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About the Book


Clara Conway is a woman with secrets.


But consequently, Clara’s family is falling apart. Her son Max emigrated to the US years ago and she has yet to meet her teenage granddaughter, Nathalie … because Max and his mother no longer speak.


Meanwhile Clara’s daughter Ava is fighting for a piece of happiness. When Clara unexpectedly reaches out to Nathalie and her niece comes to visit, Ava’s thoughts turn to Max, the brother she loved and lost. The brother whose abrupt disappearance left the Conway family heartbroken.


When Nathalie finds a pile of torn, faded letters, she unlocks the door to Clara’s past.  Can Nathalie’s time with her grandmother start to right some very old wrongs? And can Clara find a way to reach out to Max and thereby begin to heal the whole family once more?


After all, some secrets are meant to be shared …




In loving memory of my Oma, Melanie Fuchs O’Callaghan, who filled my heart with sparkles and shared her amazing story with me.


Also for Tomi Reichental, who I am humbled to know. Thank you for demonstrating the true meaning of forgiveness. Evil will never survive in the world while people like you are alive.




The best and most beautiful things in the world cannot be seen nor even touched, but just felt in the heart.


From The Story of My Life by Helen Keller, 1905




Prologue


Dearest Nathalie,


I am not sure how much you know about me …


Clara paused, laying down her pen on the soft cream paper for a moment, unsure of how to go on. She took a long sip of rich, dark coffee, then looked up towards the photograph on her bedside table, as if for guidance.


It was dawn. Her favourite time of day. Only she and the early-morning songbirds seemed enthusiastically compos mentis as she gazed through the partially opened curtains on to the empty street below.


Clara had always imagined she would know the right time to tell her story. For so many years she’d held her silence. But she knew the time had come for her to get her affairs in order.


As a vivacious and sprightly recently-turned-eighty-year-old, she was often jolted by her reflection. Nobody had ever mentioned the fact that her mind and body would somehow disconnect as the years progressed. In her mind’s eye she was still a smooth, sallow-skinned, lithe little thing with dancing dark eyes and bouncing brown curls.


Of course she knew that wrinkles and lacklustre locks were inevitable, and being a pragmatic soul, she accepted them with grace. Unlike her daughter Ava, who in her mid-forties was raging a vicious war with Mother Nature. Clara didn’t agree with Botox and fillers, but she figured it was her daughter’s face and therefore her choice.


The one thing Ava had inherited from her was her love of fabric. As a talented seamstress, Clara had sewn all the soft furnishings in the house herself. From cushion covers to intricate patchwork quilts, she’d carefully designed all her interiors.


Blue was her favourite colour at the moment. She particularly adored the cornflower shading against the crisp white background in the current curtain fabric. It brought back such vivid memories of her early childhood days in Austria. As she tucked her arms behind her head and drank in the pretty floral pattern, she closed her eyes and inhaled deeply through her nose. She could almost smell the delicate scent of the purply-blue Jacob’s ladder that dotted the Alpine landscape, interspersed with dainty snow-coloured edelweiss. At that time, with her innocence intact, she had lived a perfect life.


Clara was younger than most when she realised how some people’s existence was just a brief passing blessing. The past was so heavily peppered with love and heartache in equal measure, and her story was one that needed to be shared before she closed her eyes in eternal sleep. She had always known that one day she would feel compelled to speak, and when that time came, she would choose the right person to tell.


The one person she longed to tell was currently unobtainable to her, so she’d set the wheels in motion last week.


She’d felt like a real-life version of Miss Marple as she’d sat in Kevin O’Toole’s office.


‘I need to find someone,’ she’d said.


‘You’ve come to the right place,’ he said drily, pointing to the Private Investigator sign etched in the glass of his office door.


‘It’s my son.’


‘Oh, I see …’ He coughed awkwardly. ‘I didn’t mean to be trite, Mrs …’


‘Clara will do nicely, dear.’ She smiled and blinked slowly, holding his gaze. She noticed him relaxing and continued. ‘He lives in Los Angeles. That’s all I know.’


‘Was he adopted as a baby?’ Kevin asked, clasping his hands together.


‘Oh no …’


‘Sorry, you have a strong foreign accent, and I just assumed …’


‘Yes, I grew up in Austria but Max was born here in Ireland. I was married to an Irishman and we raised him here. He left twenty years ago. His anger towards me drove him away, you see. I always figured he would return if I didn’t badger him.’


‘But obviously he still hasn’t?’


‘No.’


Clara gave Kevin the details she had.


‘Conway is a fairly common name, but we might be pleasantly surprised at how few forty-year-old Max Conways there are living in LA. If he is indeed a doctor as you suspect, that’ll make it even simpler.’


Clara had gone away and put the meeting to the back of her mind. She longed to confide in Ava and let her know that she could possibly be reunited with her long-lost brother. But any time she mentioned Max, which was often, Ava’s brow furrowed. She had so much pent-up anger towards her younger brother, and Clara wasn’t sure that would ever be resolved.


Last night, as she was in the sewing room planning a new patchwork quilt for the guest bedroom, Clara’s landline had rung.


‘I’ve found your son,’ said a joyous Kevin. ‘I thought it was the right man last week, but I needed to be certain.’


Clara thought her heart had actually stopped beating as she grappled for a chair and sat down clumsily.


‘Tell me about him, please.’


‘He is a doctor, as you suspected. He did indeed transfer his course from Ireland and completed his medical studies. He then went on to train as a surgeon. He works in LA General Hospital and is married to one Amber Conway. They have a seventeen-year-old daughter called Nathalie.’


‘Oh my …’ Clara was reeling. ‘I’m an Oma.’


‘I beg your pardon?’


‘Oma,’ she repeated. ‘It’s grandmother in German. I had no idea I had a grandchild.’


Kevin promised to send all the details in a letter, but he read out Max’s home address.


‘Thank you. You have no idea how much I appreciate this.’


‘Would you like me to obtain some photographs of the family? For a small extra fee I can have them trailed for a day and send you pictures.’


‘Oh no, thank you,’ she said. It was one thing having Kevin find Max, but she wasn’t going to intrude on his life in a sneaky way.


She’d hung up and sat staring into space until the evening light faded and a chill hung in the air. Not sure of what else to do, she’d climbed into bed and nuzzled down into the duvet. Her dreams had been filled with memories of Max from the moment he was born until the awful day he’d stormed out of her life.


For the first time, she had his address. There was no reason why she couldn’t turn up on his doorstep. But Clara knew that would be too big a gamble. She needed to approach this gently in order to maximise her chances of a happy reunion. Finishing her coffee, she concentrated on the job in hand and continued writing.


… I am not sure how much you know about me, but I have literally just found out you exist. I cannot begin to describe the emotions that are racing through my heart. Suffice it to say that it brings me unspeakable joy to know that I have a granddaughter.


Your father may or may not have told you the reason we became estranged. But I would like to take this opportunity to assure you that I have longed to see him since the day he left Ireland.


Not a day has gone by when I haven’t thought of him and wanted to see him again.


I know it’s a lot to ask, but I would love it if you would consider getting to know me.


I don’t have an email address, which annoys your aunt Ava terribly. So I would be truly honoured if you would consider writing back, or even phoning me.


Of course you would be welcomed with open arms should you ever think of coming to Ireland.


I won’t bombard you with a long and tedious letter. Instead I will leave the ball in your court.


A reply would be incredible but I will understand if you would rather not.


Yours faithfully and with untold affection,


Clara Conway (your Oma)


Her hands shook ever so slightly as she sealed the envelope and climbed out of bed. She felt a frisson of anticipation. Change was coming, she could sense it. With one last glance at the photograph next to her bed, she blew it a kiss and hurried downstairs to start her day.




Chapter 1


A shiver of excitement shot through Nathalie as she scrutinised her reflection in the full-length mirror. She could barely believe it was finally her prom night.


‘Wow,’ came a voice behind her.


‘Dad!’


‘You look stunning,’ he said with a smile.


‘I saw this gown and thought it would look much better without the straps, so I cut them off. The wrap that was sold with it was just so boring, so I added the cream goose-down one instead! You like?’


She twirled around and did a little curtsey. ‘Ooh and I customised my shoes with silk flowers.’


Max stood motionless for a moment. He looked as if he were fighting back tears.


‘You OK?’ Nathalie asked.


‘Sure,’ he said, blowing out air loudly. ‘You reminded me of somebody just now.’ He strode across the room, planted a light kiss on her forehead and pulled a pale blue box from his pocket.


‘This is from Mom and me. Congratulations, darling.’


‘Oh my gosh, this looks like …’ She opened the box and screamed. ‘It’s a Tiffany necklace! Thank you, thank you, thank you!’


‘You’re welcome, welcome, welcome!’ he said, looking vaguely uncomfortable with all the fuss.


As Max fastened the necklace around Nathalie’s neck, he reiterated how immensely proud they were of her. Well, to be exact, he regurgitated the speech his wife had just delivered to him. Amber had been responsible for the necklace too. He’d come home from work at the hospital, had the bag thrust at him and was pretty much catapulted into his daughter’s room to let her know he loved her.


‘She knows,’ he’d said in an attempt to avoid the Brady Bunch moment.


‘Everyone likes to be told they’re loved. It can’t happen too often,’ Amber insisted. ‘Now go and do your fatherly duty.’


He was mildly surprised by how thrilled Nathalie was. He made a mental note to let Amber know she’d been right. But then again, he was fairly certain she knew that. Amber was always right. She was always in control and always a step ahead of him with domestic matters.


‘Thanks, Dad. You’d better get changed. DJ will be here soon.’


‘Right.’ His expression darkened.


‘How many times have we had this conversation?’ Nathalie sighed. ‘DJ is a good guy.’


‘In your opinion …’


‘Please, let’s not fight tonight. As far as I can tell, any guy I introduce to you wouldn’t be good enough. So why can’t you let me enjoy my prom?’ She rolled her eyes as her father strode off to change out of his operating scrubs.


Max muttered grumpily to himself as he plucked his suit from the bed where Amber had laid it out for him. It was his wife’s idea to give up on arguing over this DJ kid. If he had his way that good-for-nothing waste of time would be run off their property never to return. Amber was convinced they should put up and shut up, saying that Nathalie would come to her senses soon enough.


‘She’s a smart girl, Max. The sheen will wear off with DJ. Allow her to enjoy her prom and let this little flush of love run its course. It’s not as if she’ll want to marry him, for crying out loud.’


Max wasn’t so sure. As he was only too aware, Nathalie came from a long line of incredibly stubborn and strong-willed females. But Amber knew none of that. She knew nothing of his family or what they had done in the past, and he wasn’t about to start explaining. Not tonight, or any other night for that matter.


He sighed. Amber was right. It was Nathalie’s special night and of course he wanted her to have fun.


Besides, he knew he wasn’t great at all the emotional stuff. He tended to leave that to Amber. She was a natural when it came to socializing at hospital fund-raisers. She could sweep into a room and light it up effortlessly. She was brilliant with Nathalie’s friends and their air-kissing mothers too. He dreaded all the community schmoozing and found it nigh impossible to stand with a bottle of beer and talk nonsense to men he barely knew. He had enough to occupy his mind between working as a surgeon and being a husband and a father. He kept his cards close to his chest and appreciated it when others did the same. He preferred to concentrate on paying the bills and making sure his girls were well provided for. It was easier to show his love that way. Even though it was twenty years since he’d left Ireland, he still struggled to conform to the American way of conducting himself.


‘You don’t have to make lifelong pals of all the neighbours, but you do need to be civil,’ Amber had scolded him. They’d moved to their current home ten years ago. It was a traditional gated community, where the houses were larger than most, with inhabitants to match.


‘I don’t have any desire to stand in Chuck’s back yard being clapped on the back and referred to as “Doc”,’ he’d said.


‘Well suck it up and get on with it, Max. It’s important to Nathalie and me that we fit in around here.’


So Max did the least amount of fitting-in possible. He’d learned to wave automatically and call out mindless greetings like Ned Flanders, and was relieved that it seemed to mollify most of the neighbours. Amber felt he was making an effort too, so it was a win-win situation.


Unlike his wife and daughter, he’d been dreading tonight. Americans took prom night so seriously. It was an industry all of its own. One he most definitely didn’t get. But he loved his girls, and if it kept them happy, he’d grin and bear it.


He finished dressing and attached the cufflinks to his shirt. Flicking a comb through his honey-blond hair, he wondered where the creases around his eyes and the dulling of his bronzed skin might end. It was all the rage at the hospital to cruise into the plastics department for a shot of this and a zap of that to freshen one’s face. But Max was neither vain nor bothered enough to pitch up. He figured he’d go for the ageing gracefully thing instead. Besides, he had his trump card, which always seemed to please his patients.


‘Ooh, you have the most darling Irish accent!’


‘I love the way you speak. My grandma was from Ireland too …’


He’d just stepped into the living room when Nathalie swept in behind him. Max stood and observed his two favourite girls.


‘Wow,’ he said, nodding in approval. Once again he was amazed by their closeness and mutual adoration.


‘You look so beautiful, Nathalie,’ Amber said, grasping both her hands.


‘So do you, Mom,’ Nathalie said sincerely.


‘Ah, once I stick with Ms Coco Chanel, I’m on to a winner,’ Amber said with a grin. ‘Are you happy with your gown?’


‘I love it, thank you, Mom. Most importantly, I’ve got DJ taking me, Mackenzie has a date and all our friends will be there. I can’t believe I’ve finally reached this point in my life.’


‘Neither can I, baby girl. I still remember how I felt when I discovered I was pregnant. Do you know, I secretly wished for a girl.’


‘Why?’ Nathalie smiled.


‘For moments just like this one … For the camaraderie and the frills and spills that only a daughter brings. I’m blessed to have you in my world, darling.’


They hugged, and were both dabbing ever so gently at their expertly made-up eyes as Max cleared his throat.


‘OK, you guys. Enough leaky girlie moments. You’re both gorgeous and I am unbelievably proud.’


The tender moment was shattered by the arrival of Nathalie’s sorry excuse for a boyfriend. Max couldn’t abide him. He was everything he didn’t want to see attached to his precious girl.


‘No way!’ Nathalie screamed, pointing outside. ‘I can’t believe he did that.’ Flinging the front door open, she rushed down the drive towards the white stretch Hummer with tinted windows.


‘So much for her being the belle of the ball,’ Max said drily. ‘As she charges down the drive looking like she’s taking part in a timed sprint.’


‘Lighten up, eh, Max,’ Amber said dreamily. ‘She’s young and in love.’


‘Just like you were a hundred years ago,’ he said, teasing her as he took her in his arms.


‘Do you remember my prom?’


‘I’ll never forget it,’ he said. ‘I was quaking in my slippery hired shoes, terrified to even open my mouth. Every time I spoke, your father corrected me.’


‘He couldn’t understand your Irish accent,’ she giggled.


‘Yeah, that’s his version of the story,’ Max said. ‘I think I can appreciate how he felt now. He told me repeatedly that you were only seventeen and I was far too old for you at twenty.’ He leaned against the frame of the door with his arms folded and watched Nathalie as she allowed DJ to place a corsage around her wrist, then pick her up and twirl her around.


‘Not so touchy-feely, young man,’ Max growled.


‘Oh Max, stop it.’ Amber swatted him. ‘Behave.’


He raised an eyebrow and side-glanced at his wife.


‘I’ve waited a long time to make a guy feel as uncomfortable as I did at your prom. Let me have my moment in the sunshine.’ He grinned wickedly.


‘You mean thing,’ Amber laughed.


‘I wish it were simply a joke,’ Max said, shaking his head. ‘But look at the guy. He’s a grease monkey with about as much class as a septic tank—’


‘Enough,’ Amber said sternly, holding her hand aloft. ‘There’s plenty of time for meaningful conversations about finding the right life partner. But this isn’t one of them. Suck it up and let our daughter enjoy her prom. Besides, she’s merely testing the water. If I know Nathalie, she’ll be sick to the back teeth of DJ soon enough.’


‘As long as she doesn’t come home and say she’s knocked up and they’re off to live in a trailer park.’


‘Your imagination runs riot at times, Max,’ Amber said. ‘Let’s just enjoy the moment … Please?’


Reluctantly, Max did as he was bid. DJ bounded up the driveway.


‘Evenin’, Doc.’


Max clenched his jaw and shook the boy’s hand before walking silently back into the living room to grab his house keys.


‘Doc …’ he muttered, tutting and grinding his teeth.


The others were waiting in the limo as he dawdled on purpose. He didn’t want to sit in a confined space with this joker. But he knew he couldn’t growl at him either, or Amber would be on his case and Nathalie would pout and treat him like a leper for the next week. He sighed and hid his smile, knowing that yet again he was under the thumb of his two women. Eventually he joined them.


‘Max,’ Amber hissed. ‘Turn that frown upside down before I accidentally implant my stiletto in your toe.’


Max fixed a smile on his face.


The journey seemed endless. Amber and Nathalie babbled to one another, while DJ was busy opening all the compartments in the back of the limo, discussing the likely cost of replacing each one. Max tried to zone out and think about something completely different.


Once inside the school gym, Nathalie felt as if she would combust with excitement.


‘Mom, look at the balloons and bunting. Isn’t it magical?’


The foursome greeted the other kids and parents. The atmosphere was bittersweet, with some parents expressing their dismay at the thought of their children leaving school.


‘The years have flown by so quickly,’ Amber agreed, as Max stood motionless by her side. ‘But I’m happy Nathalie is ready to spread her wings. She’s headed for medical school, following in her father’s footsteps,’ she said proudly.


‘There’s Mackenzie,’ Nathalie said, rushing to hug her best friend. ‘You look totally wowzers!’


‘So do you!’


‘Hey, Jonas,’ Nathalie said, kissing her friend’s date on the cheek. DJ and Jonas shook hands and banged one another on the back.


Once the speeches and the drinks reception were over, it was time for the parents to leave.


‘Enjoy the rest of the evening, and don’t forget to have her home by two,’ Max said to DJ. ‘We’ll be at the Four Seasons if you need us before that, darling,’ he said, kissing his daughter’s cheek.
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Nathalie waved her parents off and joined her friends to dance the night away. She grabbed Mackenzie’s hand and they rushed to the rest room to touch up their make-up and have a quick chat.


‘Did you see Jonas?’ Mackenzie squealed. ‘He’s so hot and he brought me this.’ She showed Nathalie the exquisite bracelet on her arm.


‘Hey, I’m jealous,’ Nathalie said. ‘That’s awesome. He is so into you. That must’ve cost a fortune.’


‘I know!’ Mackenzie grinned. ‘That’s what happens when your date is rich!’ She bit her lip. ‘I’ve never had anything like this before. My mom nearly choked when I opened it.’


Nathalie beamed back at her friend. Mackenzie had two brothers and a sister, and things at her home weren’t easy since her father had lost his job. Nathalie was thrilled to see her enjoying the princess treatment for a change.


‘He whispered that I look knock-dead stunning as we were getting into the limo,’ Mackenzie said with shining eyes.


‘Aw, that’s so great, sweetie. For the record, he’s right, you look amazing,’ Nathalie said. ‘He’s a good guy. I’ve got a great feeling about you two.’


‘I can’t really see why he’s chosen me, though. Have you seen how good Whitney looks? She’s on fire … Every time I look up, she’s glaring over at me. If I’d known it was going to upset her this much …’


‘Huh,’ Nathalie scoffed. ‘She’s pretty, but as the song says, honey, she has an ugly heart. Besides, they split months ago. Jonas made his choice and I happen to agree with him. Besides, what guy wants to sit and listen to her going on and on about her latest photo shoot?’


‘I like her, though,’ Mackenzie said blinking.


‘Yeah, because you’re the nicest person I’ve ever met. I, on the other hand, am not quite as charitable. Where would I be without you? I’d be a total monster.’


‘Well, you’ll never need to find out.’ Mackenzie held up her pinkie and Nathalie linked it with hers.


‘So does Jonas know you’re planning on going away to college?’


‘Yeah, I mentioned it. But he says he’ll come and see me,’ Mackenzie said, shrugging. ‘It’s good that DJ and Jonas are buddies. If we stay with them, they’ll need to get along, seeing as we’ll be buying apartments next door to one another in the future.’


‘You said it,’ Nathalie answered as she passed her lip gloss to Mackenzie to use. ‘Do you reckon we can have a joint wedding? That way we can have babies at the same time …’


‘… and they’ll be best friends like us,’ Mackenzie finished.


Nathalie hugged her friend and pulled her back out to the dance floor. The music was like a trip down memory lane as the songs that they’d all grown up with pumped from the speakers. Nathalie spotted Jonas watching them. He was eyeing Mackenzie appreciatively.


‘Your man is drinking you in,’ she said, cupping her friend’s ear. She took Mackenzie’s hands and moved her into the middle of the floor. She knew from her expression that Mackenzie was dying inside, but she encouraged her to keep going. As Jonas came over and put his arms around her from behind, Nathalie discreetly stepped away, winking at Mackenzie.


The night seemed to pass in an instant. Nathalie was hoarse from shouting and her feet were aching from dancing. Then DJ made the unwelcome announcement that he hadn’t paid for the limo to take them home.


‘How are we meant to get there?’ Nathalie asked. ‘It’s like twenty minutes away. I’m wearing high shoes in case you hadn’t noticed.’


She wasn’t about to admit it to anyone, least of all her father, but DJ was swiftly beginning to annoy her.


‘Hey,’ he said, flinging his hands up. ‘I don’t earn bags of cash. I paid for the car here. We can call a cab if you don’t want to walk.’


‘What’s up, sweetie?’ Mackenzie asked, appearing by Nathalie’s side.


‘DJ thinks I’m walking home,’ she whispered through gritted teeth.


‘Come with us, both of you. Jonas has a limo booked.’


‘Ah no. Thanks, but I don’t want to cramp your style.’


Nathalie grinned as Mackenzie yanked her and DJ to the exit. As they climbed into the long-based black limousine, she was thrilled to see Whitney snarling at their car.


‘She’s so pissed!’ she laughed.


‘Aw, you’re incorrigible.’ Mackenzie swatted her. ‘She’s not that bad. I’m sure she’ll improve as she gets older.’


As they settled in the back of the plush car, Nathalie couldn’t have been more delighted. The prom had lived up to their expectations, and she couldn’t believe how happy Mackenzie looked as she sat opposite her with Jonas’s arm draped around her shoulder.




Chapter 2


‘Nathalie … wake up. Nathalie, please …’


‘Uh, stop, Mom.’ Nathalie groaned and tried to turn on to her side.


‘Nathalie, please.’ The loud sobs ripped through her dreams and made her sit bolt upright in the bed.


‘Mom?’


Staring at her mother’s tear-stained face, Nathalie’s head shot towards the door, where her father was standing with his forehead against the frame, openly crying too.


‘What’s happened?’ Nathalie rubbed her eyes. ‘Where am I?’


Her prom dress had been replaced by a limp hospital gown and there was a drip attached to her arm.


‘What happened?’ she repeated. ‘Mom? Speak to me.’


Amber’s shoulders shook and she looked over to Max. Nathalie gripped her arm and willed her to explain.


‘I can’t do it, Max …’ Wriggling free from her daughter’s grasp, Amber staggered clumsily backwards and exited the room.


Max edged towards the bed and sat down. Taking Nathalie’s hands in his own, he opened his mouth to speak. Nothing came out. Tears coursed down his cheeks.


‘I …’


‘What’s going on? Somebody tell me what the hell is happening here!’ Nathalie’s voice rose higher and higher until she was yelling. ‘Hello? Daddy? It seems only five minutes ago that I was dancing with my friends …’


‘There has been …’ He gulped and closed his eyes. ‘There has been a tragic accident.’


‘What?’ Nathalie’s eyes dashed wildly from side to side as she tried frantically to recall what had happened. ‘Who was in the accident?’


‘It’s Mackenzie …’


‘Nooo!’ Nathalie screamed. ‘No. No, don’t tell me … Is she OK? She’s fine, right? Daddy? She’s going to be OK, isn’t she?’


‘She’s dead, Nathalie.’


The words hung in the air like slowly dissolving powder. Seconds passed before there was another sound.


‘I need to call her. She’ll be fine once I speak with her,’ Nathalie said, trying to climb out of her bed. ‘Find my cell phone.’


‘Nathalie.’ Max spoke sharply. ‘The limousine you were all travelling home in last night crashed. Mackenzie and Jonas were killed. Miraculously, you and DJ survived.’


‘Stop it!’ Nathalie yelled, covering her ears with her hands. ‘Shut up and quit talking. You’re giving me a headache. You’re lying. You’re saying the most offensive and vile stuff. You’re making me hate you, Dad …’


Nathalie stared at her father’s tear-stained face. She’d never seen him cry before. She felt as if she were in a parallel universe. One moment her life was swell, and now all she could feel was this hideous ball of pain inside.


‘Why is Mackenzie hurt? Who would want to do that to her? She’s my best friend in the whole world.’


‘It’s the most unthinkable and unbearable tragedy, Nathalie,’ Max said. ‘A truck skidded and lost control. The back axis swivelled around and collided with the back of the limousine, taking it out. It seems Mackenzie and Jonas died instantly, while you and DJ escaped by a hair’s breath.’


Nathalie tried to process the information. She could hear the words but none of it made any sense. She closed her eyes and tried to think about the night. She saw Mackenzie dancing with Jonas. She even saw Whitney with one hand on her skinny hip glowering at them. After that it was blank.


This had to be a mistake. It couldn’t be true. Mackenzie was getting ready for college. They had so much stuff to do. Jonas was going to be there for her, treating her like gold dust and making her feel special.


Nathalie realised her father was still speaking.


‘I hate to sound crass or rude, Dad. But I know you’ve made an awful mistake here. You’re wrong. Mackenzie is fine. I know. I was with her.’


The conversation continued. Nathalie wanted to put her hands over her ears. Her father was babbling about internal injuries and how Mackenzie wouldn’t have known what had happened, how it was all so quick and she wouldn’t have suffered. Suffered! What was he doing here? Trying to break her spirit? This was all insane.


Eventually the talk stopped. When her father left the room, Nathalie lay back against the uncomfortable hospital pillows. She gazed around. She needed to get out of here. That would be a good start. She’d go and find Mackenzie and clear this up. This needed to stop. All the crazy death talk. It was doing her head in.


She groaned as her father and mother returned looking devastated still. She smiled and shook her head slowly.


‘It’ll be OK, you guys. No need to look so sad. Once I find some clothes, we’ll get out of here and I’ll find Mackenzie. It’s cool, yeah?’


Suddenly Nathalie had an image of Jonas. He was fine too, she assured herself. He wasn’t some kid who’d died in a freak accident. Mackenzie wasn’t a statistic, yet another horrific road death. She was Nathalie’s best friend. She was her other half. She couldn’t have died. She wouldn’t … They had so much to do together … It had to be a mistake.


‘Nathalie, honey,’ her father said. ‘I’ve spoken with Mackenzie’s parents and some of the staff here at the hospital. We feel it might be beneficial if you see Mackenzie’s body.’


Amber held a bunch of scrunched-up tissues to her mouth and nose. A small, miserable sound escaped her lips.


Nathalie sighed heavily. If this would get her parents off her back, she’d go. But she knew in her heart of hearts that Mackenzie wouldn’t be there. That it would be someone else. Some poor young girl who probably looked a bit like her. After all, it was prom season. There must’ve been a pile of proms on last night.


It would be sad and awful and Nathalie would feel for this stranger’s family and friends. But it wouldn’t be Mackenzie.


‘OK, let’s do this,’ she said as she moved woodenly to the corridor. She shifted her weight from one foot to the other and clicked her fingers. First the left hand, then the right. She repeated it over and over. Her mom came to her side and stroked her matted hair.


‘Isn’t it odd that I can click really loud with my right hand and barely at all with my left?’ Nathalie said to nobody in particular.


Max placed a dressing gown belonging to the hospital around her shoulders. He was babbling again. Only bits of it penetrated her psyche. Her head jerked to the side. He kept mentioning the body … That wasn’t right. That made no sense.


‘Will you stop with the morbid talk,’ she said.


Her parents looked at one another in an odd manner and back at her. The pressure of their bewilderment weighed heavily on her. She closed her eyes and thought of the houses she and Mackenzie were going to own some day. Their front yards would be identical. It was all going to work out just the way they’d planned. This was just a big mix-up.


‘Nathalie,’ Max said gently. ‘Honey, you need to prepare yourself for what you’re about to see. Mackenzie may not look the way you remember. She will be bereft of colour and life. Are you sure you want this image imprinted on your mind for ever? Because this is something you will never forget, believe me.’ He took her in his arms and rocked her from side to side. ‘Would it be better for you to remember her the way she was? As the girl you loved?’


Nathalie had had enough of this. She was getting more angry by the minute.


‘I want to go in there,’ she said through gritted teeth as she pushed him away. Her dad wasn’t a huggy, touchy-feely type, and he rarely discussed his emotions. So why now? Why was he trying to crowd her when all she needed was to make sure this wasn’t Mackenzie and get the hell out of here? Was it too much to ask? She didn’t need any more freaky behaviour. There was enough of a horror show going on.


They walked slowly down one corridor, then another. The light hurt her eyes and her legs were so stiff she felt as if she’d been leaning on them awkwardly and they’d gone to sleep.


When they got there, the morgue was a lot brighter than she’d expected. She realised she’d been visualising a dark, basement-style place with rows of drawers like massive filing cabinets. Like on a TV show. Instead this was more like a regular hospital room. There was a large window overlooking a neat, architect-designed garden with perfect round grassy features and little brick-built paths. Fleetingly Nathalie wondered why the room containing dead people had one of the better views at the hospital.


‘Hello, Dr Conway,’ the nurse said.


‘Hi,’ he answered. ‘This is my daughter Nathalie. She’s having a bit of trouble coming to terms with the news. I know from experience that this can be an effective way of fathoming this kind of trauma.’


The nurse nodded.


‘What my dad really means is that I don’t believe Mackenzie is dead. She’s not. She can’t be. You see, we were going home from the prom and we were in a limo. It was all fine …’


‘Hello, darling,’ the nurse said kindly. ‘Your friend Mackenzie is right over here.’


‘Riiight,’ Nathalie said, her voice dripping with sarcasm. ‘Come on then, show me the person you think is Mackenzie.’


‘Nathalie, you need to listen to the nurse,’ Max said. The nurse hesitated for a moment. Max nodded for her to continue.


‘Her face and body are covered by a sheet. When you feel you are ready, I will pull the sheet back so you can see her.’ The woman’s voice was clear and sympathetic. While Nathalie appreciated that she was simply trying to sound kind, she wanted to punch her. Why was everyone treating her like a moron? Mackenzie was OK. She was probably at home in bed resting. Nobody else knew that, clearly. But Nathalie was certain it was all a big mess. The sooner it was sorted, the better.


‘Thank you,’ she said robotically. Her eyes were drawn to the bed and she stopped in her tracks. Her chest felt as if it had been thumped with a large brick. Beneath the pale sheet she could make out the strong Kelly-green colour of what looked like a prom gown. Scrutinising the form, she decided the girl’s feet were bare.


‘I’d like to see her now.’


As the nurse gently peeled the sheet back, Nathalie inhaled sharply.


It was Mackenzie all right. She looked so different, though.


‘Her cheek is bruised,’ Nathalie said as she stared, almost unable to breathe.


‘I know, sweetie.’ Max placed his hand on Nathalie’s shoulder protectively. She shrugged him off. Stepping forward, she tugged at the sheet and brought it down to Mackenzie’s waist.


‘Your gown is fine, Mackenzie,’ she said tenderly. ‘You still look beautiful. There’s no need to freak out. You’re like a pretty mannequin.’ She raised her hand; it was shaking violently but she moved it towards Mackenzie’s face. It hovered there for the longest time.


Then, taking a deep breath, she lowered it palm first towards the bruise on her friend’s cheek. Only her fingertips grazed the waxy skin at first. It was shockingly cold. It was a weird type of cold. Not like holding hands at the indoor ice rink when they were kids. This was different. It was hard, as if Mackenzie had turned to marble.


All at once it was as if the universe had begun to spin in a different direction. The world she’d taken for granted and assumed was filled with nothing but love, life and joy had been wiped out. Instead, she was faced with this new and unknown existence where her best friend since she was three had departed. She’d been hoping with all her heart that she’d see somebody else in this room and that would be that.


Nathalie was certain her friend hadn’t wanted to die. She’d liked Jonas for ever and they’d only just got together. It made no sense that she was gone. None. A noise that had never emanated from her body before filled the air. Right at that moment, if she’d had the chance, she’d have gone with her.


‘Where are you, Mackenzie?’ she whispered. ‘I want you to come back. I need you here, baby girl.’ This was like being in a bad dream, except she wasn’t going to wake up.


‘We’ve been best friends since kindergarten,’ she told the nurse. ‘I met her the morning we started. She was crying for her mamma and I offered her a piece of play dough. We held hands all day long. I even took her to the bathroom when I needed to go. She never said, but I knew she was scared.’


‘That’s lovely,’ the nurse said as tears poured down her face.


‘Mackenzie would help me too. I hated math. She was a whizz at numbers. She’d sit and explain how to figure the problems and it would all suddenly seem easier.’


‘I’d say she was a very clever young lady,’ the nurse said.


‘She didn’t like science, though. Said it freaked her out when we had to dissect stuff. That’s why she was going to do accountancy and I’m doing medicine.’


Max and the nurse nodded, neither of them able to verbalise anything.


‘She saw the good parts of everyone. Even when Whitney looked down her nose at her because she didn’t have as many clothes as some of the girls … Mackenzie would say that it was kind of sad. That Whitney must have some issues and some day she’d be happier.’


Nathalie stared at her friend’s frozen face. Why had Mackenzie been ripped away from her? What was the point? She had so much to live for, so much to enjoy. Where was the justice in the world?


‘I don’t understand where you’ve gone, sweetie. But please know that I will miss you and love you for every day of my life until we meet again.’


Nathalie stroked her friend’s hair for the last time before turning to shuffle from the room. The smell of death was pungent now. All the doubts had been ripped away and there was no pretence remaining. Mackenzie was dead, and Nathalie was afraid of what life looked like without her.




Chapter 3


Clara had always enjoyed walking. Up until recent times she’d been a regular sea swimmer too. The invigorating sensation of the salty water had been one of her favourite things. But lately the cold had become all-encompassing and had a habit of seeping into her bones and making her feel so chilled she’d have to return to bed just to thaw out.


As she posted the letter to Nathalie, she leaned against the post box for a moment. She had no way of knowing whether or not her granddaughter would respond; all she could do was hope.


The warm May air spurred her on as she walked towards the shop that Ava now owned.


Her daughter was proud of telling customers that the shop had been running for sixty-two years and she was the third-generation owner. As Clara walked in the door, she had a clear flashback to the day her mother had started this business.


Clara was eighteen years old at the time and thought it quite normal for her mother to do such a brave and bolshie thing. Her mother had done so many incredibly courageous things that nothing had ever surprised her in the end.


Clara had kept her mother’s name above the door, and Ava had chosen to do the same. As the years rolled by, Clara became increasingly grateful for this shop, her mother’s legacy.


‘Hello, Mama,’ Ava said, rushing to hug her. ‘What brings you here so early?’


‘I was out walking and I have news,’ she said gingerly.


‘Riight …’ Ava glanced over her shoulder as she put a dress on to a satin padded hanger.


‘Ooh, that’s a beauty,’ Clara gasped, stepping over to stroke the dark green silk evening gown. ‘It reminds me of my graduation gown. The one that set Mama on the path to opening this place.’


‘Yes, I know,’ Ava grinned. ‘I got the inspiration from the photo of you and Dad taken on that night.’


‘Mama made me a matching coat. It was the same shade of deep olive green but made from the most exquisite silk velvet I’d ever seen. She hand-stitched tiny seed pearls and sequins down the front panels and attached miniature hooks and eyes so it looked as if it were being held shut by magnets.’


‘She was so talented,’ Ava said tenderly. ‘We both get our artistic eye from her.’


‘She would be so proud of you, my dear,’ Clara said, for the umpteenth time.


‘So,’ Ava said, spinning on her kitten heel and marching to the original mahogany desk that was still in use. ‘What’s your urgent news?’


‘I’ve found Max.’


‘I beg your pardon?’ Ava spat. Her eyes narrowed as she leaned the heels of her hands on the desk. ‘Has he turned up looking for money or something? No, don’t tell me, he’s realised he has nobody to turn to so he’s here cap in hand begging forgiveness?’


‘No … nothing like that. Ava, please, lovey. I need you to try and forget the bitterness.’


‘Huh, well that’s asking way too much,’ Ava scoffed.


Clara lowered herself on to a spoon-backed chair and waited patiently for Ava to stop huffing and puffing.


‘OK, go on …’


‘I used a private investigator to trace your brother. He’s a doctor and lives in LA. He’s married and has a child … a seventeen-year-old …’


‘Oh …’


Clara winced; she could virtually see Ava’s haughtiness dissolving.


‘Is … is the child … the teenager … a boy or a … a girl?’ Ava swallowed, glassy-eyed.


‘A girl,’ Clara said quietly. Ava nodded vigorously, and tell-tale tears seeped down her cheeks.


‘I see. And she’s seventeen?’


‘Yes.’


Just as Clara was about to stand and walk to her daughter and take her in her arms, Ava held her hand up and flicked her head back. ‘I don’t want to know anything about Max or his family.’


‘But Ava—’


‘No. Mama, I’m a grown woman and I have the right to make my own decisions. If you want to play happy families with Max after twenty years of silence, that’s your lookout. But I don’t want any part in it.’


‘Ava, this isn’t a stranger we’re talking about here. It’s your brother. My son.’


‘If he valued either of us, even a teeny-tiny bit, he wouldn’t have left without so much as a backward glance. Too much water has flowed under the bridge for me, Mama. As far as I’m concerned … Max is dead.’


Clara had heard Ava say those icy words so many times before. But she’d somehow hoped that the news of her brother’s marriage and daughter might change her mind.


A gaggle of excited women arrived in the door of the shop, forcing Clara to move. Ava welcomed them and said she had the bridesmaids’ dresses ready for them to try on. Clara smiled to let her know she would man the desk as she led the ladies upstairs.


When Clara and her mother had first opened the shop, they’d only managed to rent a fraction of the space Ava now occupied. The back was a dedicated sewing room where everything from pattern cutting to embellishments was done. Back in the day, the shop part housed two rails and an old-fashioned mannequin.


Clara smiled as she stood at the familiar wooden desk and looked at the refurbished and beautifully lit show rooms that Ava had made her own. Her mama would be thrilled to see just how far they’d come. Clara was certain that her mother had never fully grasped how incredibly ahead of her time she’d been.


The bell above the shop door pinged as Ruth, Ava’s assistant, bustled in.


‘Oh Clara, thank goodness you’re here,’ she said, attempting to catch her breath. ‘I missed my bus and ended up half running, half walking the entire way.’


‘Once you recover, you’ll feel all the better for it,’ Clara said calmly. ‘Nothing like a bit of invigorating exercise to kick-start the day. Now you need a nice cup of coffee and you won’t know yourself.’


‘Is Ava upstairs with the Parker wedding party?’


‘A group of women with hair and skin scarily like a family of orang-utans?’ Clara raised an eyebrow.


‘Yup, that’s them,’ Ruth grinned.


‘Then yes. She’s doing their final fitting.’


Clara waited for Ruth to settle before making her way back out of the shop.


‘Tell Ava she knows where to find me, should she want to continue our little chat.’


‘OK,’ said Ruth.


Clara grinned as she wandered back down Lochlann main street towards her house. She knew Ruth would be busting a gut to find out what they were discussing. She was a curious sort, which Ava found infuriating at times.


‘She’s interested, that’s all,’ Clara defended her.


‘A nosy little bee, more like it,’ Ava huffed. ‘She gets full details for people’s entire weddings. Right down to the price of the bridesmaids’ underwear. I don’t need to know the ins and outs of people’s bank accounts.’


Ruth was a precise seamstress, however, and Ava knew she wouldn’t find her attention to detail elsewhere.


‘Nobody’s perfect, Ava,’ Clara said. ‘We all have our little quirks. The trick is to find someone who finds them endearing rather than exasperating. That’s when you know you’ve found your soulmate.’


Clara inhaled the sea air and tried to envisage it cleansing her body and mind. She loved living here in Lochlann and was proud to call it her home since moving here from Austria.


She’d learned to dismiss unimportant things, or as Ava said, to not sweat the small stuff. In fact, she’d lived by that mantra for a long time now. But she wasn’t getting any younger and she wanted to have one last-ditch effort at getting her little family back together. She knew it was a long shot, but she didn’t want to find herself on her deathbed harbouring major regrets. Turning thirty hadn’t bothered her, she’d embraced forty, fifty felt grown-up yet still young, sixty was a sort of proud milestone, seventy was pushing it a bit. But when she’d turned eighty, last month, an odd urgency had engulfed her. She’d had a sudden compulsion to straighten out her affairs. She only hoped she could do it before it was too late.


[image: Image Missing]


Ava barely noticed the morning passing. By the time she’d finished fitting the six hyperactive bridesmaids for the Parker wedding, there were two customers waiting to see her on the shop floor.


Neither wanted to deal with anyone else and both were regulars.


Ruth was busy with a ballgown with brain-numbingly intricate detailing on the never-ending yards of hemline, so Ava dealt with her customers alone.


At times like this, she wished Clara were still here. She’d have taken one of the ladies and made her feel as if she were royalty. The first customer was easy enough to organise. She wanted a repeat of a previous dress in a different colour. Then came Mrs Regan. Clara used to be brilliant at handling that woman, Ava mused. She certainly wouldn’t have allowed her to order a bright green fishtail-styled evening dress.


Ava knew she was hardly backwards at coming forwards when it came to giving her opinion, but Mrs Regan’s mouth was almost as big as her bank balance, and she hadn’t the wherewithal to argue just now. She could almost hear her mother in her mind …


‘Tell her she’ll look like a great big snot. She hasn’t the belly, bosom or bottom to appear in that design. She looks in the mirror and sees the Little Mermaid; the rest of us see a grassy knoll …’


Ava sniggered. Clara never meant to be cutting. Perhaps it was the language barrier, but she had a habit of saying it as it was. Often times, people were shocked and thought she was being offensive. But that couldn’t have been further from the truth. Clara was simply honest, and her intention would always be to make a dress that suited her client and made the most of her figure.


‘Are you all right there, Ava?’ Mrs Regan asked.


‘Yes thank you. I was just thinking about my mother. She says the funniest things, you know!’


‘Ah, your mother is a character for certain. When I met her at first I wasn’t quite sure what way to take her. She has an unusual way of expressing herself at times. I always put it down to the fact that she’s foreign.’ Mrs Regan sniffed as she said the last word, as if being from overseas were akin to having leprosy. ‘But I soon realised she is always right. She has an impeccable eye and I’ve never left this shop with a dress that doesn’t do me justice.’


Ava took a deep breath. ‘No, you haven’t, Mrs Regan,’ she said. ‘Which is why I feel I must try and dissuade you from the green you’ve just ordered.’


She deftly showed the woman a different design, saying it was the next big thing in gowns. Mercifully Mrs Regan went for it and Ava made the necessary adjustments to her order book.


‘See you next week, Mrs Regan,’ she said in a saccharine-sweet voice, then, grabbing her coat, she took the cash from the safe and let Ruth know she was off to the bank.


Once she’d lodged the takings from the last couple of days, Ava made her way to the park. It was the pride of Lochlann town and many of the residents took turns weeding, adding to the flower beds and ensuring the benches were freshly painted. Clara had brought Ava and Max here as children. They’d thought it was the size of a racetrack as they’d navigated the bends and booted up the straights on their scooters.


So Max was alive and well. Ava had guessed he might be. For months after he left, she’d lain awake at night and worried about where he’d ended up. As time marched on, her tears dried and anger and bitterness hardened her heart towards him. Hearing this news about him was like rekindling a fireball of rage. How could he have stayed away so long? How could he have denied his wife and child the chance to get to know his family? Hadn’t he thought of burying the hatchet over the years? For crying out loud, she was an auntie and sister-in-law and had unwittingly shirked both responsibilities over the years.


Sadly, Ava acknowledged that the thing that still hurt most of all was how Max could have allowed his best friend Sean to do what he did to her … They’d been extremely close growing up. Surely that counted for something? What about blood being thicker than water?


Knowing she couldn’t hold back any longer, Ava stood up and marched from the park. Tears streamed down her cheeks as she tripped along the footpath to the edge of town and turned towards the graveyard. She found her familiar spot instantly. Reading the name on the granite stone over and over again, she sobbed for the love she’d lost and cursed Max for not even knowing about her pain.
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