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About the Book


The irresistible new novel from No. 1 bestselling author Sheila O’Flanagan.


Abbey Andersen is the last person to go looking for change. Yes, it’s tough that she barely sees her mother these days – but in San Francisco she has great friends, a steady relationship and a job she enjoys. When Abbey is contacted by Irish lawyer Ryan Gilligan she learns in an instant everything she believed about her roots is a lie. She must travel to Dublin to find out more – but she’s scarcely off the plane when she’s plunged into a new crisis. One that will change everything not just for Abbey but for the family in Ireland who had no idea that she even existed. Now Abbey has to make a choice that will affect everyone she knows. How can she be sure she makes the right one? And can life ever be quite the same again?
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Sheila has always loved telling stories, and after working in banking and finance for a number of years, she decided it was time to fulfil a dream and give writing her own book a go. So she sat down, stuck ‘Chapter One’ at the top of a page, and got started.
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PART 1


THE PAST




Chapter 1


Tipperary, Ireland: 55 years ago


Dilly was terrified but she was trying her hardest not to show it. She wanted to appear strong no matter how she felt inside. It was important not to give in. So she kept her eyes tightly closed, shutting out her surroundings and trying to imagine that she was somewhere else. In the meadow behind the farm, perhaps, with the smell of the newly mown hay on the breeze and the heat of the sun on her back. The meadow was a good place to be. But then, anything was better than here.


‘Look at me when I’m talking to you.’


The words were icy cold and Dilly didn’t have to open her eyes to see the face of the woman she’d secretly nicknamed Fury. It was already fixed in her mind. Long and narrow. Lips clamped into a thin, angry line. Eyes flinty grey behind steel-rimmed glasses which rested on a sharp nose. The nose was red with anger, the same anger that made the cheeks almost white. Dilly could count on one hand the number of times she’d seen that face not looking angry. And even then it never looked particularly happy. Dilly couldn’t understand why. Surely the woman should be happy? She’d chosen her life, hadn’t she? Unlike Dilly, who hadn’t exactly chosen hers.


‘I said look at me.’


This time Dilly allowed her eyes to open slowly. The face was as she’d expected, although the mouth was even thinner than usual and the cheeks whiter than ever.


‘Where did you think you were going?’


I was leaving, thought Dilly. Running away. It was a stupid idea, of course, because there was nowhere for her to run to. But even nowhere would be better than here. Wouldn’t it? She didn’t say the words out loud. Fury didn’t really want her to speak. She knew that already.


‘I do my best.’ There was a despairing tone to the woman’s voice. If anyone else had heard it, it would have seemed as though her patience had been tested to its very limits. As though she genuinely had tried and tried without success. As though Dilly had worn her down.


‘Wouldn’t you agree that I do my best?’


This time an answer was expected. Dilly tried, but although she formed the words, her mouth was too dry to speak.


‘Cat got your tongue?’


Dilly said nothing.


‘What am I going to do with you?’ The voice was still despairing but there was an undercurrent of hardness. ‘What will make you understand that there are rules and you have broken them?’


Dilly knew there were rules. Over the last few months her life had been framed by them. But they weren’t her rules, and she didn’t want to live by them. She wanted a different life altogether. She wanted freedom. To go wherever she chose. To be the person she’d dreamed of being. She wanted to walk outside the walls that surrounded the big granite building and to keep on walking until she reached the sea. Then she wanted to get on a boat. She didn’t care where it was going. And after that – well, maybe she’d keep on moving. There was no reason for her to stay after all.


‘Stand up.’


Dilly hadn’t realised that she was on her knees. How strange, she thought, that I didn’t know that. That I didn’t realise she was towering over me because I was on the floor. My mind must be going.


‘Quickly.’


But Dilly couldn’t move quickly. She used the arm of the big chair to haul herself to her feet. Then she fumbled at the threadbare band that held her golden hair back from her face, adjusting it so that there wasn’t a single strand out of place.


‘Still vain, I see.’ Now the voice was scornful. ‘A bit late for that, don’t you think?’


That was a difficult question to answer. Dilly didn’t think she was vain, but she was perfectly aware that she was beautiful. People said it to her all the time, although not in a way that was designed to make her feel good about it. Usually they were pointing out that looks like hers were bound to get her into trouble one day. There weren’t that many golden-haired, blue-eyed girls in the Midlands. Certainly not many who had a slender body on top of endlessly long, elegant legs. Edel Mullins, her best friend, said that she was just like Marilyn Monroe. She was wrong about that; Dilly didn’t have Marilyn’s curves. But she did have a way of walking, and a way of peeping from beneath her hair, that was as sensual and voluptuous as anything Marilyn could manage. She wondered if Marilyn’s looks ever got her into trouble. Because they’d been right about that.


‘I’d like to say I’m disappointed in you, but then I didn’t hold out great hopes from the start.’


Dilly maintained her silence.


‘Being lenient with you was a mistake.’


Lenient? She nearly laughed out loud.


‘You need to be taught a lesson.’


Dilly’s eyes widened in alarm.


‘Yes, you do.’ The woman reached out and took her by the arm. ‘It’s time for you to find out once and for all that you’re nobody special around here.’


‘Please.’ The word escaped from her involuntarily. She didn’t want to plead. Pleading only made things worse.


‘Too late for that.’


No. This time she didn’t speak out loud but she thought it anyway as she realised that the older woman was unbuckling the thick leather belt around her waist. No.


The white cheeks were pink now. Flushed with anticipation. Dilly caught her breath as the faintest flicker of a smile touched the woman’s lips.


‘You bitch.’ A spark of resistance suddenly flamed within Dilly as she found her voice properly. ‘You spiteful, evil, dried-out old bitch.’


She heard the gasp as she turned and ran as fast as she could. But it wasn’t fast enough. She was only halfway along the corridor when she felt the thwack of the belt across her shoulders and she fell to the ground.




Chapter 2


Dublin, Ireland: 10 years ago


It wasn’t fair, thought Fred, as he stood beside the priest, the cool easterly wind tugging at the few remaining strands of his grey hair. It simply wasn’t. After all the hard years he’d put in, all the tough times that had gone before, he’d thought that he and Ros had deserved to take it easy together. He’d made the money, after all, from the sale of the company, and he’d made plans for it. Plans for them. He’d spent a long time deciding on new places to go, new things to see.


In his seventy-one years he and Ros had only been abroad a handful of times, mostly to Spain or the Canary Islands because she liked lying on the beach and he liked cheap drink, and both of them enjoyed the buzz of the resorts where everyone spoke English and there was always a fry-up for breakfast. The holiday he’d been planning until recently was a round-the-world cruise. He’d reckoned it would be a way of experiencing new things without any risk. He didn’t mind risk. But not the kind of risks you could run in foreign countries where you didn’t know the customs or the language, and where you’d be clearly marked out as a tourist and therefore fair game to be ripped off.


Fred didn’t like being ripped off. He’d based his whole life on being shrewd and careful. As a result, after more than forty years of building his business from a yard at their home in East Wall to a thriving enterprise with locations around the city, the offer to buy him out had finally come. Fred dealt in security systems – mainly car and household alarms – and the ambitious company that had taken over CallRite had paid a high price for his loyal customer base. Old enough for a pension, and with Ros’s pleas for him to give up control in favour of their eldest son, Donald, ringing in his ears, Fred had finally decided to cash in and live the good life. He’d been anxious about retiring because despite Donald’s belief in his own entrepreneurial skills, Fred didn’t rate him that highly and he didn’t want to see the company he’d built up sink beneath the weight of his son’s lack of smarts. But the buyout meant that he didn’t have to worry. Donald was carrying on the family tradition by remaining as sales director, while the new company’s management would build on what Fred’s hard graft had accomplished.


The first thing he did after his retirement was to buy a spacious split-level seventies-style home in a spectacular location at the summit of Howth Hill. Growing up, he’d seen split-level houses on American TV shows and they’d always seemed the height of glamour to him. He’d never dreamed that he’d be able to afford one in one of Dublin’s most exclusive suburbs.


Stepping over the threshold of Furze Hill was a validation of everything he’d ever done. He knew that his children had been shocked by its purchase at his age. But Fred didn’t care. He could afford it now and it was better late than never to have a crack at living the dream. Besides, being in your seventies wasn’t old any more. And Ros was only sixty, with plenty of spring in her step. They were entitled to know that the home they now owned had a lounge which was bigger than the entire downstairs floor space of their East Wall house. Fred loved sitting in it and seeing (almost literally, because of its panoramic views) how far he’d come.


He took out a large white hanky and blew his nose. He could feel the eyes of his children turn towards him. They wouldn’t think he was crying, of course, because they knew that Fred wasn’t a man for crying, even at the funeral of his wife, when it was practically mandatory.


It was hard for Fred to believe that she’d gone. She’d always been a strong person. She’d been the one to keep things going in the bad times, when money was scarce, when Fred was struggling to find customers. She was the one who’d held it together for the children, making sure that when they went to school they had all the right books and the right uniforms, even though it had been a struggle. She was the one who’d put food on the table, kept the house warm, remembered birthdays and anniversaries. She’d picked him up when he was down, forgiven him when he’d strayed and comforted him when he’d had tests for chest pains a few years back which had scared the living daylights out of him.


And yet it was Ros who – at a time when she should have been enjoying life – was being buried that morning. Ros had been an almost daily Mass-goer, but Fred couldn’t help thinking that whatever God she prayed to had pulled a damn sneaky trick in taking her before she’d ever had the opportunity to sit at the captain’s table on the Seascape Splendour and know that she deserved to be there as much as anyone else.


The priest had finished praying and was looking at Fred. He hesitated for a moment, and then picked up a handful of dry clay to throw on to the coffin, which had been lowered into the open grave. He followed the clay with a red rose. He’d felt it was expected of him to have the flower, even though roses hadn’t been his wife’s favourites. But tulips were out of season, and besides, chucking one into the grave probably would’ve looked silly.


‘Come on, Dad.’ His daughter-in-law, Deirdre, took him by the arm and he winced. He never liked being called Dad by her. He wasn’t her father. In fairness, he didn’t know how he’d prefer her to address him, but Dad wasn’t the right word. He hadn’t been a particularly good father to his children, he knew, so it seemed wrong that someone else would want to use the title for him.


However, he said nothing to Deirdre and allowed her to lead him across the graveyard to the black Daimler that was waiting. A nice car, thought Fred professionally. Great suspension. Very smooth. He got inside. A few minutes later his two sons and his daughter got in beside them. Nobody said a word as the car pulled away out of the cemetery. They’d never been good at communication, and today, Fred knew, wasn’t the day that things would suddenly change.


The mourners had been asked back to Donald and Deirdre’s house in Clontarf, where she’d arranged to have soup and sandwiches waiting for them. Fred had been happy to allow her to organise the refreshments because he hadn’t wanted anyone back at Furze Hill. Not without Ros. He sat on a chair in the corner and listened while people talked about his late wife and said how wonderful she’d been. They were right, of course. She had been wonderful, and Fred suddenly wished that he’d bothered to tell her when she was alive how much he’d appreciated her and loved her. She’d probably known anyway. He comforted himself with the thought. Ros had understood him. She’d married him for the man he was, not the man he should have been.


His three children were standing in a group. It was the first time they’d been together in almost ten years, because it was the first time Suzanne had been home in that long. Ros had blamed Fred for that, but he didn’t blame himself. Suzanne had always been, and still was, difficult. The youngest of his three children, she’d caused far more trouble than Donald and Gareth. She was headstrong and opinionated, wouldn’t listen to him, wouldn’t live within the rules he laid down. Fred was a great believer in having rules and regulations, but Suzanne used to scoff at him as she broke them. Although in many ways she reminded him of himself, her stubbornness was a constant source of anger to him. He watched as she said something to Donald, who gestured dismissively. He wondered what they were talking about, what catching-up they felt they had to do. Perhaps they were sharing stories about Ros. They’d all loved their mother, he was pretty sure about that. And equally sure that they’d loved her more than they loved him. She’d always been there for them. He hadn’t.


There was a lot of emphasis put on ‘being there’ these days. But the truth was you couldn’t be there every single time; sometimes you were too busy doing other things, important things, things that mattered. All this being there stuff was happy-clappy nonsense, Fred thought, not allowing his thoughts to travel that road. Lot of good his being there for them would have been if there hadn’t been a roof over their heads


Suzanne glanced in his direction and for a moment the two of them looked at each other. He couldn’t read her expression, but he was pretty sure there wasn’t any forgiveness in it. He admired that in her. He admired the fact that she’d gone away, hadn’t come back and still hated him. (Perhaps hate was too strong a word, but she certainly didn’t love him.) If he was being strictly honest with himself, he was probably prouder of Suzanne than he was of the boys. She’d never compromised. Not for a single moment.


‘I should probably talk to him.’ Suzanne turned away from her father and back to her brothers.


‘Be nice,’ said Gareth. ‘It was a shock for him.’


‘And it wasn’t for the rest of us?’


‘You don’t have to carry chips on both shoulders,’ said Donald.


‘It keeps me balanced.’ Suzanne made a face and Donald laughed. It was the first time any of them had laughed since Ros’s death.


‘I’ve learned to live with mine,’ said Gareth.


‘You have chips?’ Suzanne looked at him in surprise. ‘What on earth about?’


‘About how I was treated by him.’


‘Huh?’ As far as Suzanne remembered, the boys had got off far more lightly than her. Gareth surely had no reason to complain about how he’d been treated by Fred.


‘He always thought I was gay, you know.’


‘What?’ She smiled as she looked around the room and saw Gareth’s elegant French wife, Lisette, pregnant with their first child.


‘Because I didn’t like Gaelic football and pints of Guinness,’ said Gareth. ‘Because I chose to do a poncey degree – his term – instead of working with him. Because I read the broadsheets and not the tabloids.’


‘Noah’s Ark would’ve been way too socially inclusive for the likes of Dad,’ remarked Suzanne.


‘He does his best,’ said Donald.


‘So speaks the favourite,’ Suzanne said.


‘I’m not,’ protested Donald.


‘You did what he wanted and went into business with him. It would have been Fitzpatrick and Son if there’d been a family name on the company,’ said Gareth.


‘There were no other jobs at the time,’ Donald pointed out.


‘But you liked working for him, didn’t you?’ asked Suzanne.


‘Are you mad?’ Donald looked at her in disbelief. ‘He was a total slave-driver. Always criticising me, always wanting things done differently.’


‘Sounds familiar,’ agreed Suzanne. ‘But it must have worked out. Didn’t the new crowd keep you on as a director?’


‘Yes. But it’s very different from the old days. It’s all meetings and strategies and targets … the aul’ fella is well out of it.’


‘He did OK out of the sale, didn’t he?’ observed Suzanne. ‘It made him richer than I’m sure he ever thought possible.’


‘He blew a vast chunk on that bloody house.’ Donald made a face. ‘Such a waste.’


‘He’s entitled to spend it on himself if he wants,’ said Gareth. ‘It’s not like any of us need his money.’


‘How’s Dad’s own health?’ Suzanne ignored the sudden look her brothers had exchanged.


‘Do you care?’ asked Donald.


Her tone was impatient. ‘Of course I care.’


‘He seems well enough.’


‘All the same, without Mam, it’s hard to know how long he’ll keep going,’ said Gareth.


‘It is a mystery to me how well your father is.’ Lisette, who’d joined them in time to hear Gareth’s comment, made her own assessment of Fred’s health. ‘He eats all the wrong things, drinks too much and smokes.’


‘I suppose we all need some vices.’ Suzanne looked over at Fred, who was pouring a generous measure of Powers whiskey into a glass. ‘Though he has more than his fair share.’


‘He’s not that bad,’ said Donald.


Neither Suzanne nor Gareth responded, and Donald shrugged.


‘He’s getting on,’ he said. ‘You’ve got to make allowances.’


‘Maybe.’ Gareth didn’t sound convinced.


‘Hope he doesn’t drink himself to death,’ remarked Donald as Fred downed the whiskey in one gulp and poured himself another.


‘You can’t kill a bad thing,’ Suzanne told him. ‘Besides, he likes being a thorn in our sides.’ She glanced towards Fred again, and her father, catching her look, raised his glass to her, a mocking expression on his face.


Suzanne turned away. She was glad she’d left. She was glad he didn’t have power over her any more. 




Chapter 3


San Francisco, California: 8 years ago


When the door to the art gallery in Geary Street opened, Abbey Andersen immediately switched her computer screen from the game of solitaire she was playing (and losing) to the generic one which carried the gallery’s logo. But when she looked up and saw the person who’d walked in, her eyes widened in surprise.


‘Pete,’ she said. ‘What on earth are you doing here?’


‘Don’t sound so pleased to see me.’ Pete Caruso, a tall, balding man in his early fifties, walked past the paintings hanging on the walls without looking at them and sat on the edge of the enormous glass table that Abbey was using as a desk.


‘You don’t often drop by. And I’m delighted to see you,’ she added hastily. ‘As my father figure you’re always welcome. But as a customer …’ her eyes twinkled, ‘you’re way down the pecking order!’


‘I am, am I?’ Pete took a moment to study the art that he’d just ignored and then looked at her. ‘Anything you recommend?’


‘There’s always this,’ said Abbey as she stood up and reached behind her desk. She selected a framed painting which had been leaning against the wall. ‘He’s a new artist, going to be huge.’


Pete studied the painting. ‘It’s a blue dot on a pink background,’ he said finally.


‘Got it in one.’


‘So why would I buy that?’


‘Because you can look at it as a blue dot on a pink background,’ said Abbey. ‘Or you can interpret it as how one small thing can affect something much greater.’


‘You’re jerking my chain.’ Pete scratched his head as he stared at the painting.


Abbey grinned. ‘Slightly. But it’s true that he’s becoming more popular, and it’s a good price.’


‘How much?’


‘A thousand dollars,’ Abbey told him.


‘That’s a joke, right?’


‘Not at all. And with the discount I can give you, it’s yours for nine hundred.’


‘I didn’t come in here to buy a painting,’ said Pete.


‘But you will one day.’


‘Maybe,’ he said. ‘Though not blue dots on pink backgrounds. You know me, honey, I like proper pictures.’


‘Oh, Pete.’ Abbey shook her head in mock despair. ‘I’m doing my best to drag you into the twenty-first century, but you’re not making it easy.’


‘I know what I like,’ said Pete stubbornly. ‘Anyway, if I wanted abstract, I’d go for something with more bite. Speaking of bites,’ he added. ‘The real reason I dropped by was to ask you if you wanted to have lunch with me.’


Abbey looked disappointed. ‘I’m sorry, Pete. I can’t, I’ve got to work.’


‘Isn’t today your half-day?’


‘It is,’ said Abbey. ‘From the gallery. But I’m due at the salon as soon as I finish up here.’


Pete frowned. ‘I thought you were giving up that job.’


‘And why would I do that?’ asked Abbey. ‘I like it and I make more money there than I ever could here. There aren’t any tips at the gallery, you know.’


‘Don’t you get a nice bonus if you sell a painting?’


‘Hmm. Theoretically. But I don’t sell that many paintings. I’m only part-time, after all.’


‘How much did you say that silly blue dot was?’ Pete reached into his jacket and took his wallet out of his top pocket. He extracted an AmEx card and handed it to her.


Abbey smiled at him. ‘That’s sweet of you, Pete. But I can’t let you buy a painting you don’t want or like just so’s I make some commission.’


‘You were perfectly prepared to hard-sell it to me a few minutes ago,’ protested Pete.


‘That was when I thought you might buy it as an investment,’ she said.


‘Look at it as an investment in your future,’ said Pete. ‘And in my lunch.’


‘A damn pricey lunch!’ Abbey laughed. ‘Honestly, I can’t let you do this. And I can’t bunk off no matter what. I have clients waiting for me at the salon. Why don’t we meet later this evening?’


‘I’m busy until around nine thirty. Is that too late for you?’


‘Of course not,’ said Abbey. ‘We can grab a coffee.’


‘Great.’


‘Is there something wrong?’ Abbey looked suddenly anxious. ‘Some reason you want to see me?’


‘I like chewing the fat with you,’ said Pete. ‘I always have.’


‘You’ve got to give up that full-fat lifestyle,’ she joked. ‘Meet you at our usual.’


Pete nodded. ‘See you later, honey.’


‘See you later, Pete,’ said Abbey.


She looked after him as he walked out the door. There was still an anxious expression in her eyes.


An hour later, she was at the much smaller table in the beauty salon where she worked three days a week. Unlike the gallery, which was edgy and modern, the salon on Valencia Street was warm and welcoming. Abbey always felt relaxed when she arrived there, and she enjoyed working with Charlene and Bella a lot more than she did with Nerissa, the manager of the gallery. She could have a laugh and a joke with the other two nail technicians, whereas with Nerissa she continually felt on her guard, as though the older woman was waiting for her to make a mistake. She knew that at twenty, she had a lot to learn. She wasn’t stupid or overconfident. But she couldn’t help thinking that the salon was a friendlier place to be, and she wondered if her heart was really in the world of art as she’d once believed.


‘Hey, Abbey.’ Charlene, five years older and the most experienced of them all, sat down in front of her and began to rearrange some of the bottles on the table.


‘You leave my stuff alone, Mizz Taite,’ said Abbey. ‘I know you, you’re trying to nick that bottle of Absolute Scarlet.’


‘Totally not,’ said Charlene. ‘I’ve a bit of news for you.’


‘Which is?’ Abbey replaced the bottles of varnish in the order she preferred.


‘I’m leaving.’


‘What!’ Abbey was surprised. She’d thought that Charlene enjoyed working at Mariposa as much as she did. The other girl had never said anything about wanting to leave.


‘Tripp’s got a job offer on the East Coast,’ Charlene said. ‘He asked me to go with him.’


‘No way!’ Abbey’s expression was a mixture of delight and hesitation. ‘You want to go? Well, sure you do. You’re going!’


‘It’ll be fun,’ said Charlene. ‘Besides …’ She extended her hand to show Abbey the small solitaire diamond on her engagement finger.


‘Oh, wow!’ exclaimed Abbey. ‘You’re properly engaged! That’s wonderful. Congratulations.’


‘Thank you,’ said Charlene.


‘Were you expecting this?’ demanded Abbey. ‘Did you plan it? Because you never said a word.’


‘We talked,’ admitted Charlene. ‘But it was “one day in the future” sort of talk. When he got the job offer, though, and wanted me to come, he said that he couldn’t ask me to give up my job here without offering me something better. And then he produced the ring.’


‘How cool.’ Abbey sighed. ‘He’s such a romantic.’


‘He is a bit,’ agreed Charlene. ‘And you know, even though I always wanted a circle of diamonds for my engagement ring, this is perfect.’


‘It sure is,’ said Abbey. ‘I’m so happy for you.’


‘I’m pretty damned happy myself,’ agreed Charlene. ‘Anyway, we’re going for drinks tomorrow night to celebrate. You OK with that?’


‘Sure am.’


‘One other thing.’ Charlene looked directly at her. ‘This is an opportunity for you.’


‘For me?’


‘Nail work is one of the most popular things we do here. Right now, I’m the only full-time technician. Selina will want either you or Bella to take over. You’re exceptional at this, Abbey. It should be you.’


Abbey glanced towards the table where Bella usually sat. She wasn’t working this afternoon.


‘Bella’s as good as me,’ she protested. ‘Besides, nails are her full-time job. OK, she’s only part-time here, but she works in that hotel salon too.’


‘Thing is, she’s not as good as you,’ said Charlene. ‘You’ve a talent for nails, Abbey. You know you do.’


‘I’m not a nail person,’ Abbey told her. ‘I’m an art person. Admittedly the gallery can be a bit of a drag sometimes, but …’


‘You say that all the time,’ said Charlene. ‘And you also say you prefer working here. So why not grab the chance?’


‘Well, because …’ Abbey looked thoughtful. Suddenly she didn’t know what the because was. It wasn’t the money. It wasn’t the atmosphere. It wasn’t that she didn’t enjoy doing nails.


It’s because Mom wouldn’t approve, she thought suddenly. Nor would Pete. He’s convinced that I’m destined for great things in the art world, and Mom believes that beauty is frivolous and silly.


‘We’ll see.’ She smiled uncertainly at Charlene. ‘Selina might prefer Bella.’


‘You’re the best,’ said Charlene obstinately. ‘And Selina always wants the best.’


‘I must be the best,’ said Abbey to Pete later that evening as they sat in their favourite coffee and doughnut place overlooking the bay. ‘Because Selina offered me the job.’


She’d been surprised. She’d thought that Selina would turn the full-time post into a competition between her and Bella, a prize for them to fight over, but before the salon had closed for the evening, Selina had called her into her office and made her the offer. Abbey was glad that Charlene had given her a heads-up, because otherwise she would have been utterly speechless. As it was, she still told Selina that she needed to think it over. The salon owner’s response was that she had forty-eight hours to make up her mind.


‘You’re not going to take it, though.’ Pete wiped his sticky fingers on a napkin. ‘You’re not a nail woman.’


‘Nail technician,’ Abbey corrected him. ‘And yes, I am.’


‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ said Pete. ‘You’re an artist.’


‘I studied art,’ Abbey corrected him. ‘Doesn’t make me an artist. Not one little bit.’


‘Abbey, sweetheart, you can’t spend your day doing rich women’s nails.’


‘First of all, they’re not rich women,’ said Abbey. ‘Everyone gets their nails done these days. It’s big business and you should know that. Secondly, my appointment book is always full, so I can easily spend all day doing it.’


‘That’s not what I meant and you know it.’ Pete’s brow darkened. ‘You’re wasting your talent.’


‘Oh, Pete, I wish I had the sort of talent you’re talking about to waste,’ said Abbey. ‘I really do. But the truth is, I’m only a competent artist, and even if I was beyond brilliant, it doesn’t guarantee I’d sell any paintings. You see way better people than me struggling.’


‘You’ve got to have belief,’ said Pete. ‘What have I always told you?’


‘I do have belief,’ Abbey insisted. ‘But I’m also realistic. Someone in my family has to be.’


Pete’s expression softened as he looked at her.


‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘I wasn’t trying to get at you. You’re one of the most realistic people I know. One of the best, too.’


‘And I want the best for you,’ said Pete.


‘I know you do,’ Abbey said. ‘You’ve always only wanted the best. For me and for Mom too, even though we don’t deserve you.’


‘Hey, don’t try to make me into the good guy,’ Pete warned her. ‘I’m not that great.’


‘You are to me.’ Abbey’s voice wobbled. ‘You’ve been … I couldn’t ask for a more supportive person in my corner. And the thing is, you don’t have to be. There’s nothing keeping us together. No reason for you to care.’


‘Now you’re being silly,’ said Pete. ‘There’s every reason for me to care. I’ve known you for the best part of seven years. I’ve watched you turn from a scrawny kid into a stunning woman …’


‘Enough already.’ She held up her hands. ‘Stunning is pushing it.’


‘You are stunning,’ protested Pete.


‘I work in a beauty salon, I know all about stunning,’ said Abbey. ‘The best we can say about me is that I deal well with what I’ve got.’


‘You don’t need to ramp it up like some girls,’ said Pete. ‘Bottom line is that you’re both smart and pretty and you can do a lot with your life.’


‘But what if I don’t want to? What if all I want is to be happy?’


‘There’s more to life than being happy,’ said Pete.


‘So speaks a man whose life is his career,’ teased Abbey. ‘Seriously, Pete – isn’t it all about happiness? Isn’t that what I should have learned from Mom?’


‘I don’t think happiness is her motivating force either,’ said Pete.


‘That’s probably true,’ Abbey agreed. ‘Thing is, I spend lots of my time hoping that she’s happy with the choices she’s made. Which I guess is silly of me.’


‘We all want our nearest and dearest to be happy,’ said Pete. ‘And the constitution affirms our inalienable right to pursue it. It just seems to me that happiness is a by-product of other things. Of achievement mainly.’


‘You’re becoming quite the philosopher,’ said Abbey. ‘Why am I surrounded by people who look for the meaning of life when all I care about is making the rent?’


Pete smiled. ‘You care about a lot more than that.’


‘Hmm,’ said Abbey. ‘You’d be surprised. Anyway, whether we’re happy or not, the important thing is that we’re getting there. Which I think I will with this whole nail business.’


‘If that’s what you want, you’ve got to go for it,’ said Pete.


‘I’ve two days to make a decision,’ Abbey said. ‘I won’t rush into it. Then if it all goes pear-shaped, I can only blame myself.’


‘Fair enough,’ said Pete.


They sat in silence for a moment while Abbey idly stirred her coffee. Then she looked questioningly at Pete.


‘D’you think she’ll stick it out?’ she asked.


‘Your mom?’


‘Who else?’


‘I don’t know,’ replied Pete. ‘She seems pretty determined so far.’


‘When you came into the gallery, I thought for a nanosecond that you were going to say that she’d called you. That she was coming home.’


Pete looked at her sympathetically. ‘Sorry.’


‘Oh well.’ Abbey sighed. ‘I suppose that’s a good thing really. But I can’t help wondering what happens if she changes her mind.’


‘She’ll leave,’ said Pete.


‘I can’t imagine it would be easy to just up sticks like that,’ Abbey said. ‘But even if it is, even if they say “so long, nice to know you”, how will she feel about that? And how could she possibly cope after it?’


‘Your mom is one of the best copers I know,’ said Pete. ‘How many other women would have travelled across Latin America with a small kid like she did? If she chooses to leave, she’ll be fine. Besides, she’ll always have those nursing skills. And if the worst comes to the worst – or the best comes to the best, depending on your point of view – we’ll be here to support her.’


‘We will?’ Abbey looked at him enquiringly. ‘I’m her daughter, Pete. I’ll be here. But you – you don’t have to hang around.’


Pete nodded. ‘I care about her, so I will.’


‘Not for ever, though,’ said Abbey. ‘Nobody waits for ever.’


‘I guess I’ll wait until I know that she’s done the right thing.’


‘Oh, Pete.’ Abbey’s eyes were full of tears as she looked at him. ‘I do love you. And you’ve been more of a father to me than I deserve.’


‘I love you too,’ said Pete. ‘How could I not?’


‘That’s good to know,’ she said.


‘Stop worrying,’ said Pete. ‘You can’t change anything that’s already happened, and the future is an open book.’


‘Y’see.’ Abbey sniffed. ‘Philosopher Pete strikes again.’


‘Practical Pete,’ he amended. ‘Anyhow, honey, sleep on the job offer, then do whatever you think is right.’


‘I will,’ said Abbey. She blew her nose and wiped her eyes. ‘And thanks for understanding. Again. It was the same when I said that I didn’t want to be a hotshot lawyer like you, and when I decided to study art even though you think the art world is full of pretentious fools. Sadly, though, same as I was never going to be a great lawyer, I’m never going to set the art world alight. And the thing is, I hate working in that damn gallery.’ She stopped, surprised at herself. She hadn’t thought that she hated the gallery, just that she preferred the salon. ‘I do hate it,’ she said slowly. ‘Nerissa is a bitch and the art we show isn’t my thing either.’


‘You mean you don’t like blue dots on pink backgrounds?’ asked Pete.


‘To be honest, I do like that one,’ she confessed. ‘But the others – you know how we show a lot of Francis Bacon type stuff. Visceral and sort of … disturbing. It’s not very uplifting.’


‘Y’see, you’re like me,’ said Pete. ‘You like old-fashioned painting. Proper pictures.’


‘I like modern art too,’ she scolded him. ‘But I like a painting to be a joyous thing. Something that you can look at and take pleasure from. Not something that makes you shudder and gives you nightmares no matter how brilliantly it’s done.’


‘So go to a different gallery,’ said Pete.


‘I’ll think about it,’ she promised. ‘But in the meantime … well, I guess I really want to give the nails a try.’


‘Pity you can’t paint on nails,’ said Pete. ‘Then you could combine both.’


‘But you can.’ Abbey’s eyes widened. ‘You can create nail art too.’


‘I don’t see too many fingernails hanging in MoMA,’ said Pete.


Abbey laughed. ‘I wouldn’t rule it out. Though that might be more Bacon than beauty.’


Pete laughed too. ‘If anyone can conquer the world of nail art, I’m sure it’s you,’ he said. ‘And I look forward to seeing your designs displayed in the window of the salon at least. Though I’m sure they’ll be even better than that.’


‘Perhaps,’ said Abbey. She lifted her bag and opened it. ‘Until then …’ She took out a small canvas and handed it to him. ‘I brought this for you.’


Pete unrolled it on the table in front of him. It was an A4-sized painting of Alcatraz, the Rock, looking grim and forbidding, almost totally wreathed in sea mist except for a single ray of sunlight that hit one of the walls.


‘You must have enough of these for an exhibition of your own,’ he remarked as he studied it.


‘Don’t you like it?’


‘It’s fantastic.’ He looked up at her. ‘Honestly. You get a real sense of despair and isolation and … and yet that piece of sunlight. I love it.’


‘I thought it would look better in your office than the blue dot,’ Abbey told him. ‘It’s more you, somehow.’


‘And you’re like the Rock too,’ said Pete. ‘Tough and unyielding, but with a ray of sunshine.’


‘I’m so not tough or unyielding,’ Abbey said with a smile. ‘But I like the fact that it’s always there. I like the fact that it’s a permanent part of the city.’


‘It’ll crumble eventually,’ said Pete. ‘No matter how tough it is.’


‘Maybe we all do,’ murmured Abbey, as she took a bite out of the strawberry-iced doughnut that, because she was trying to lose a few pounds, she’d already promised herself she wasn’t going to eat.




PART 2


THE PRESENT




Chapter 4


Suzanne Fitzpatrick pulled into the small car park in front of the hotel and stepped out of the bright red Mini. A blast of Mediterranean heat hit her and she felt beads of perspiration break out on her forehead. She fanned herself for a moment until she’d adjusted to the temperature, then looked around her.


The hotel, four storeys high, was like a thin ivory wafer. It was taller than it was wide, with art deco carvings across the width of the facade. There were small white balustraded balconies outside each full-length window on the first, second and third floors, although right now, faded green shutters covered the windows themselves. Suzanne could see that the paint was peeling from the balconies too. But, she thought as she turned around, the views from them would be fabulous.


It was fabulous at ground level already. From where she stood, she could look down over dark green pines to the turquoise Mediterranean sea below. Even with her oversized Carolina Herrera sunglasses shielding her eyes, she had to squint in the brilliance of the sunlight as it hit the water and shattered into a pool of diamond lights. It was impossible to put a price on that view, she thought. Although she was going to have to try.


She turned back to the hotel and walked up the tiled path towards the building itself. The glass doors were locked, so she made her way around it. To the side, facing south, was a medium-sized swimming pool, surrounded by dazzling white tiles. There was a small puddle of water at the bottom of the deep end, as well as a scattering of seeds and some dried bougainvillea blossom from the nearby palm trees and flowering shrubs. A white plastic chair was on its side in the shallow end. Suzanne walked down the steps into the pool, took out the chair and placed it on the terrace.


Folding doors, all locked, led into what Suzanne assumed would be a bar and restaurant. She closed her eyes and imagined the terrace full of holidaymakers lying on sun-loungers, sitting at tables, drinking juices and beers and sangrias, soaking up the sun in idyllic surroundings. Or surroundings that would be idyllic when the palm trees and the bougainvillea were pruned, when the pool was cleaned and filled and when the doors of the hotel were opened again.


She glanced at her watch and retraced her steps to the front of the building. Just as she was thinking that he was late, a black SUV with the logo of the estate agent pulled into the car park, sending up a spray of gravel. The door opened and a man, younger than Suzanne had expected – somewhere in his twenties, she thought – got out.


‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘I was delayed on the road.’


‘No problem.’ She extended her hand. ‘Suzanne Fitzpatrick.’


‘Jaime Roig. Delighted to meet you. So, you are interested in the Mirador Hotel?’


‘Perhaps.’


‘It’s a wonderful opportunity.’ Jaime began to talk about the hotel, telling her what she had already seen for herself, that it was in a fantastic position overlooking the sea, that it was full of character and charm, that it was crying out for someone to restore it to its former beauty and bring the tourists to this unspoilt area, a mere half an hour’s drive away from the historic town of Girona.


Suzanne let him talk without interruption. Until it got to the question of money, there was very little he could say to influence her. She continued to appraise the building and the gardens around it, moving into the shade of one of the palms as Jaime continued with his spiel.


‘Would you like to go inside?’ he asked eventually, and she nodded.


He took a bunch of keys from his pocket, selected one and opened the doors to the hotel. Suzanne pushed her sunglasses on to her head, stepped inside, and then stood still, waiting for her eyes to adjust to the darkness.


Jaime reached behind the door and switched on the electricity. A fluorescent tube spluttered a few times before it lit properly.


‘I’ll open the shutters.’ Jaime moved to the windows of what Suzanne could now see was a spacious reception area. There was a leather-topped marble reception desk to one side, pigeonholes and a row of silver keys on enormous fobs behind it. In the centre of the room was an expansive glass table. A few brocade seats were pushed against the wall. When the shutters were open and the daylight streamed in, Suzanne realised that a layer of dust covered the table and that the fabric on the seats was faded. But the floor was cool white polished marble, and the chandelier that hung from the ceiling was both ornate and elegant.


‘There are thirty-six rooms in total,’ said Jaime. ‘Also a restaurant, a bar and a salon.’


‘I’d like to see one of the rooms,’ said Suzanne.


‘Of course. Follow me.’


He walked past the reception desk and stopped in front of the lift. So did Suzanne, who exclaimed in delight.


Jaime looked pleased. ‘You like it?’


Until now Suzanne had been able to keep her emotions under control, but she couldn’t help herself.


‘It’s amazing,’ she said.


It was an old-fashioned cage lift, with inner and outer grille doors that were manually opened and closed. The metal frame and doors were painted in gold and green and were decorated with the coats of arms of Spanish noble houses.


‘Want to use it to go upstairs?’


‘Is it working properly? Is it safe?’


Jaime grinned. ‘I hope so.’


He pulled open the doors and she stepped inside. The wooden floor was worn, as were the brass buttons that identified each level. When Jaime stepped in beside her, he pressed 3 and the lift began to move slowly upwards. As it passed the other floors, Suzanne could see occasional abandoned items – a vacuum cleaner, a mop and (strangely) a guitar. She wondered about the people who had stayed and worked here, wondered what they were doing now.


The lift juddered to a halt and Jaime opened the doors again.


‘This way.’


He selected another key from the ring and led her to a room at the end of the corridor, which he opened. She stepped inside. He was about to turn on the light, but she stopped him. She walked over to the window and opened the shutters instead.


This time the light was almost blinding. She dropped her sunglasses on to her nose, opened the window and stepped out on to the balcony.


The view, merely beautiful before, was breathtaking now. From her higher vantage point, Suzanne could see the beach, where a few people were lying on towels sunbathing, and further along, the coves and inlets that dotted the coastline. The green of the pine trees contrasted with the blues of the sky and the sea. It was perfect. There was no other word for it.


‘Impresionante, no?’ said Jaime.


‘Absolutely,’ she replied.


‘When I was small, my mother used to take me here for ice cream,’ he said.


She turned to look at him, her expression sceptical.


‘No, really,’ he assured her. ‘It was one of our favourite places. There are steps down to the beach. Not easy for elderly people, but for children, no problem.’


‘Can older people or people with mobility problems access the beach from anywhere else?’ Her tone was suddenly brisk.


‘Yes. A little further from here,’ he replied. ‘Maybe, oh, less than half a kilometre. Five minutes’ walk. There is a gentle slope down to the beach. In the summer there is a beach bar too. It’s very nice.’


‘I want to look at it,’ she said.


‘Sure. No problem.’


Suzanne couldn’t help feeling that if she said she wanted to hire a boat, or paraglide or drive the hundred or so kilometres to Barcelona, Jaime Roig would say it was no problem. She knew that the hotel had been on the agency’s books for over two years. They were keen to sell it. The question she had to ask herself was, was she keen to buy? And if she was, would the investors she’d already spoken to about a possible purchase agree that it was the right choice? Would they be able to raise the finance for it? And even if all those things panned out – the most important question of all – would she make a success of it? Would she be able to look her father in the eye and tell him that she was the best of them all?


It was late by the time she got back to the top-floor apartment she was currently renting in Girona, about forty minutes’ drive from the Mirador Hotel. The building was old, with high ceilings and tiled floors, and every time Suzanne walked inside, she felt as though she were stepping back in time.


She let herself in and made herself an industrial-strength coffee, which she took on to her tiny balcony overlooking one of the narrow streets. She could hear voices and laughter drifting from the square and the occasional snatch of music from a nearby café-bar. The laughter and the music would go on for a few hours yet. The town was still in holiday mode, buzzing and warm. It had been a long, hot summer and some people were counting the days until the cooler weather returned. But Suzanne never found the heat oppressive. She liked how it seeped into her bones, into her body, filling her with a sense of well-being. A sense of belonging. She felt that more here, in Catalunya, than anywhere else in the world. And she’d travelled to a lot of places. Most of her working life had been in Europe and the Americas, Asia and Africa, always in hotels, from the day she landed her first job as a receptionist in a small family-run hotel in London, to her role as a senior manager in a global chain, to her current position as the manager of a boutique hotel in Girona itself.


In the early years, she’d been seduced by the idea of working for a chain. By the glamour of executive hotels where the fittings and the standards were exactly the same, no matter where in the world you were. But after her marriage to Calvin, a senior VP in the same chain, had gone horribly wrong and had impacted badly on her career, she’d opted for a change of scenery and pace, a change which had ultimately ended up with her taking over the running of one of Girona’s most charming hotels.


At first she’d thought of it as a comedown. She’d been angry and upset at how Calvin had been able to continue in his role at the chain whereas she had suddenly become an embarrassment. Admittedly walking into a board meeting and dumping the entire contents of a Waterford crystal vase over his head hadn’t done much for her reputation, but he’d bloody well deserved it. He’d cheated on her and lied about cheating and his goddam colleagues knew it. Nevertheless, publicly emptying dirty water and half-dead flowers over your husband’s head, when he was a member of the board and more senior to you, wasn’t the way to get on in business. Suzanne knew that. She knew that they had decided there and then that she was unreliable and flaky even though she was one of the best people who’d ever worked for them, and …


She took a deep breath and banished the memory. That was all in the past. Her ill-fated marriage, which she’d rushed into less than a year after her mother’s death, was long over. She hadn’t seen or heard from Calvin Schwartz since their divorce, although she knew, from insider gossip, that he was still in the States and that he was seeing someone else (although not, it turned out, the woman with whom he’d had the affair). Anyway, nothing for her to care about there. Nothing to get upset about. Except that she couldn’t help the occasional rush of anger she felt whenever she thought about him and his betrayal.


But things had turned out for the best. As they so often did. She’d left the chain and got another job and eventually moved to Girona and started working in the boutique hotel, and she’d suddenly realised that this, for her, was what running a hotel was all about. Meeting real people rather than businessmen (the majority were still male) who were simply in town for a meeting or a conference which could have been in any other city in any other country, staying in a big hotel because they felt safer in the security blanket of a chain where everything would always be the same.


Being in charge of El Boganto had been a revelation to her and she’d enjoyed every single minute. But now she wanted more. She wanted to be the owner, not the manager. She wanted to be able to make the long-term strategic decisions. She wanted to give it a go herself. She knew that she’d never be able to do it all entirely on her own, so she’d built up a network of contacts in the region’s hospitality industry. She knew that they’d been impressed with her credentials – and impressed by the fact that El Boganto’s occupancy rate had soared under her management. As a result, she’d sounded them out about potential opportunities and the response had been heartening. But whether it would be as positive when she actually had a deal on the table would be another matter altogether.


She knew that the Mirador would be a massive undertaking. She knew that she’d have to pitch it perfectly. She also knew that – even with the consortium that she and Petra, her financial adviser, had put together – it might be difficult to get the financing she needed. But she had a strong track record (if you excluded the emptying of Waterford crystal vases over the heads of board members) and she knew what she was doing. She’d seen other hotels over the past few weeks. The Mirador was the only one that had excited her.


She opened the folder that Jaime had given her and spread the brochures out in front of her. This hotel had a certain something about it. Had the potential to be wonderful. The fact that its potential hadn’t been realised in the past didn’t make it a bad bet for the future. From what she’d learned, the previous owners had borrowed heavily at the top of the market to take it over, but business had slumped and they hadn’t been able to keep it going. Suzanne thought they’d got their business model all wrong. And that they’d got the feeling of the hotel all wrong too. The Mirador wasn’t the sort of place that should ever have had plastic chairs around its swimming pool. It should be an exclusive hotel, playing up to its wonderfully evocative decor and the unparalleled beauty of its location. It should be a byword for elegance and style, the kind of place for which visitors would pay a premium. And it could be. She knew it could.


Tomorrow she would ask Petra to arrange a meeting with the two female investors she knew were interested in buying a hotel with her. She shivered with excitement. This was possible. It really was. She’d make it work.


Which would definitely be one in the eye for her father.


It was a long time since she’d allowed herself to be riled by thoughts of Fred. It was funny, she thought: no matter how much you got over things that happened to you, you never forgot how people made you feel. Fred had always made her feel stupid and worthless. Not, she thought, because he believed she was stupid, and maybe not even because he thought her worthless, but her father was a relic from a different age, with views about women that had long since been consigned to the dustbin of history. All the time she was growing up, he had somehow managed to hang on to the idea that what women wanted (regardless of any assertions to the contrary) was to get married, have children and settle down to a life of domestic bliss. He also seemed to think that he should have a say in who his only daughter settled down with. Additionally – and this was the most irritating, infuriating, insane thing of all – he seemed to think that she shouldn’t see any other men until she met the one he approved of.


Her mother, Ros, said that Fred was being protective. Particularly protective, she would add, because Suzanne was his youngest child, a precious late arrival so long after Gareth. Suzanne, however, thought he was being controlling and freaky. Bullying, even, she told Ros sometimes, giving her grief if she’d gone out without saying where she was going, no matter who she was with. She was smothered by Fred and frustrated by the way he tried to rule her life. She hadn’t realised until years ago, when she’d gone home for Ros’s funeral, just how much he’d influenced all of them. But however difficult it had been for Don and Gareth, it had been a thousand times worse for her.


Having a father like Fred had isolated Suzanne. She found it hard to socialise with other girls of her age who had normal parents, not overbearing like her father and subservient like Ros. She envied her school friends their apparent freedom and swore that when she was old enough she’d be walking out of the house and never coming back.


The walkout happened sooner than she’d originally planned. She was seventeen and had gone to the first party she’d ever attended that wasn’t for small girls in lacy socks, and where the drinks weren’t orange squash and red lemonade. The party had been thrown by the older sister of a classmate and everyone was invited. Suzanne was determined that she wasn’t going to be the only one not to go. She was tired of being left out, tired of being different. So she made her plans, thankful that on the evening in question Fred was working late at his car-alarm business, while Ros was also out because the party coincided with her bingo night, her one social activity.


Of course she knew that eventually her parents would wonder where she was, but she didn’t care. She was going to have a night of total freedom and tomorrow could look after itself.


The party was fun, and she was pleased when one of her classmates called her Sexy Suzy, remarking that the short dress she was wearing showed off her long legs. Suzanne sipped cheap red wine and basked in the compliments, even though she was well aware that the guys at the party would probably compliment any woman if they thought she was good for a bit of fun later. (Her opinion of the opposite sex was entirely influenced by her father and brothers, and by Ros too, who frequently warned her darkly that boys were only after one thing.)


However, Danny Murphy certainly didn’t seem like that. She’d got talking to him halfway through the evening, and he’d chatted with her about a wide range of subjects without once indulging in any kind of inappropriate behaviour (which, if she was truly honest, was a little bit disappointing). Later, he offered to drive her home. Suzanne thought that being in a car with him might lead to some of the inappropriate behaviour she’d been hoping for, and so she accepted.


It was the unaccustomed drinking of red wine that had dulled the usual alarm bells in her head. But the alarm bells weren’t to do with any activity she might have got up to with Danny, they were about her overprotective father. Danny had no sooner pulled to a halt outside the house when Fred had catapulted himself into the street and was dragging the passenger door open. He hauled Suzanne out of the car, told her to get inside and yelled at Danny to keep his filthy hands off his daughter. Danny hadn’t waited around. He’d put the car into gear and gunned it down the street. Meanwhile, Fred frogmarched Suzanne into the kitchen, ranting on at her about sneaking out of the house, letting herself down and being cheap and tarty – and drunk.


‘I’m not,’ she wailed. ‘I was invited to a party and I went. I’m entitled to have a life, you know.’


But Fred didn’t see it like that. He told her she was grounded, which made her shake her head and say that she wasn’t a child and couldn’t be treated like one and that he’d embarrassed – no, mortified – her in front of Danny Murphy, who was a nice guy but who’d never want to see her again. He was a bullying old git, she raged, before Fred told her not to be cheeky, that she was still a child to him and that her behaviour that night had been completely unacceptable. Suzanne had looked at her mother in despair, because Ros had been sitting in her armchair while all this was going on, not saying a word. But when her mother did open her mouth, it was only to say that Fred was concerned for Suzanne’s welfare and he knew what he was doing.


Lying in bed later, Suzanne knew that she’d had enough. Her father was a tyrant and her mother downtrodden. If she stayed, she’d begin to think it was a normal way of life. She had to get out. And so she made her plans. A month later, on another evening when both her parents were out, Suzanne walked out of the house with a backpack and all the money she had. She went straight to the ferry port and got on a boat to England. She swore that she was never coming back.


It had probably been easier to lose yourself in the crowd back in the eighties than it was today, Suzanne thought. It was harder now to avoid being tracked down, because of mobile phones and Laser cards and CCTV all over the place. But over twenty years ago, even though she knew her parents would have been looking for her, nobody found her. She called Donald from London, asking him to tell Ros and Fred that she was alive and well and not to worry about her. Donald had begged her to come home. He said that she was being selfish and that of course everyone was worried about her. But she said that she was tired of being worried about, that she needed to stand on her own two feet and that it would be a long time before she set foot in Ireland again.


When she did eventually return, for Ros’s funeral, she realised that there was nothing to keep in her home town. And nobody she wanted to come back to either. So the day after her mother had been buried, she left again and hadn’t even thought about returning since.




Chapter 5


There were a million places Lisette would have preferred to be other than standing in the kitchen of her father-in-law’s house on a beautiful Saturday morning. But because Fred had fallen and sprained his wrist quite badly a couple of days earlier, he needed someone to call by and help out, and she was the obvious choice. She supposed they were lucky he hadn’t broken the wrist. Or his hip, which would have been a damn sight worse. The way Lisette saw it, if Fred’s hip had gone, that would’ve been the end of him. Eighty-one-year-olds didn’t recover well from broken hips, although Fred might have been an exception; he was strong as a bull, despite the fact that he’d had a heart bypass five years previously. All the same, thought Lisette, he’d never fallen before. Maybe he was finally on the slippery slope to infirmity.


She unpacked the groceries she’d brought and began to put them away. Fred, sitting at the kitchen table, watched her.


‘I probably could’ve done it myself,’ he said. ‘I’m not helpless, you know.’


Lisette bit back the retort that it was because he’d been trying to reach something from a high shelf that he’d lost his footing and hurt himself in the first place. And that anyone would be helpless with their arm in a sling.


‘It was an accident,’ Fred continued. ‘Could’ve happened to a bishop.’


Lisette looked puzzled. Sometimes her father-in-law’s expressions defeated her, even though she’d been living in Ireland for nearly twenty-five years and knew most of them. What had accidents and bishops got to do with each other? She gave her Gallic shrug and continued to put the shopping away.


‘I should’ve bought my stuff online,’ added Fred. ‘Saved you the journey here.’


‘It’s no trouble,’ Lisette told him. ‘I had to go to the supermarket myself this morning. And we only live five minutes away.’


‘Lucky me,’ said Fred.


Lisette glanced around at him. She thought she’d detected a touch of sarcasm in her father-in-law’s voice, but she wasn’t certain. She put the last items in the cupboard (three pouches of microwave rice, a culinary travesty in her opinion) and then asked him if he’d like a cup of tea.


‘If you’re having one yourself,’ he replied.


She didn’t really want tea, but despite his comment she felt obliged to have one with him, so she filled the kettle and, when it had boiled, poured the water over the tea bags in their individual mugs. When she was at home, Lisette made weak loose-leaf tea in a pretty ceramic pot, enjoying the ritual, but Fred liked his brew as strong as it could possibly be, so two cups and two tea bags was the only option.


‘There’s Jaffa Cakes in the biscuit barrel,’ he told her.


Lisette said nothing. She opened the fridge and took out a carton of milk, telling herself that if Fred liked microwave rice or wanted to eat those disgusting biscuits, or if he liked his tea to resemble tar and stocked his fridge only with EasiSingles, full-fat milk and bottles of Guinness, that was entirely his business.


‘So how’s things with you?’ asked Fred after she’d placed the mug of tea and a plate of biscuits in front of him. ‘Did you enjoy your holiday? Are you glad to be home?’ He winked as he said this, and she knew it was because he was perfectly aware that she was always a little depressed when she and Gareth returned from their annual six weeks in their holiday home near the picturesque town of La Rochelle.


‘The holiday was perfect, as always,’ she replied. ‘And I suppose I can’t complain too much because the weather has – naturally – been lovely since we got back.’


Summer had arrived in Dublin with the end of August and the beginning of the new school term, when Lisette and Gareth, both teachers, returned to work.


‘It was always lovely in September when I was a boy,’ said Fred. ‘Though, funny, all the summers I remember as a kid were warm too. They couldn’t have been, I suppose, but I don’t ever recall being stuck indoors because of cold or rain.’ He gazed unseeingly in front of him and Lisette knew that he was lost in those memories. He did that more and more these days, though in fairness to him, a good deal less than her own maman, who was ten years younger but frequently waxed lyrical about her idyllic childhood in Nantes.


She continued to listen as he began talking again, but was suddenly distracted by the heavy cream-coloured piece of paper she saw poking out from the folder on the table in front of him. Half the page was hidden, but on the visible half she could see the letters ‘… ament’ in bold scripted type. Lisette instantly knew what it was. Another version of Fred’s last will and testament.


She felt her body tense. That bloody will! Fred was forever changing it and then dropping hints to his sons about what decisions he’d made about his legacy. Lisette had told him ages ago that the best thing to do was to divide it up equally between his three children (even though she wasn’t convinced that Suzanne, who couldn’t be bothered to visit and never enquired about her father, deserved anything). Fred, however, always tapped the side of his nose and said he knew what he was doing, which infuriated both Gareth, her husband, and Donald, who believed that he had a special place in his father’s heart since he was the one who’d gone into business with him. But ƒ hadn’t provided a male heir, Lisette thought, which to an old-fashioned man like Fred was still important. Lisette knew that Fred liked the idea of someone carrying on the Fitzpatrick name, and right now the only person who could do that was her son, Jerome. This surely meant, she thought, that Fred would favour them when he was drawing up his will.


She said this once to Gareth, who agreed with her in principle, but also reckoned Fred was simply toying with them whenever he talked about it. Her husband was probably right, thought Lisette. Making wills was a common enough pastime among the older generation. Her own grandmother had updated hers every six months until she died at the age of 102 (having outlived two daughters who’d long hoped to get their hands on her extensive jewellery collection). She hoped that Fred wouldn’t live that long. The truth was, no matter how her father-in-law was dividing up his estate, both she and Gareth could do right now with whatever assets he might be leaving them.


Fred probably knew that too. Every so often he would make remarks to her about the plummeting value of their property portfolio, and murmur that she and Gareth might have been better off concentrating on teaching. Lisette never said that it was thanks to Fred himself that they’d got involved in property, and never wished out loud (though she often did in private) that they’d had more sense. As well as their beautiful home, Thorngrove, at the bottom of the hill, their investment properties (a house in Artane and an apartment in Swords) and Papillon, their house in France, were currently a noose around their necks. But that noose would certainly be loosened as soon as Fred’s house and money were available.


Whenever thoughts of Fred’s net worth entered her head, she found them difficult to dislodge. Her eyes kept being drawn towards the folder containing the will, even though Fred was still talking about his life as a young boy.


‘Of course it wasn’t always idyllic back then.’ He put his mug down on the table with a thump, startling her. ‘There were some bad times. Some terrible things, right up to very recent days.’


Lisette looked at him enquiringly. ‘What on earth are you talking about?’


‘Abuse,’ said Fred. ‘Exploitation of vulnerable young girls. The Magdalene laundries, for example.’


‘What?’ This time she was astonished. Although the stories of the unmarried pregnant girls who ended up in the so-called laundries, kept away from their families and treated disgracefully, had made headline news and created a national scandal, Lisette didn’t think it was something that would have interested Fred very much. Her father-in-law was a typical unreconstructed man.


‘There was another programme on about it last night,’ said Fred. ‘It was terrible what happened to them.’


‘I didn’t see the programme,’ Lisette told him. ‘But you’re right, of course, it was dreadful.’


‘They deserved better,’ Fred said. ‘Better than what they got from the state back then and better than the so-called compensation that some of them received afterwards. Not that most of them got anything.’


‘It’s a disgrace,’ she agreed, thinking that Fred had got a bee in his bonnet about the subject. That was typical of him, though. There was always something. Traffic jams, greedy politicians, reality TV shows, poor infrastructure – all of these things made him hot under the collar from time to time. However, he rarely cared about any issues relating to women.


‘I suppose times have changed for the better,’ said Fred. ‘But, you know, there’s still stuff going on. Abuse of kiddies, for example. Violence in the family. Women having to run away and not having anywhere to run to.’


‘Indeed,’ said Lisette.


‘And this government doesn’t give them enough help,’ continued Fred. ‘They’ve cut funding to lots of very worthwhile projects.’


Lisette found it hard to believe that the old man had suddenly unearthed a social conscience. As far as she could remember, this was the first time he’d ever expressed outrage about anything other than high taxes and poor services.


‘There should be more funds for people who help those women,’ said Fred. ‘It’s something we should all think about.’


Lisette caught her breath. Fred couldn’t possibly be referring to himself, could he? Was he thinking of leaving money to some kind of women’s organisation? Or – an even worse thought suddenly struck her – he couldn’t want them to turn Furze Hill into some kind of refuge? The thought horrified her.


‘Not that I’ll have to worry about what goes on for much longer,’ said Fred as he took another Jaffa Cake. ‘I don’t have many years left.’


‘Of course you have,’ said Lisette, hoping that he had enough to get rid of any madcap ideas that were swilling around in his brain. ‘You’re as fit as a fiddle. I know you’re probably upset about your wrist, but it will be better in no time.’
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