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      Dedicated to Luke


      My favourite nephew


   

      My love,


      I know I’m probably the last person you want to hear from, but I just wanted to tell how sorry I am. You have to know that

            I would never do anything to hurt you, at least not intentionally, but I made a big mistake, a huge mistake this time.


      I realise there’s no going back, and I’m not asking for that; I just wanted to let you know how much I regret what happened,

            and how I wish from the bottom of my heart it never happened, or that I hadn’t caused it. But it did, and it’s all my fault,

            and I would do anything to get the chance to go back and undo it. But I can’t.


      I know I don’t have any right to ask, but I hope you’re OK?


      I’m really not sure what else to say. Just know that I never meant to hurt you, and I’m so very, very sorry.


      Please forgive me.


   

      Chapter 1


      Leonie Hayes looked around furtively as she joined the line of people in front of her. It was stupid but she was terrified

         of bumping into someone she knew from Dublin, someone who might recognise her and wonder what she was doing here. Well, she

         supposed it was obvious what she was doing here (weren’t they all doing the same thing?) but she really didn’t want to get

         into the hows and whys. Not that it was anyone else’s business but still. Loosening the crocodile clip she was wearing, she

         let her long auburn hair fall further around her face.

      


      ‘Move along... this way please... keep it moving,’ a nearby official urged, as the long stream of people slowly shuffled ahead.


      What was she doing here? Leonie asked herself, feeling a sudden flash of hesitation as she progressed along the queue. Was it too

         late now to turn around and go home, back to everything that was comfortable, normal and familiar? But just as quickly she

         remembered that things were different now, and home was no longer comfortable or indeed familiar – everything had changed.

      


      The sharp tone of her mobile ringing from inside her handbag interrupted her thoughts and, rummaging briefly through her things,

         Leonie took out the phone and checked the number on the display.

      


      Grace again.


      Her heart quickened. It was the third call from her best friend in as many days and while she knew she should answer it, she

         really couldn’t talk to anyone just now. There would be too many questions but Leonie could barely make sense of her own thoughts

         at the moment, let alone try and explain them to someone else. So no, she couldn’t talk to Grace, not now anyway. Maybe when...

         when everything had settled down a bit more, and Leonie knew where she was, then she might be able to explain things to her

         better. Grace would be worried, she knew that, but wouldn’t she be even more concerned if she found out where Leonie was or

         what she was doing now?

      


      Yes, much better to wait rather than run the risk of worrying Grace even further, she decided, trying her best to ignore the

         shrill ring tone, which sounded even more urgent than normal.

      


      Soon the ringing stopped, and the brief silence was quickly followed by the double beep signalling voicemail. Leonie listened

         to the message.

      


      ‘Lee, it’s me again,’ Grace said, and Leonie could hear the twins shrieking in the background. ‘Where are you? I’ve been trying

         to reach you for ages. I tried phoning your landline too, but there’s no answer from there either,’ she added, sounding disappointed.

         ‘I just hope everything’s OK, or more importantly that you’re OK. I’m sure the weekend was tough but... look, will you just call me back when you get this? I’m here all day, as usual,’

         she added in a wry tone. ‘Just please phone me back. Hope to talk to you soon, bye.’

      


      Leonie snapped the phone shut. She should really have taken the call; by now it was understandable that Grace would be frantic.

         She hadn’t anticipated her friend ringing the ­apartment though, and it was interesting (but no surprise) to hear that there

         was no answer from there either.

      


      Well, there would be plenty of time to worry about that later. What she needed now was to stop thinking and just keep moving

         before she changed her mind. Although it was a bit late for that, wasn’t it?

      


      Of course she’d talk to Grace but only when she was ready. And, more importantly, when she knew it was safe to do so. Still,

         she mused, biting her lip, it really wasn’t fair to have anyone worrying unnecessarily in the meantime. She flipped open the

         phone and dialled her friend’s mailbox. The coward’s way out, but it would do in the circumstances.

      


      ‘Grace, hi, it’s me, I’m so sorry I haven’t been in touch before now, but things have been horrible...’ Despite herself, her

         voice broke, and she felt a huge lump in her throat. Then she swallowed hard and took a deep breath before continuing. ‘Just

         wanted to let you know that I’m OK and thanks for phoning. I promise I’ll tell you all as soon as I can, but if you don’t

         mind, I think I just need some time to myself at the moment. But please don’t worry. I’m all right and I’ll talk to you soon,

         OK?’

      


      She took another deep breath before switching off the phone and putting it back in her pocket. That sounded all right, didn’t

         it? And it was a truth of sorts. She did need some time to herself just now and she would tell Grace everything when the time was right.

      


      After a few more minutes of waiting in line an official called Leonie forward and pointed her in the direction of a free booth.

         With some trepidation she approached the desk and smiled weakly at the serious-looking, heavyset man sitting behind it.

      


      He didn’t return the smile. ‘Your documents please?’ he asked and Leonie handed them over.


      The man studied the details for what seemed like an age, looking from the paperwork to Leonie and back again, while almost

         instinctively she averted her eyes from his gaze. She wasn’t sure why exactly, it was just what you did in these situations,

         wasn’t it? She hated being made to feel so uncomfortable, in the same way she felt when going through the metal sensors earlier.

         Why did the set-up at these places always make you feel like you were up to no good?

      


      ‘What do you do for a living, Miss Hayes?’ he asked her, his tone neutral.


      ‘I work for an event management company,’ she replied, the half-truth tripping off her tongue easily. The official nodded,

         evidently satisfied with this answer.

      


      ‘OK, now I’m going to ask you to please place your left index finger on the device here,’ he told her, indicating the fingerprinting

         contraption positioned on top of the desk. When Leonie complied, he asked her to repeat the same process with her right hand.

         ‘Thank you. Now please stand back and look up at the camera just here...’

      


      Again Leonie did as she was bid, eager to get the whole thing over with as quickly as possible.


      There was a brief delay as the man yet again checked her paperwork, and having inputted something into his computer, proceeded

         to double-stamp the documentation.

      


      ‘OK, Miss Hayes,’ he said his mouth breaking into a smile as he handed Leonie back her newly stamped passport and immigration

         documents, ‘you’re all set. Welcome to the United States.’

      


   

      Chapter 2


      Three Weeks Later


      ‘I’ve got a confession to make.’


      Leonie looked up, her heart sinking as she wondered what was coming. She supposed she should have known better than to assume

         it could be that simple, that anything could be simple these days. ‘Oh?’

      


      The real estate agent smiled. ‘This place isn’t strictly available right now. It will be soon which is why I’m showing it

         to you.’

      


      ‘Oh, OK.’ She looked around the apartment, trying her best not to look too interested, but the truth was she’d fallen in love

         with the place on sight. Nothing else she’d seen over the last two weeks had even come close.

      


      The top floor of a converted Victorian house, the apartment was situated on Green Street, a pretty, tree-lined neighbourhood

         in the heart of San Francisco. The house was within walking distance of cafés, local restaurants, and myriad little boutiques

         and galleries that lined side streets nearby.

      


      The apartment itself, with its oak ceiling carvings, ornate fireplace and huge bay windows, was warm, cosy and simply bursting

         with character. From the living-room window, Leonie could just about make out (if she moved to the right and stood high on

         her tiptoes) the Golden Gate Bridge ­straddling the waters of the bay, while the teeniest corner of Alcatraz Island was just

         visible from the left-hand side. Below, the roofs of neighbouring houses descended like stepping stones towards San Francisco

         Bay, where sailboats sparkled prettily beneath the sunlight.

      


      But even without the gorgeous views, there was just something about these old houses that enchanted her. Outside, the house

         was chocolate box pretty; painted in white and eggshell blue, and elaborately embellished with decorative cornices and mouldings,

         angled bay windows, and a wooden arcade porch. Adding to the charm, the neighbouring houses were painted in various shades

         of pastels, pink, green and yellow, which made them look almost like a row of dolls’ houses. It was a design that typified

         much of the architectural style in the city, and one of the reasons Leonie had so quickly fallen in love with San Francisco.

         She’d be over the moon to secure this apartment.

      


      Granted the interior was dated and somewhat grubby but nothing that a little TLC couldn’t cure. The oak parquet floor would

         scrub up nicely, and she could liven up the living room with some colourful rugs, find funky cushions for that drab-looking

         sofa and pick out some artwork for the walls. The kitchenette was small but practical, and the bedroom adjoining the living

         room was bright, roomy and had plenty of wardrobe space. Not that she’d need much of that, for the moment at least. But most

         importantly, it was a million times better than her shoebox room in the Holiday Inn, and wouldn’t it be wonderful to find

         a place in the city she could call home?

      


      ‘Well, I thought I’d give you a sneak preview seeing as nothing else I’ve shown you has fit the bill,’ the agent said, putting

         an end to Leonie’s day-dreaming. ‘It’s a great neighbourhood, very safe, and as you saw on the way in, you’ve got the bonus

         of a private access door too.’

      


      From what Leonie could tell, the house was divided into three separate units, all of which had their own entrance. The ground-floor

         apartment looked to be accessed through a side-door alongside a garage at street level, while they’d entered ‘her’ apartment

         up some steps and through one of two adjacent doors beneath the porch, before taking the stairs to the top floor.

      


      ‘You’re right, it’s absolutely perfect,’ she agreed, unable to hide her enthusiasm. But wasn’t it just her luck that it wasn’t

         available! ‘But you said there’s someone still living here?’

      


      Strange, it certainly didn’t look or feel like that. Dust on the furniture and absence of any recent signs of inhabitation

         aside, there was an air of disuse and almost... abandonment about the place that was quite striking.

      


      ‘That’s right. Officially, I shouldn’t be even showing you this,’ the agent said with a mischievous gleam in his eye, ‘because

         it isn’t actually on the market until the end of this month. But...’ He turned to face her. ‘Personally I think it’s kind

         of special. Green Street is a great neighbourhood, and these old Victorians don’t come along every day either. If we put it

         on the open market, it’ll be snapped up within the hour, so if you think you might be interested—’

      


      ‘I’m interested,’ Leonie said decisively, not needing to think about it for a single second longer. This place was perfect,

         and luckily for her she was the very first person to see it. It could be fate, or just blind luck, but either way, it certainly

         felt like finally something was going right. ‘When can I move in?’

      


      Later that day she phoned Grace with an update on her living situation.


      When she first arrived, Leonie had contacted her friend to let her know where she was and unsurprisingly, Grace was dumbfounded

         to learn that she’d gone all the way to the States.

      


      ‘You’re really going through with this then?’ she gasped, sounding crestfallen.


      ‘What made you think I wouldn’t? Grace, this wasn’t just some mad notion on my part, you know.’


      ‘OK, I can appreciate that you need to escape for a while, but why go so far? Why not just move down to Cork or somewhere,

         at least then I could still see you now and again. I can barely pick San Francisco out on a map!’

      


      She sounded hurt and Leonie felt a fresh pang of guilt. Clearly Grace was still upset that she’d left Dublin without saying

         a proper goodbye. But at the time, Leonie didn’t have the courage to face her. Grace would almost certainly have tried to

         talk her out of it.

      


      ‘I’m sorry,’ she replied. ‘It is hard not having you around to talk to, but at the same time I had to do this.’


      ‘I know, but, well, it’s just so extreme, Leonie. Running away from things never helps in the long run you know.’


      Leonie felt a lump in her throat. ‘Maybe, but at the moment, it’s the only way I know how to deal with this.’


      ‘But surely it’s better to be here in Dublin with us, the people who love and care about you instead of all alone in some

         big city where nobody gives a damn?’

      


      ‘It’s not like that, people are nice here,’ she replied, thinking of the helpful real estate guy who’d today found her the

         perfect apartment, and Carla the Holiday Inn receptionist with whom Leonie had struck up a friendship of sorts over the last

         couple of weeks. ‘Everyone’s been really friendly.’

      


      Since her arrival three weeks before, she’d felt very much at ease in San Francisco. The gorgeous blue skies and bright Californian

         sunshine lifted her mood immediately, and although it was as busy and bustling as any other city, the place had a relaxed

         bohemian vibe about it too. So yes, of course she sometimes felt lonely and missed everything and everyone she’d left behind,

         but that was partly the point, wasn’t it?

      


      That afternoon, she’d signed the lease on the one-bed Victorian conversion and would be moving in at the end of the month.


      ‘So how long are you thinking of staying?’ Grace asked.


      ‘Well, the lease on the apartment is for six months with a renewal option after that so I don’t know, for as long as it takes,

         I suppose.’

      


      ‘Six months?’ Grace shrieked.

      


      ‘Did you think I’d just stay here for a few weeks and then turn tail and come back? What would be the point of that?’


      ‘Well, I know I couldn’t just drop everything and abandon my whole life just like that. Now, don’t get me wrong,’ Grace added

         quickly, ‘I know there’s a very good reason but, look, it all seems so... drastic.’ When Leonie said nothing, she went on.

         ‘It’s just, you’re usually so calm and together about things; I guess I just didn’t expect you to react like this.’

      


      ‘Calm and together about other people’s problems, maybe,’ Leonie said wryly. But when it came to her own life she’d always

         been a total disaster, hadn’t she? And yes, coming here might have been impulsive, but at the same time, it felt right.

      


      ‘Well, OK, so now you’ve found a place to live, great – at least I’ll know where you are for the next six months. But what

         are you going to do now? You can’t just hide away on your own in some apartment.’

      


      ‘Well, I suppose now that I have a base, I’m going to start looking for a new job.’


      Right before she left Dublin, Leonie had resigned from her job at Xanadu Event Management and turned down her boss’s kind

         offer of keeping a position open for when she returned, simply because she wasn’t sure that she ever would be returning. And although she had a nice bit of savings to keep her going for a while, Leonie knew that if she really wanted

         to start afresh and settle in to the city properly, she needed to find some work.

      


      ‘I just can’t get my head around this,’ Grace said mournfully and Leonie could almost picture her friend shaking her blond

         head in disbelief as she sat in her kitchen back home in Dublin surrounded by the toddlers’ things. ‘And America of all places...’

      


      ‘Well, it is home too, in a way, isn’t it?’ Leonie replied, referring to the fact that she had actually been born in the States,

         although her Irish parents had moved back to Dublin soon after. Following their separation some time ago, they’d moved on

         yet again; her father now lived in Hong Kong and her mum was in South Africa with a new partner. She could have gone to her

         mum’s of course, but she didn’t want to be a burden, and more importantly she knew that in order to get through this, she

         needed to be on her own for a while.

      


      ‘Look...’ Grace said quietly, after a long pause, ‘I suppose I might as well tell you, I bumped into Adam the other day.’

         Leonie’s heart almost stopped. ‘He doesn’t know you’ve moved away.’

      


      Leonie felt faint. ‘You didn’t...?’


      ‘Of course I didn’t,’ Grace replied quickly. ‘I promised I wouldn’t, didn’t I? I’m not saying I agree with it, but a promise is a promise

         – even if it had to be made over the phone from across the Atlantic,’ she added archly.

      


      Leonie tried to digest what her friend had said but didn’t really know why she felt so surprised that Grace had seen Adam;

         Dublin wasn’t that big a city after all, was it?

      


      ‘So, don’t you want to know what we talked about or what he said?’ Grace prompted when Leonie stayed silent.


      ‘No, I don’t, actually,’ she replied, swallowing hard. ‘I’d rather not talk about him at all to be honest.’


      ‘Well he looked absolutely terrible, and for what it’s worth, I think he’s really sorry that—’


      ‘Grace, please,’ Leonie interjected hoarsely. ‘I just don’t want to know, OK?’


      ‘Well, I’m sorry but you’re my best friend, and I’m really worried about you! Look, I know what happened was awful, but isn’t

         there any chance you two could try and work things out? Forgive and forget, maybe?’

      


      Leonie closed her eyes. ‘I really don’t think so, Grace,’ she replied determinedly, knowing in her heart that some things

         just couldn’t be forgiven.

      


   

      Chapter 3


      Two weeks later, Leonie got the keys to the apartment and moved out of the Holiday Inn into what would be her brand-new home

         – for the next six months at least. She’d told Grace the truth when she’d said she didn’t know how long she’d be staying;

         all she knew was that escaping was what she’d always done when faced with any major decisions in her life.

      


      OK, so her job required her to be cool, calm and decisive and she was usually pretty good at applying these same traits to

         other people’s problems, but for some reason, she could never manage to call upon them when it came to her own.

      


      In her teenage years, when all her classmates were worrying about exams and college places, Leonie decided to avoid the stress

         by taking a year out to go backpacking around Asia and Australia. While Grace and her other schoolfriends had been horrified

         (and more than a little envious), Leonie’s parents had been fully supportive. In fact, the only major decision she’d given

         real consideration to recently was agreeing to marry Adam – and clearly, she should have thought even harder about that, she mused now as she dragged her rucksack up the steps to the front door of the house.

      


      Entering her apartment, she was struck once again by the large angled bay window that dominated the living room, flooding

         it with light, and she guessed she’d while away many a day and evening sitting on the window seat and drinking in those amazing

         views across the bay. It was the perfect spot for curling up with a good book.

      


      But while it was tempting to ‘hide away’ (as Grace put it) in a place so cosy and lovely, she knew there was no point. She’d

         end up dwelling even more on what had happened back home.

      


      No, Leonie decided immediately, there would be no moping about here; she’d done enough of that already, hadn’t she? Instead,

         she’d take a few days to settle in and then make it her business to explore the area properly. The city was so compact you

         could see most of it on foot, and if walking the hills got too difficult she could always hop on one of the cable cars (although

         they looked very scary going up and down those humongous hills on a single wire – what if it snapped?). It was lovely that her street was

         only a few blocks from Fisherman’s Wharf; there was always plenty of activity down there what with tourist-thronged Pier 39

         and the lively markets and street performers. It was hard not knowing anyone, but hopefully this would only be for a while

         and if she was seriously stuck for someone to talk to, she could always go down and chat to the sea lions!

      


      But first things first Leonie decided, wrinkling her nose; this place needed a good spring clean. The previous occupant hadn’t

         exactly left it in a pristine state. A sheen of dust lay on the coffee table and over the mantelpiece, and the adjoining kitchen

         (although it was more of a kitchenette really) looked decidedly grubby.

      


      She dumped her rucksack in the bedroom, deciding to head straight back out to pick up some supplies. There was a mini-mart

         at the end of the street so she should be able to get enough cleaning paraphernalia there to keep her occupied for the afternoon

         at least. And while she was at it, she might as well stock up on a few essentials like milk and sugar. She’d do a full shop

         at one of the bigger supermarkets soon, but the place wouldn’t really be home until she’d enjoyed a cuppa. An excited thrill

         ran along her spine as the reality of making her first cup of tea in her own little place in a city thousands of miles away

         from her normal life struck her.

      


      Despite the problems that had led to her being here in the first place, she was already starting to feel much more positive.

         And if she had anything to do with it, she thought, putting her hands on her hips as she surveyed her new surroundings, Green

         Street would soon start to feel like home.

      


      Having scrubbed the living room and the somewhat neglected kitchen, she eventually made her way to the bedroom, which to her

         relief didn’t look like it needed too much work, apart from vacuuming the carpets and cleaning out the wardrobes – or closets

         as they called them here, she remembered with a smile.

      


      Standing on a kitchen chair to give her enough height, Leonie set about dusting inside the wardrobe. It was a very old, practically

         antique piece made from dark redwood, and could very well be about the same age as the house itself, she thought, remembering

         that she’d read somewhere how a lot of Victorian houses had been constructed with the then easily available (and more importantly

         fire-resistant) native timber.

      


      She reached inside and swept a duster along the shelf, intending to give it no more than a quick going over for the sake of

         it. Then she frowned, as her hand connected with something. She peered into the darkness and saw what looked to be a small

         wooden storage box hidden deep in the back. Great, she groaned inwardly, the last tenants had obviously left her a nice housewarming

         present of their unwanted rubbish!

      


      Sighing, Leonie dragged the box across the shelf and lifted it out of the wardrobe, intending to place it on the floor and

         out of her way. But as she went to pick it up, Leonie suddenly lost her balance on the chair, and both she and the box went

         tumbling to the ground.

      


      ‘Ah, look what you made me do!’ she wailed rubbing the small of her back, which had taken the brunt of the fall. The little

         gold catch on the box had fallen open and its contents, a collection of envelopes loosely wrapped in cellophane, were strewn

         all over the floor.

      


      So much for cleaning the place up, she grunted, deciding that it had to be a sign that she’d done enough for one afternoon.

         Not to mention a very good excuse for a cuppa...

      


      Standing up, Leonie roughly gathered together the contents of the box. As she did she realised that, strangely, the envelopes

         were still sealed and unopened. She picked one up for closer examination. It was a letter, addressed to someone who must have

         previously lived here.

      


      Helena Abbott.


      In fact, each and every one was unopened and addressed to the same person.


      Weird.


      The box in her arms, Leonie went back out to the kitchen and switched on the kettle. While waiting for it to boil, she sat

         by the bay window and examined the envelopes one by one. The handwriting on each envelope was identical, she realised. Such

         beautiful handwriting too, almost like calligraphy.

      


      Why hadn’t the letters been opened? Assuming this Helena Abbott, whoever she was, had previously lived here and had intentionally

         stored the letters away in the box (and a very nice ornate one at that), then why hadn’t she bothered to open them? Or taken

         them with her when she moved out? Had she just forgotten about them hidden away in the back of the wardrobe or...?

      


      The kettle boiled, and Leonie shook her head, telling herself that it was none of her business. Putting the letters aside,

         she went into the kitchen, took out a mug and made a fresh cup of tea.

      


      But typically, her curiosity (or downright nosiness as Grace would call it) managed to get the better of her, and mug in hand,

         she returned to the windowsill and set the box on her lap and the tea alongside her.

      


      Lifting the lid, she again took the envelopes out of the cellophane for a closer look. There seemed to be no return address

         on any of them so it was impossible to tell where they might have come from. She peered at the postmark, trying to see if

         this might yield anything, but it looked to be nothing more than an official-looking but pretty generic ink mark.

      


      Oh well, she thought, putting them back in the box, she’d give the rental agency a call and see if they had a forwarding address.


      Although, something told Leonie that Helena Abbott might not miss them.


      ‘No, I’m afraid there isn’t a forwarding address on file,’ the man from the rental agency told her when Leonie called a few

         days later. She had since cleaned the apartment from top to bottom and found nothing else belonging to previous tenants other

         than the box.

      


      ‘Oh. It’s just, I’ve got a pile of post—’


      ‘Post?’


      ‘Sorry, I mean – mail,’ she corrected quickly. ‘She left it behind when she moved out, and it could be important.’


      ‘I’m sorry but we’ve got nothing at all on file. In fact, we don’t have a record of the name you mentioned as a customer of

         this office.’

      


      Leonie frowned. ‘What? But she only moved out a couple of weeks ago.’


      ‘Perhaps so, but she wasn’t a client of ours. The landlord obviously used another agency for previous lettings,’ he explained.


      ‘Well, maybe the landlord might have her address then. Could I have his number?’


      ‘I’m afraid we can’t give out that kind of information,’ the man sighed.


      ‘What?’ Leonie cried, frustrated. ‘So, what I am supposed to do about the letters? Surely there must be some way of contacting

         the landlord? I mean, what if something goes wrong with the apartment, if it burns down or something?’

      


      ‘Ma’am, the agency is responsible for all aspects of the rental, but if you’d like to leave your name and number I can contact

         our client and pass on a message for him to call you.’ He was sounding a little irritated now.

      


      ‘OK then,’ Leonie sighed. She supposed that would have to do. Chances were the landlord wouldn’t give a fiddler’s about some

         previous tenant’s belongings but if nothing else at least she’d tried.

      


      That much done, she started to prepare lunch, and thought about the next thing she needed to do; see about getting a job.

         She’d spent the last few days settling into the apartment and getting to know the neighbourhood a little better. The day after

         she moved in, she’d taken a cable car down to Union Square (which was seriously scary) where she’d spent a few hours picking up the various household items she needed to kit the place out completely. There

         was a gorgeous little art gallery nearby where she’d managed to pick up some funky pieces of wall art for an absolute song

         and which went a long way towards brightening up the living room, as did the pretty handmade candles from the craft shop she

         found a block away.

      


      San Francisco was famous for its bohemian culture and hippy New Age roots, but she’d been taken aback by the number of small,

         independently run stores and eateries in the area instead of the ubiquitous chain stores she’d expected. That personal touch

         added to the lovely sense of community she’d felt in the neighbourhood right from the off, and many of the cheery café and

         deli owners were only too happy to chat and give her lots of helpful information on her surroundings.

      


      In fact, the locals had been so friendly and open that they’d given Leonie the courage she needed to think about searching

         for a job. While she’d enjoyed spending her first few days in the apartment setting up home and alternating between watching

         (mesmerisingly addictive) American TV or reading by the window seat while gazing out at the sailboats on the bay, she was

         now starting to feel a bit restless.

      


      Getting a job would hopefully focus her mind and help her settle in even further and even if it was just waitressing or working

         as a coffee barista, she’d prefer something that involved more interaction with people. Surely with all the bistros and delis

         in the area, (particularly on Columbus Avenue which boasted more Italian restaurants on a single street than Leonie had seen

         in any Italian city) she’d be able to pick up a job around here? Having finished lunch, she decided to bite the bullet and

         head in that direction for a look around.

      


      Despite a little coastal fog it was another glorious sunny day, and as Leonie closed the front door behind her she caught

         a glimpse of someone entering the apartment downstairs. It was the first time since moving in that she’d heard a sound or

         noticed any activity from her neighbours, which was either a testament to solid Victorian construction, or a sign that the

         surrounding tenants were nice and quiet.

      


      It was a pity she’d missed them though, she mused, deciding it would be nice to know her neighbours, at least enough to say

         hello to now and again.

      


      Going down the steps, she slung her handbag over her shoulder and headed along the tree-lined street in the direction of Columbus

         Avenue.

      


      On the way she spotted a gorgeous little Italian pottery shop just off one of the side streets; its colourful window display

         and vibrantly painted exterior attracting her like a magpie. Alongside this were a couple of pretty boutiques and even further

         along a dinky little bookstore, and before Leonie knew it, she’d wandered completely off course and ended up in an area she

         didn’t recognise. But it didn’t matter, she was in no rush, and this was merely another aspect of this city she loved; the

         notion of wandering around a neighbourhood and randomly uncovering some of its hidden treasures. She moseyed along window-shopping

         for a little while, occasionally stopping to browse in whatever shops took her fancy, when a sign in a nearby window caught

         her eye.

      


      
HELP WANTED.


      From the extravagant flower displays in the window, it looked to be a florist. Leonie looked up at the sign over the door

         and gave a little laugh at the cheesy-as-you-can-get-name of the store. What else? Well, no time like the present, she thought

         pushing open the door of Flower Power and going inside.

      


      ‘Hi there, I see you’re looking for staff?’


      A stern, heavyset woman, who looked nothing like the New Age hippy-type Leonie expected gave her an appraising look. ‘You

         know anything about flower arranging, sweetheart?’

      


      Leonie gulped. ‘Not a whole lot, to be honest. I mean, I don’t have any training or anything.’ Numbskull, she really should

         have thought of that. Leonie had no retail experience whatsoever, as she’d waitressed during her teenage years and on her

         travels, and from there went into event management. What had possessed her to think she could work in a place like this? ‘Although,

         I used to deal a lot with florists in my last job,’ she added quickly.

      


      The woman shrugged. ‘Doesn’t matter, neither do I,’ she said and Leonie was surprised at this given the lavish and highly

         stylised tropical arrangements that filled the room. ‘Anyhow, I’m just looking for someone to work the till and the phones,

         and process the Internet orders. Do you know anything about the Internet?’

      


      ‘I do, yes. Again, I haven’t worked in this particular area before, I mean with flowers per se but I’m sure I can learn.’

         She went on to give the woman an account of her experience in event management, and how she’d only recently arrived in San

         Francisco and happened to be looking for work. ‘I was just passing and I saw the sign so...’

      


      ‘Where are you from, honey?’ the woman asked, clearly thrown by the accent.


      ‘Ireland. In Europe,’ Leonie added helpfully, aware that not everyone would be familiar with her home country.


      ‘I know where Ireland is, I’ve been there twice,’ the other woman said, waving an arm dismissively. ‘Guess that pretty hair

         should have been a giveaway.’

      


      Yup, that and the translucent skin that burns so easily, Leonie thought wryly to herself.


      ‘So have you got a social security number?’


      ‘Well, no, I...’ Stupidly, she hadn’t thought about that either and now she felt very foolish indeed. What had she been thinking,

         expecting to just walk into a job in a different country without the necessary documentation? Her ­resident’s visa had obviously

         given her a false sense of security and—

      


      ‘Doesn’t matter. I guess we can work off the books until you get it.’ The woman seemed very easy-going about it all, which

         made Leonie suspect that this kind of thing was (luckily for her) par for the course.

      


      ‘You don’t mind?’


      ‘Well, let’s see how the interview goes and then we can work out the details, OK?’


      ‘Oh yes... of course.’ Again Leonie felt foolish.


      ‘So, what’s your name?’


      Introductions were made. The woman was called Marcy, and she owned and managed Flower Power.


      ‘It’s a great name for a flower shop, especially here,’ Leonie smiled. ‘I presume you were part of the hippy movement?’


      Marcy looked insulted. ‘Are you crazy? I’m a good Baptist girl from Mississippi! None of that “free love” stuff for me. Nah,

         I moved out West about ten years ago after my husband died.’

      


      ‘Oh, I’m very sorry to hear that.’ She was also horrified she’d raised the subject in the first place, but everyone else she’d

         met had been so friendly and forthcoming that she’d almost forgotten herself.

      


      But Marcy was unperturbed. ‘Look honey, here’s the thing, my last girl left on Saturday, and we’re heading into a real busy

         time here with Valentine’s Day just around the corner. So I need someone who’s smart, hard-working and most importantly doesn’t

         need babysitting,’ she added wryly. ‘Though I might as well tell you upfront, the pay’s not so hot.’ She then quoted a weekly

         wage that was only a third of what Leonie had earned back home and would just about cover her rent. But she could live with

         that for the moment; she had some savings so all she really needed was enough to pay the rent and living expenses. Her lifestyle

         wasn’t what you would call extravagant. ‘There are tips on top of that too and some of our regulars can be very generous.’

      


      Leonie nodded. ‘Sounds fine.’


      ‘You’re sure?’


      ‘Absolutely.’ OK, so she knew very little about flowers (other than ordering them), but Marcy certainly didn’t seem to find

         that a problem. Anyway, working in a place like this looked like it could be fun. Leonie had always loved the fuss surrounding

         big gift-giving occasions like Valentine’s Day and birthdays, so it would be nice to be in the middle of that, and to be a

         part of an industry whose business was primarily helping other people to feel good. What’s more, it meant she’d be involved

         in the local community, another plus.

      


      They spent a few more minutes agreeing all the details and Leonie was struck again by the speed and ease at which she was

         settling in to her new life in San Francisco. What with the new apartment and a brand-new job, her old life had been left

         behind in no time. And that was the plan, wasn’t it?

      


      ‘OK then, Leonie,’ her new boss said at last, ‘see you Monday bright and early.’


   

      Chapter 4


      Alex Fletcher really thought she was going to scream at the pert little blonde standing in front of her.


      ‘Hi, I’m Cyndi Dixon, live at the scene of—’


      ‘Cyndi,’ Alex interjected wearily, ‘loosen up a little, will you? We’re not live and this isn’t CNN.’


      ‘Don’t I know it,’ Cyndi grumbled, smoothing down her hair before turning to face the TV camera once again. ‘Hi, I’m Cyndi

         Dixon and Today by the Bay, I’m here at the scene of this morning’s rather, um... rather unusual life or death rescue,’ she added, finally injecting

         the warmth into her voice that Alex wanted.

      


      Five takes later, Alex nodded encouragingly. Today by the Bay – the two-minute entertainment/news slot Alex produced for San Francisco’s local TV station SFTV – wasn’t exactly Live at Five but it was her baby, and she wasn’t going to let some jumped-up little Barbie make a mess of it. It was obvious that Cyndi

         was only using this as a springboard to the news studio, and good luck to her, but Alex had been running this show for close

         to two years now, so like it or not, Cyndi would have to do things her way.

      


      OK, so telling her on the first day to lose the sorority-girl bangs and brighten up her wardrobe hadn’t gone down particularly

         well, but Today by the Bay was a human interest segment and nobody warmed to a reporter that looked like she’d just been to a funeral.

      


      Cyndi continued her commentary. ‘It was right here behind me, that Jake Stephens risked life and most definitely limb,’ she

         added, inserting a little chuckle into her voice, ‘to carry out one of the most incredible water rescue operations the city

         has ever seen.’

      


      ‘Cut!’ Frustrated, Alex signalled to Dave the cameraman. ‘A little too dramatic on the ending there maybe?’ she said to the

         other woman, who rolled her eyes. ‘Let’s just go with “the most incredible water rescue operation” and continue from there,

         OK?’

      


      ‘Sure,’ Cyndi harrumphed, before filming began yet again. ‘Yep folks, you can believe your eyes, because the footage you’re seeing on your TV screens right now is of a man rescuing a bear from the fast-moving currents of the Bay. So how did a three-hundred-pound Californian black bear end up all the way down

         here in the city, let alone in the water? Well, how he got there didn’t matter to Jake Stephens. Once our hero saw the bear

         was in trouble he leapt right in and helped get the animal to safety, without any thought for his own.’

      


      ‘Cut. Great, Cyndi,’ Alex enthused, knowing that this and the interview they’d already done with Stephens would most likely

         be enough.

      


      Crazy bastard jumping into the water like that. Luckily the bear was too tired and weak from swimming to attack him; instead

         the animal had used the man as a flotation aid until help arrived. Like Cyndi mentioned, how the bear ended up down here in

         the bay was anyone’s guess, but that part of the story didn’t concern Alex; it was the drama of the rescue operation that

         would interest viewers the most, especially with the accompanying footage that they’d been lucky enough to get from a passing

         tourist. It was the kind of compelling, dramatic and often heart-warming news piece that Today by the Bay specialised in, and if Sylvester Knowles, the senior producer at the station didn’t run this, Alex would eat her hat.

      


      Sylvester had a very strict brief for Today by the Bay and this was right up his street. When Alex sometimes tried to veer off in other more interesting and newsworthy directions,

         she was quickly shot down. ‘Come on, all that green stuff is totally snoozeworthy,’ he’d protested, when she’d once pitched

         a piece about an airline who were using so-called environmental policies to sneak in new charges. The company were almost

         deliriously happy to be green if it meant extracting something even greener from their long-suffering passengers and had wanted

         to bring in a fee for toilet flushing under the ‘water conservation’ banner. Alex was sure such a story would interest the

         public but, as always, Sylvester ran a mile.

      


      As much as she loved her little two-minute news slot and the variety it afforded her, sometimes she yearned to do a ‘real’

         story, not necessarily about politics or current affairs, but something meaty that really got the average American fired up.

         She guessed she’d inherited this from her dad, who’d been a print journalist back in the day when stories, real stories, mattered.

      


      ‘We’re done now,’ Cyndi said, in a tone that very much implied a statement rather than a question.


      ‘Sure,’ Alex replied easily. ‘Do you need a lift back to the station? Dave and I are heading that way now.’ Next it was straight

         into the editing suite to get the story ready for a slot on the evening news, and no doubt Sylvester would want a five-second

         teaser to run before all commercial breaks until then.

      


      ‘I’ve got to be somewhere else, actually,’ the other girl said, making it sound like she was due a meeting with the President.


      ‘OK, well I’ll give you a call if we need you for filming tomorrow. I think a voiceover might be enough though, I’m not sure.’

         Tomorrow’s piece would be an interview with a sixty-nine-year-old guy who was the oldest cable car grip man in the city and

         shortly due to retire. Because (unlike most members of the public) the man had proven a lively and entertaining interviewee

         with lots of great anecdotes from his years on the job, they wouldn’t need Cyndi’s pretty face to hold viewer interest or

         fill screen time.

      


      ‘Whatever.’ Cyndi was already elsewhere and Alex made a mental note to ask Sylvester why he kept foisting these precious princesses

         on her. She knew he’d counter the argument by insisting that she should get in front of the camera herself but Alex wasn’t

         interested. With her big brown eyes, high cheekbones and looks that people often described as ‘exotic’ (mostly down to her

         Mediterranean heritage), she suspected she could probably get away with looking the part, but she’d always felt much more

         comfortable behind a camera than in front of one. And, she mused, fiddling with a strand of long, dark hair, it meant she’d

         have to lose ten pounds and wear a ton of make-up every day, which just wasn’t going to happen.

      


      She made it back to her desk at the SFTV offices just before lunchtime. Checking her messages, she saw that mixed in with

         some other work-related stuff was a note to call her lawyer. Alex’s heart automatically sped up.

      


      It couldn’t be, could it?


      She wiped her hands that had suddenly become clammy on her jeans before picking up the phone to call him back.


      ‘Doug, it’s Alex,’ she said trying to keep her voice even. ‘You called?’


      ‘Not good news I’m afraid,’ Doug said without preamble. ‘Same old story.’


      ‘What?’ Alex wasn’t quite sure how to feel. She’d expected the news to be different this time. ‘You didn’t get him?’


      ‘Well, according to our guy you were right; he was there at one time, but not any more.’

      


      She honestly didn’t know whether to feel relieved or disappointed. She knew what she should feel, of course, but when it came to this, Alex was never really on sure footing.

      


      ‘So what do we do now?’ she asked Doug. ‘I mean, this needs to get done.’


      ‘Not a lot I can do for you in the short term if we can’t pin this guy down, Alex.’ The lawyer was circumspect. ‘Look, ask

         around some more and see what you can find out, or maybe think about getting a professional on the case. Otherwise, we’ll

         need to consider an alternative route but it’s probably too early for that just yet.’

      


      ‘Too early... but it’s been over a year!’ she exclaimed, although in truth it was more than that since all this really began.


      ‘Yes, but in the eyes of the law...’ Doug began to repeat his usual mantra.


      ‘I know, I know,’ Alex said jadedly. ‘I’ll keep trying, see if I can find out anything new. I’m sorry about this; I was so

         sure this time.’

      


      ‘You do that. And try not to worry, we’ll get this guy nailed down eventually. We always do.’


      ‘I hope so, Doug,’ she said, trying to sound like she meant it when the truth was, she wasn’t so sure. ‘And I’m sorry your

         time got wasted on another wild goose chase.’

      


      Although she knew there wasn’t a chance in hell that the lawyer himself was doing the chasing; more likely some lackey the

         firm employed to do that kind of legwork.

      


      ‘Not a problem. I’m sorry I didn’t have good news so I could wrap this thing up for you once and for all,’ Doug finished before ringing off.

      


      The conversation still buzzing in her head, Alex sat back in her chair and sighed deeply.


      ‘Hey, what’s with the long face?’ Sylvester said, catching the tail end of the sigh. ‘I hope that doctor of yours hasn’t let

         you down, especially not with Valentine’s Day so close.’

      


      Thinking of Jon, Alex smiled. ‘No, we’re going out tonight, actually,’ she told her boss.


      ‘Good. Shit-hot surgeon or not, that guy’s got me to deal with if he messes you around.’

      


      ‘I’ll be sure to tell him that,’ she said with a grin.


      She and Jon French, a surgeon from downtown Memorial had been seeing each other for a few months, and while things had been

         going great up to now, they were rapidly approaching a crossroads in the relationship, one that Alex knew she couldn’t delay

         for much longer. He knew what was going on with her of course, had known from the very beginning and because of this, seemed

         happy enough to wait. But now, with their relationship coming up to four months and still nothing happening, well she supposed

         she couldn’t really blame him for getting antsy.

      


      Would she still be feeling this way if Doug’s phone call had been different? she wondered. Would it have finally put everything

         to bed? Grimacing at her own choice of words, she tried to get a handle on her thoughts. There was no point in even going

         down that road. If anything she was lucky that Jon had come into her life when he had, and doubly lucky that he was so patient

         and understanding.

      


      It was just her pragmatic side that wanted this dealt with, Alex reassured herself, and nothing else should come into it.

         Her relationship with Jon should move on and with any luck eventually she’d get the closure she needed.

      


      But for the moment, Alex thought, checking the rest of her messages, it looked like that closure wasn’t going to happen anytime

         soon.

      


      ‘Wow, you look amazing!’ Jon was full of compliments when Alex arrived at the restaurant that night, and she was pleased with

         her decision to wear the new one-shoulder Diane von Furstenberg blue silk dress she’d bought at Macy’s the week before.

      


      They were having dinner at the Cliff House restaurant, one of her favourites in the city, which as the name implied, was perched

         on the cliffs high above the Pacific Ocean. From their window table, the lights of Marin coastline glittered prettily in the

         distance, and below on the water, cruise ships sailed in and out of the bay beneath the Golden Gate. Jon looked pretty good

         tonight too, she noticed, dressed in a black Ralph Lauren shirt and tan Hugo Boss chinos. His dark hair looked freshly cut

         and his deep brown eyes sparkled in the low-level restaurant lighting. Man, he was sexy!

      


      ‘So how was your week?’ he asked, when the waiter had taken their order.


      ‘Good, thanks.’ Alex decided not to say anything about Doug’s phone call earlier. Not that it made much of a difference (at

         least not to Jon) but she really didn’t want to revisit that particular topic of conversation tonight. ‘Although unlike you,’

         she joked, ‘I didn’t get to save any lives.’

      


      ‘Hey, a job’s a job,’ he said with a modest smile and again Alex was impressed by his lack of arrogance or vanity. At thirty-six,

         he was one of Memorial’s youngest but most senior surgeons, yet he always acted like it was no big deal. ‘Course, the major

         downside is that I don’t get to see you as often as I’d like.’ He reached across the table and laced his fingers through hers.

         As he did Alex felt an involuntary shiver run down her spine.

      


      ‘You’ve got some more nights coming up then?’ She tried not to sound too disappointed.


      ‘A whole week after Sunday. I’m sorry, honey, I’d really hoped we could do something special Thursday but it’s just not working

         out.’

      


      Alex was confused. ‘Why Thursday?’


      ‘Well, Valentine’s Day of course,’ he said as if it was the most obvious thing in the world and she had to smile. Another

         thing she loved about Jon was that there was no game-playing and none of the immature bravado and male posturing that often

         went hand in hand with dating. Instead, he was totally upfront and decisive about what he wanted, and to Alex this was deeply

         attractive. Clearly comfortable with his masculinity, he was also very attentive and quite romantic too (even though Alex

         was way past all that hearts and flowers stuff) and she was lucky to have found him. So why was she still holding back?

      


      Well, there would be no more of that, she decided suddenly, drinking in his gorgeous face. No more delays or excuses; if after

         dinner Jon invited her back to his place on Nob Hill, this time she would go. And realistically, how much longer could she

         actually wait? There had been a real buzz between them right from the very beginning, so wasn’t it about time she allowed

         herself to give in to that, and just go for it? And, come to think of it, why wait to be asked?

      


      ‘Don’t worry about that,’ she said smiling coyly. ‘Why don’t we celebrate it tonight instead?’


      Jon looked up and met her gaze, instantly catching her meaning. ‘Sounds great to me. Wanna skip dessert?’


      ‘Dessert?’ Alex laughed. ‘We haven’t even had our entreés yet!’


      ‘I guess I’ve just realised that I’m not really all that hungry,’ he replied, with a mischievous smile.


      Tonight, she and Jon would take their relationship to a whole other level and Alex would finally be able to cast aside the

         stupid, crazy guilt that resurfaced every time she’d thought about it up to now. And that was a joke, wasn’t it? Why should

         she feel guilty about trying to move on with the rest of her life?

      


      Jon picked up her hand and moved it to his mouth, tracing tiny kisses on the delicate skin inside her wrist, a small but effective

         preview of what was to come. Alex gulped. Tonight would definitely be the night, and she already knew it would be great.

      


   

      Chapter 5


      ‘You have a job – already?’ Grace exclaimed. ‘Gosh, you don’t waste any time, do you?’


      ‘It was just luck, I suppose,’ Leonie said, explaining how she’d stumbled across Flower Power. That day, once she’d successfully

         navigated her way back to Green Street, she realised that Marcy’s shop was only five blocks away from the apartment, a short

         ten-minute walk. It couldn’t be handier and again, because everything now seemed to be slotting so easily into place, Leonie

         wondered if somebody up there might be giving her a helping hand. Today had been her first day on the job and while it had

         been hectic, she’d really enjoyed getting stuck in.

      


      ‘But a florist’s?’ Grace continued disbelievingly down the other end of the line. ‘Sure, you know feck all about flowers!’


      ‘Well, I know a little bit from my time at Xanadu – but I’m picking things up as I go along.’


      ‘Wow, you really are a gas, Leonie,’ her friend went on, this time with obvious admiration in her tone. ‘Only a few weeks

         there and already you’re practically one of the natives! Me, I get lost in Dundrum Shopping Centre, never mind trying to find

         my way around a massive place like San Francisco.’

      


      ‘It’s easy to find your way around here though. It’s a very compact city; you can pretty much walk to most places—’


      ‘Well it wouldn’t be me... oh, Rocky, stop, leave your sister alone!’ Grace admonished her son, before smoothly continuing

         with the conversation, ‘but I envy your confidence all the same. Probably comes from all the travelling you’ve done. Oh, and

         speaking of which, we’re trying to plan our first family holiday at the moment,’ she added excitedly.

      


      ‘Really? Where are you thinking of going?’ Leonie was surprised to hear this. Grace generally disliked travel and, three years

         old and full of beans, the twins would inevitably be a handful on any flight.

      


      ‘Ray was talking about Tunisia. Apparently it won’t be too hot over there around Easter, but it’ll be warmer than Cyprus,

         which we were thinking of first. Now, don’t ask me any more about it because he’s supposed to be making all the arrangements

         and to be honest, I’m not even sure if it’s one of the Greek Islands or the—’

      


      ‘It’s Africa,’ Leonie told her smiling. ‘Tunisia is in Africa.’ Given her friend’s wonky sense of geography, it was probably

         a good thing Grace didn’t travel very much!

      


      ‘Is it really? Now I didn’t know that,’ she said, sounding worried. ‘Will it be a very long flight so? God almighty, I don’t

         know why I let Ray organise these things; he just asked the travel agent for winter sun and that’s what we got. Sure, he wouldn’t

         have a clue either. Knowing him he probably thinks it’s in Spain.’

      


      Leonie smiled, trying to imagine that conversation in the travel agency.

      


      ‘Oh, Rosie, will you give it a rest please!’ Grace moaned.

      


      ‘Are you sure you’re still OK to talk?’ she asked.


      ‘Oh, don’t mind them, they’re just acting up cos they know my attention is elsewhere. God only knows what they’ll be like

         on a plane! But thinking about it now, you’d be the right one to ask about where we should go really. Have you been there,

         to Tunisia, I mean?’

      


      Leonie’s heart skipped a beat. ‘Yes,’ she murmured. ‘A while back, not long after the twins were born actually.’


      ‘Really? I can’t remember that at all but then again, that’s no surprise – back then my brain was like mush! Africa, eh? So

         what’s it like? Will it suit us because I really don’t know if... oh!’ she exclaimed, breaking off in mid-sentence, and Leonie

         knew she’d finally clicked. ‘After the twins? Of course! Sure wasn’t it there that you—’

      


      ‘Yep,’ Leonie finished, trying to keep her tone even. ‘It’s where Adam and I first met.’


      ‘Oh Lee, I’m sorry, I completely forgot, and I didn’t mean to bring all that up...’


      ‘Hey, no need to apologise, I can’t pretend he never existed, can I?’


      ‘But isn’t that sort of what you’re doing now?’ her friend pointed out and Leonie marvelled at how Grace, despite her scattiness,

         somehow always managed to zoom right to the heart of the matter.

      


      ‘No,’ she replied firmly. ‘It’s not. All I’m doing at the moment is trying to leave the bad stuff behind.’


      ‘Oh, I don’t bloody believe this...’ Grace groaned again, and Leonie wondered what the kids were up to this time. ‘Rocky! What on earth goes through

         that head of yours?’ she said in obvious exasperation.

      


      ‘Grace, honestly, you’d better go, it sounds like you really have your hands full there.’


      ‘I suppose I’d better before they burn the house down around us,’ her friend sighed. ‘Typical, the one time I get to have

         a bit of adult conversation! Oh well, never mind, congratulations on the new job and I’ll talk to you again soon, OK?’

      


      ‘Sure,’ Leonie replied. ‘Give my love to the kids.’


      Having said goodbye, she replaced the handset and walked over to the bay window, her thoughts still full of the conversation

         about Grace’s holiday plans.

      


      Tunisia of all places.


      Well with any luck, she mused, her thoughts drifting back to her own experiences there, Grace would have as unforgettable

         a time as she had.

      


      Three years earlier


      The flight had been delayed in Dublin by a couple of hours, so by the time Leonie arrived at Tunis airport, she was jaded

         and irritable. The early evening heat and stuffy arrivals hall didn’t do much to lift her spirits, and as she waited at the

         carousel for her luggage she was inclined to agree with what Grace had said before she left.

      


      ‘I don’t know what you get out of taking off abroad like this,’ her friend chided when Leonie informed her she was heading

         away for a week’s holiday. ‘It’ll hardly be much fun on your own. Maybe if you gave me a bit more notice, I might have been

         able to come along with you.’

      


      Leonie knew that pigs would fly before Grace would leave her beloved newborns – and she wouldn’t expect her to – not to mention

         the fact that these days her friend generally needed a few weeks’ notice for something as simple as meeting up for coffee!

         No, Grace wasn’t a fan of foreign travel, so in truth the thought of asking her to come along had never even crossed Leonie’s

         mind. She’d been due a couple of weeks’ annual leave from work, so she decided to make the most of them.
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