle while Cate looked at her sister in outrage.

‘I have a perfect height-to-weight ratio,’ she told Bree frostily.

‘But are you happy?’ asked Bree. ‘Let’s face it, Catey, none  of us in this family were built to be sylphs. And it suits us. Nessa isn’t thin but she’s pretty. You’re thin but you look permanently pained.’

‘I do not!’

‘Yes, you do.’

‘Girls, girls!’ Miriam’s voice held a warning. ‘No disagreements at the table.’

Bree grinned but fell silent. There was something about her mother’s tone of voice that could still stop all three girls in their tracks. Nessa has it too when she’s talking to Jill, Bree thought. It’s clearly a skill that comes with motherhood.

‘Tell us more about the new job, Finn.’ Adam changed the subject. ‘How much control will you have?’

‘Quite a lot,’ said Finn enthusiastically. He began to outline his ideas for the show while the others listened to the soft, lilting voice that he used to such effect when he was interviewing anyone. A few months earlier there had been some talk of putting him on the drive home slot but the station wasn’t sure that it would be the best use of his talents because he would have been competing with the hottest broadcasters on the opposing stations and that would’ve been a gamble - a gamble Finn was perfectly prepared to take but the station wasn’t. And now things were even better because he reckoned that TV would turn him into a megastar. Finn wanted to be a megastar, even if it only lasted for a short time. He wanted the name Finn Coolidge to be instantly recognisable, for people to know who he was and to think that his show was essential Friday night viewing. He couldn’t wait for the series to start.

Nessa cleared away the plates then brought in the cake that she’d made earlier, as well as a cafetiere of coffee. Both Finn and Cate declined the cake.

‘I’m watching my weight too now,’ said Finn. ‘You know all this thing about the TV adding ten pounds. I don’t want to overindulge.

‘It’s only a slice of chocolate cake,’ said Nessa.

‘Laden with calories,’ said Cate. ‘I’ll pass too, if you don’t mind.’

‘Fine by me,’ said Nessa. ‘But Bree is right. You’re beginning to look more like a Biro every day.’

‘Give me a break,’ said Cate.

‘You look fine.’ Finn put his arm round her and hugged her.

Cate was surprised at how good it made her feel. Maybe she was being paranoid about Finn these days.

‘I want to do an experiment,’ announced Nessa suddenly.

‘What sort of experiment?’ Jill (who’d been very quiet as it was past her bedtime and she didn’t want to draw attention to herself) couldn’t help asking the question.

‘You know how you guys give me such stick about horoscopes and everything?’

The family groaned in unison.

‘Exactly,’ said Nessa. ‘So I thought I’d try something out. I read everyone’s horoscope this morning. Adam’s was particularly accurate - it said he’d meet some bumps along the way, and he did.’ She grinned while Adam looked annoyed. ‘And mine was a messy one this week, all about delays and things, which happened.’

‘It wasn’t my fault dinner was delayed if that’s what you’re getting at,’ said Bree.

‘I didn’t say it was. But lots of little things went wrong for me this week,’ Nessa told her.

‘So what’s the experiment?’ asked Finn impatiently.

‘I bought eight scratch cards at the supermarket today,’ said Nessa. ‘According to all of the predictions I read, today is Mum’s lucky day. So if any of the cards are going to pay out, she should pick it.’

‘Nessa, that’s not an experiment, that’s ridiculous.’ Cate was scathing.

‘Do I get to keep my winnings?’ asked Miriam. ‘You won’t try to nab them from me or anything?’

‘Of course you can keep them,’ said Nessa.

‘Then it’s a great experiment,’ Miriam said robustly.

‘So we all keep any money we get on the cards?’ Finn looked at Nessa quizzically.

‘Sure,’ she said. ‘Not that you need it, Finn, with fame and fortune just round the corner.’

‘OK, I’m in.’

Nessa fetched the scratch cards from the kitchen shelf. ‘Mum should have first pick,’ she said. ‘See if her lucky vibes are working.’

‘If they are, it shouldn’t matter whether she goes first or not,’ Bree grumbled. ‘If the ’fluence is there, it should stop us picking the unlucky cards.’

‘Oh, shut up, Bree,’ said Nessa mildly. ‘Mum, pick first.’

They all picked their cards. Then they began to scratch them.

‘Nothing for me,’ said Cate. ‘You told me this morning that I’d be having great opportunities or something, didn’t you?’

‘This isn’t an opportunity,’ said Nessa. ‘Finn’s show is an opportunity.’

‘Absolutely.’ Finn blew the debris from his card. ‘And just as well because I’m not making any money on instant gambling.’

‘Me neither,’ said Louis.

‘Mum?’

Miriam was carefully scratching her card with a two-pence piece. ‘Wait a moment,’ she told them. ‘I’ve uncovered two one hundred panels.’

‘Really?’ Despite herself, Cate moved so that she could see Miriam’s card.

‘A fiver,’ said Miriam in disgust as she uncovered the second last panel.

‘This is actually getting quite tense.’ Bree giggled. ‘If she uncovers a hundred euros, we’ll all do the washing up, Nessa.’

‘Oh my God!’ Miriam stared at the card in disbelief. ‘A hundred.’

‘You’re joking!’ Adam looked at her in astonishment.

‘I’m not,’ said Miriam. ‘I was going to say it as a joke because I thought it was a tenner, but it’s a hundred. I actually won.’

‘You don’t have to do the dishes.’ Nessa sounded so self-satisfied that Bree wanted to hit her. ‘But you can stack everything in the dishwasher for me.’

‘That’s unbelievable,’ said Louis. ‘Did you know, Nessa? Was it a trick?’

‘No trick,’ said Nessa. ‘There’s always a chance of winning when you buy a few scratch cards. I thought maybe someone would uncover a fiver. But I did believe that Mum’s aura was lucky this week.’

‘I feel like I should apologise to you,’ said Bree. ‘But that’d break my heart.’

‘I feel that I should give you the money,’ said Miriam.

‘No,’ said Nessa. ‘You’ve given me credibility. That’s worth a lot more.’

‘Are horoscopes always right?’ asked Jill. ‘Do they really tell you the future?’

Nessa shook her head. ‘Not always. But they can help you be prepared. So that nothing can take you by surprise.’

‘Bullshit,’ said Cate.

‘Well, maybe,’ admitted Nessa. ‘But it’s nice to have them on your side all the same.’




Chapter 5




Moon in Aries 

Quick to react, impulsive, sometimes selfish.

Miriam sent Nessa a bouquet of flowers with a note thanking her for the dinner, the company and especially for the winning scratch card. The bouquet arrived early on Monday morning, another morning of late rising in the Riley household, which meant rushing around in a flap again. Although this time Nessa told Adam to get breakfast at work. She wasn’t giving him the opportunity to ram another car while he was eating a croissant.

Nessa was disappointed to think that this might be another week of inconveniences and disruptions but, when surgery ran exceptionally late, she knew that it would be. Late surgery meant a problem in picking up Jill. Last year it had been less of a problem because Nessa had been able to phone Miriam who would happily drop anything to meet her granddaughter from school. Nessa had never felt that she was imposing on Miriam when she asked her to do things.  But phoning Adam and asking him if he could help was a different proposition entirely.

It had been a vain hope that he’d be available to pick up his daughter anyway. He wasn’t even in the office when Nessa called his direct line and his mobile phone was switched off. He was probably at another stupid meeting, she thought. For all that Adam talked about his importance in the management consultancy business, where he gave companies advice on how to run their own firms more efficiently, his time never seemed to be his own. Nessa couldn’t remember the last occasion he’d been able to nip out and deal with some domestic difficulty and, deep down, she understood it. But it would’ve been nice, she thought as she listened to his message telling her to leave a message, if he had the sort of job where he could walk out for an hour or two, no questions asked.

Adam expected her to be able to walk out of the surgery any time. As far as he was concerned, her job was trivial in the scheme of things, something to keep her occupied in the mornings when Jill was at school and a way for her to have money that she could spend on herself without talking to him about it.

Nessa knew that her job wasn’t important and it didn’t bother her. At first she hadn’t expected to stay working because she’d assumed there’d be more than one child. There was no biological reason why that hadn’t happened, as her gynaecologist told her when she’d asked him why she hadn’t got pregnant again after Jill. If they were relaxed about it, it would happen of its own accord, he assured  them. But it didn’t and now Nessa couldn’t imagine getting pregnant again. They’d stopped talking about a brother or sister for Jill a long time ago. It never cropped up in conversation and it was something that had been relegated to things that might have been. Only once did she think that it might be about to happen again, the day that her horoscope had told her that a new event would cause significant changes in her life. She didn’t know why she’d thought it would be a baby but she did. And, afterwards, when she realised that the new event was merely Dr Hogan setting up a once-a-week asthma care clinic and asking her if she’d be able to help out, she knew that she never would have another baby. And she stopped thinking about it. She stopped regretting it too. Life was perfect the way that it was, with her and Adam and Jill as a tightly knit unit where everyone slotted neatly into place together. Adam the car-crasher, Nessa the carer and Jill the daughter they were both crazy about.

She scratched the top of her head with her pencil and sighed. Without Miriam to rely on, her life had become more difficult. And, unlike her friend Paula whose younger sister lived a stone’s throw away and had two kids of her own, neither Cate nor Bree were ever available for emergency pick-up duty. In fact, thought Nessa grimly, by the time either of her sisters got to the children stage themselves, Jill would probably be a teenager and they’d be looking for her to baby-sit for them.

She picked up the phone and rang Jean Slater, the mother of Jill’s current best friend, Nicolette. She hated having to ask Jean who, unlike Nessa, had produced a clatter of children as  easily as dealing a deck of cards and who seemed to spend her days in a whirlwind of child-related activities. Nessa felt that Jean was far too busy to worry about Jill as well as her own brood. But she was stuck.

‘No problem,’ said Jean when Nessa asked her. ‘Jill would probably be here playing with Nicolette anyway. Don’t worry.’

Nessa, who could hear the wails of the latest Slater baby over the phone, promised Jean that she’d get there as soon as possible. She replaced the receiver and buzzed the next patient. Cate and Bree thought she had it easy. How little they knew.

Bree was standing in the service reception area when the owner of the bright yellow sports-edition Punto arrived. She raised her eyebrows in surprise as she saw him because he was at least forty if not fifty, had dark hair grizzled with grey and carried a briefcase. In Bree’s experience men like that drove heavy saloon cars - Mercedes or BMW or Volvo if they were well-off enough, Toyotas or Fiats or Fords if they were in the second layer of management. This man looked wealthy enough to be a Mercedes man so his ownership of the Punto was even more of a surprise.

‘What the hell is all this about?’ He was scanning the itemised list of the service and repair works they’d carried out. The work that she’d carried out, actually, because she’d taken the Punto job card and spent more time than she’d expected working on it.

‘All the work was authorised,’ said Christy calmly.

‘But - replacing the power-steering hose and fluid, and all of the brake pads - the car isn’t that old, surely you didn’t need to do that. And the clutch too?’

‘That clutch wouldn’t have got you to the end of the road.’ Bree walked over to him. ‘And if you didn’t drive the car like a seventeen-year-old boy racer then half of what we had to do wouldn’t have needed to be done at all.’

‘Excuse me?’ He turned to look at her while Christy shot her a warning glare.

‘My name is Bree Driscoll,’ she told him. ‘I’m the mechanic that worked on your car. And it was a long haul.’ Her eyes glittered. ‘The engine is frequently revved at far too high a level. From the wear on the tyres you’re clearly taking corners too quickly. And you’re driving it through fields at speed too, which is why we had to replace some additional hosing and why, eventually, you’ll have even more problems.’

He stared at her.

‘It’s not my place to criticise the driving of our customers,’ she continued, ‘but, honestly, what do you expect when you’re clearly pretending to be a rally driver?’

Christy groaned softly as the client continued to stare at Bree.

‘Anyway,’ she said as she dropped her empty styrofoam coffee cup into the black refuse sack, ‘if you want to spend less on servicing and repairs I suggest you drive the car as though you were a middle-aged suburban man instead of David Coulthard.’

He started to laugh then and Christy sighed with relief.

‘It’s not my car,’ he told Bree.

‘Pardon?’

‘It’s not my car,’ he repeated. ‘It’s my son’s.’

She made a face. ‘Makes more sense now,’ she admitted. ‘I didn’t think you were the go-faster stripes type when I saw you.’

‘Declan Morrissey.’ He held out his hand. She shook her head and indicated her oil-smeared glove.

‘Better not shake on it,’ she told him. ‘But I’m glad you understand.’

‘I’ll pass on your comments to my son,’ said Declan. ‘I’m not sure how effective they’ll be.’

‘They won’t be effective for as long as you foot the bill for the repairs,’ said Bree.

‘I promised,’ said Declan bleakly.

‘You’d want to start reneging on that promise fairly soon,’ suggested Bree. ‘Otherwise he’ll bankrupt you! You’re going to be back with it again in a few months, you know, and all the problems will be the same.’ She shrugged. ‘It’s up to you, though. How old is he?’

‘Who?’

‘Your son.’

‘Michael’s twenty-one,’ said Declan.

‘I know it’s not for me to say,’ Bree said while Christy winced at the thought of what she was going to tell one of their very best customers now. ‘But he needs driving lessons. I don’t want to cast aspersions on your entire sex, Mr Morrissey, but most men are terrible drivers when they’re younger. It’s the penis thing, you see. So you all  drive around the place like lunatics, terrified to be beaten away at the lights by anyone else but particularly a woman, feeling that driving slowly is something for old ladies in ten-year-old Fiestas and generally believing that everyone on the road is looking at you in whatever it is you’re driving.’

Declan chuckled and Christy relaxed again.

‘It was a birthday present for Michael,’ Declan said.

‘Wow. Wish my parents could’ve bought me birthday presents like that,’ she told him. ‘I think I got a pair of gloves for my twenty-first.’ Actually, she remembered guiltily, Louis and Miriam had bought her a set of motorbike leathers including heavy gloves and she’d felt absolutely great going out in all the gear.

‘You’re right, though,’ said Declan. ‘Maybe it was an overindulgent gift.’

‘I guess if you were getting him a car you might as well have bought him something that really does go fast,’ said Bree. ‘Otherwise he’d be trashing Nissan Micras round town and probably doing even more damage. Try and get him to drive in the right gear, that’d help. And slowing down at corners would be good too.’

‘I’ll tell him,’ said Declan.

‘Suggest to him that he should pay the bill if it’s over a couple of hundred,’ added Bree.

Declan looked at the invoice in his hand again.

‘Good idea,’ he said.

‘Anyway, I’d better get back to the workshop.’ She glanced at Christy. ‘Otherwise my manager will fire me.’

‘I’d hate to be responsible for that!’ Declan smiled at her. ‘Thanks for the advice.’

‘No problem.’ She waved lightly and pushed open the door to the workshop.

‘Sorry about that,’ said Christy to Declan. ‘She’s a nice girl but her mouth does kind of run away with her sometimes.’
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