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CHAPTER ONE


‘STOP THE MUSIC PLEASE!’ Lainey Byrne shouted, waving her arms as though she was fighting off a swarm of bees. The background music stopped with a screech. On the stage the ten dancers dressed in giant sausage costumes came to a wobbly halt.


Lainey quickly climbed the steps, looking for the lead dancer. It was hard to tell who was who when the entire troupe was dressed from head to toe in pink foam. ‘They look more like hotdogs than sausages,’ the sound technician had muttered unkindly that morning. Or something ruder, Lainey had thought privately. But it was too late to get new costumes and she could hardly scorch each of them with a cigarette lighter to get authentic grill marks. The fabric was far too flammable.


She spoke loudly, hoping they could all hear her clearly through the foam. ‘Can I just remind you again how it’s supposed to go? You run on after the barbecue’s been lowered, not before. Otherwise half of you will get squashed, which isn’t exactly the look our client wants for his big event.’


There were a few muffled laughs. Lainey turned and nodded at the sound man, and the opening notes of the Beaut Barbecues jingle filled the East Melbourne venue once more. As she moved off the stage and into the middle of the room, Lainey winced again at the lyrics.


Oh, believe me, mate,


Sausages taste great


On a beaut Beaut Barbecue-oo-oo.


She’d tried to gently talk the managing director out of the jingle three months ago, when they’d first met to discuss the gala party celebrating his tenth year in the barbecue business. But it turned out his eight-year-old daughter had written the words and he wasn’t budging. Lainey wondered now if his eight-year-old daughter had come up with the idea of the dancing sausages as well. Or perhaps it had been his four-year-old son. Or his dog. Lainey just hoped none of today’s guests would think it had been Complete Event Management’s idea. Still, it was her job to give her clients what they wanted, and if Mr Barbecue wanted dancing sausages, he was going to get dancing sausages.


Lainey’s mobile phone rang. She took a few steps back, keeping an eye on the stage. ‘Complete Event Management, Lainey Byrne speaking.’


‘Lainey, have I rung at a bad time?’


It was her mother. ‘Ma, of course not. Is everything okay? Is Dad all right?’ As Lainey spoke, the dancers moved to the front of the stage to pick up the first of their props. Lainey held her breath as one of the fatter sausages teetered a little too close to the edge.


‘He’s grand. Well, no, not grand, no change there. This is a brand-new problem.’ 


‘What’s happened?’


‘It’s to do with his sister’s will.’


‘The will? I thought that had all been sorted out. Don’t tell me she left the B&B to the cats’ home after all?’ The sausages were now making waltzing movements, each holding a giant plastic bottle marked Tomato Sauce. At the launch later that day the bottles would be filled with red glitter. For now the sausages were just puffing air at each other.


‘No, she did leave the B&B to your father. But we’ve just heard from her solicitor in Ireland. There’s a little bit of a hitch.’


Hitches came in sizes? ‘What do you mean a little bit?’


‘It’s too complicated to talk about on the phone. I think it’s better if we discuss it as a family. Can you call over tonight? If you and Adam don’t have any plans, that is.’


‘No, he’s working seven nights a week at the moment. Of course I’ll come over.’


‘Thanks, love. I’m asking the boys to drop by as well.’


The boys? Her younger brothers were hardly that. Brendan was nearly thirty, Declan twenty-five and Hugh nineteen. Lainey mentally ran through her appointments for the day. The barbecue party was from noon until three, then she had two meetings and a client briefing back at the office. ‘Around eight-ish then – sorry, Ma, can you hold on a sec?’ She shouted over the music again as the sausages put down their sauce bottles and picked up giant barbecue tongs. ‘That’s when the managing director comes in and you form a guard of honour with your tongs, okay? That’s it, great. Sorry about that, Ma.’


‘I don’t think I’ll ask what you’re up to.’


Lainey laughed. ‘You wouldn’t believe it if I told you. I’ll see you tonight then. Love to Dad.’ She put her mobile away and turned her full attention back to the stage. The sausages were now brandishing the barbecue tongs as though they were samurai swords. It was hard to keep a straight face – she’d been picturing this event in her head for weeks now and it had looked nothing like the chaos in front of her. She stopped the music with another wave of her hands. ‘All right, from the top again please.’


 


It was past seven by the time Lainey drove out of the office car park and through the Melbourne city centre streets. Out of habit, she put on the language CD that she kept in the car. She listened to French language lessons on her iPod while she jogged, and German CDs as she drove. Adam found it very funny. ‘You do realise you’ll only ever be able to speak German when you’re sitting in a car?’ he’d remarked when he first noticed her system.


She listened for a few moments, repeating the words until the woman’s breathy tones finally got to her. Stopping at the Flinders Street traffic lights, she put in a new tape, a bargain basement KC and the Sunshine Band greatest hits collection. She’d bought it for her brother Declan as a joke and then discovered she liked it too much herself. She wound down the window of the car, the tiny breeze it let in giving her little relief from the muggy late-January heat. The air-conditioning had broken down again and it was like driving around in a portable oven. A portable kettle barbecue, even. She certainly knew enough about barbecues now to understand how being in one would feel. ‘It was all fabulous, just how I imagined it,’ Mr Beaut Barbecues had gushed as Lainey said goodbye that afternoon. ‘See you in ten years for our next big anniversary, sweetheart.’ Over my dead body, sweet-heart, she’d thought as she nodded and smiled and tried to ignore his hand doing its best to grope at her behind. She’d had quite enough of Mr and Mrs Barbecue and all the little Barbecues for one lifetime. She finished singing an enthusiastic, badly out-of-tune version of ‘Shake Your Booty’ just as she came off the freeway. She was the first to admit she had an appalling singing voice. ‘No offence, Lain,’ Declan had said once, ‘but your singing sounds like a mating cat. Like a cat being slaughtered when it’s mating, in fact.’ On the spur-of-the-moment, she made a detour to the local shopping centre to pick up a few treats to save her mother having to cook. A proper daughter would bring homemade casseroles, she knew, but her cooking skills were basic and her cooking time nonexistent. She also knew her parents loved these ready-made meals in packs, even if the food inside never looked anything like the picture on the box – restaurant meal on the front, grey splodge on the inside, from what Lainey had seen. 


The clock on the dashboard clicked over to 8.00 p.m. as she parked in front of the house. Mr and Mrs Byrne’s red brick bungalow in Box Hill was the sixth house the family had lived in since they’d arrived from Ireland seventeen years ago. Of the four children, only her youngest brother Hugh had a bedroom in this house these days and even he was barely there, spending most nights at friends’ houses. She took care not to stop under the jacaranda tree that had burst into bloom just before Christmas and was now showering blue flowers all over the street. There was no sign of her brothers’ cars – she was first, as usual. She walked through the open front door, down the hallway to the kitchen and put the meals away in the fridge.


‘Hello, Lainey. Oh, thanks a million, your father loves those. Shut the fridge door, would you? I don’t want the flies getting in there.’ Mrs Byrne specialised in greeting-and-command combinations. ‘I like your haircut, by the way. I wouldn’t have thought hair that short would work with a biggish nose like yours, but it looks very well.’


Lainey didn’t blink at the mixture of compliment and insult – her mother had long specialised in them too. ‘Thanks, Ma.’ She gave her mother a quick kiss on the cheek. With the same tall, very slim build, the same dark-brown hair, they were sometimes mistaken for sisters. ‘Where’s Dad?’


‘Playing water polo. Where do you think he is? In bed, of course.’


Lainey ignored the sharp tone. ‘Has he been up today at all?’


‘No, for a few minutes yesterday. But the way he carried on about it you’d think he wanted me to hang banners and streamers around the house in celebration. He said he’d get up tonight to see you all, but there’s been no movement yet.’


‘I’ll go and say hello.’ She walked through the living room to her parents’ bedroom. No, not her parents’ bedroom, she corrected herself. Her father’s bedroom. He had moved into one of the spare bedrooms several months previously, as a trial to see if he could sleep better without her mother beside him. The trial continued, still waiting on positive results, perhaps.


As she walked down the hall, she imagined what she’d like to see in her father’s room.


She knocked softly on the door. ‘Hi, Dad.’


‘Lainey! How are you?’ Her father was sitting up on his fully made bed, a book in his hands, newspapers spread all around him. She was delighted to see him taking such an interest in the outside world again.


He smiled at her. ‘How are you, pet? I love the haircut. Sit down now and tell me, what havoc have you been wreaking out in the world today?’


She knocked softly on the door. ‘Hi, Dad.’ 


No answer.


‘It’s me, Lainey, your favourite daughter.’


‘My only daughter.’ His Irish accent was loud in the dark room.


She came in and sat on the edge of the bed, her eyes slowly adjusting to the dim light. The curtains were drawn. She could just make out his face, the bedcovers drawn up to his neck. ‘Just checking you remembered me. How are you?’


‘In bits, still. Why, have you been praying for a miracle cure?’


‘Burning candles for you every night, you know that.’ She kept up a jovial tone. ‘Can I bring you anything? A cup of tea? A cold drink?’


‘A new life would be nice.’


Her mother had been right, he was in very bad form. She changed the subject. ‘Ma said there’s a bit of a problem with May’s will?’


‘Of course there is. How long is it since anything ran smoothly in this family?’


Lainey tried to stay cheerful. ‘Nothing we can’t sort out, I bet. What about I get you a cup of tea while we’re waiting for the others to arrive?’


There was a long sigh. ‘Thanks, love, that’d be great. Tell Peg I’ll be out as soon as I can.’


Back in the kitchen, Lainey filled the kettle and tried to shake off her sudden gloom. ‘Honestly, the sooner he gets his own chat show the better, don’t you think?’


Mrs Byrne didn’t smile. Lainey looked closer at her. ‘Are you all right? Have you been crying?’


‘No, of course I haven’t. It’s hayfever.’


‘In the middle of the city? Imported hay, is it?’ 


‘No, we’ve had a rough day, that’s all. Here, look.’


Lainey took the letter, immediately noting the insurance company logo. Since her father’s accident on the building site there had been piles of correspondence bearing this logo. She scanned the latest.


 


Re: Gerald Patrick Byrne


In regard to your claim for compensation following your recent workplace accident, please be advised we require additional proof of your injuries and incapacitation. However, please note this evidence may or may not have any bearing on your claim, which is still under consideration . . .


 


Lainey gave up reading midway. She’d seen enough of these sorts of letters already. She felt like inviting one of the insurance people to come and look at the mark that slab of concrete had left on her father’s back. ‘Ma, why won’t you let me take over? I’d get in there and sort them out so quickly –’


‘Because your father wants to handle it his way, for some reason. And you know what he’s like with people in authority, he’s never been able to stand up to them. I’ll tell you who else wrote to us today – the physiotherapist. She says your father’s been cancelling too many appointments at the last minute, she’s going to have to start charging us soon. What am I supposed to do? I can’t make him go. He’s a grown man, isn’t he? Though I don’t know any more, half the time he’s like a bold child, sulking and skulking in there . . .’


Quick, Lainey thought, don’t let her get upset. Make her think of something else. ‘Is there something I can do in the meantime? Before the money comes through from the B&B sale? Handcuff myself to the railing in front of the insurance company, perhaps?’


That brought a faint smile. ‘No, it’s far too hot at the moment. In the autumn perhaps.’


‘I could go on a hunger strike.’


‘You’re skinny enough as it is.’


‘Seriously, there must be something I can do.’


‘Perhaps there is.’


Lainey waited.


Mrs Byrne shook her head. ‘Wait till the other three get here.’


‘You’ve collected the whole set? Well done.’


‘Well, Declan said yes. And Bren said yes. But Hugh . . .’


The back door opened to admit a tall, brown-haired man with a bag slung over his shoulder. ‘Saintly mother figure, greetings. Laineyovich, glorious being, ahoy to you too. Hideous haircut, by the way, you look like a boy. No offence, of course.’


Lainey smiled serenely at her middle brother. ‘None taken, of course. How are you, Declanski? Still tunnelling your way through the education system?’


‘The work is hard, but yes, the rewards are endless. And how is your world of frivolous product launches and rampant commercialism? Shallow as ever?’


‘I’ll have you know I celebrated the birthday of a barbecue today that would make Lenin sit up and take notice, Declanski, let alone some baby-faced communist sympathiser like you.’


Mrs Byrne frowned. ‘Declan, you’re not still a communist, are you? I thought you’d given up all that business when you left teachers’ college. There’s no future in it, you know that.’


‘No, Ma, Lainey is still living in the past. I’m actually between radical beliefs at the moment. I’m tossing up between the Fur Trappers Society and the Animal Rights Movement.’


‘Go for the middle ground, Dec,’ Lainey said. ‘Give up teaching and get a job inside one of those giant koalas that go begging for donations in the shopping centre.’


‘I’ve been offered a job at the shopping centre,’ their mother announced.


They both stared at her. ‘Doing what?’ Lainey said.


‘As a product demonstrator. In the supermarket there.’


‘Oh, brilliant,’ Declan said. ‘So now I’m surrounded by capitalists.’


Mrs Byrne was defiant. ‘We need the money. I’ll be able to go out for a few hours in the evening during late-night shopping, while your father’s friends call round. Any he’s got left, that is.’


‘Good for you, Ma,’ Lainey said enthusiastically, trying to send an ESP message to Declan not to tease their mother about this. ‘What are you demonstrating?’ 


‘New food products – anything and everything, apparently. I start next week. My friend Mrs Douglas down the road suggested I do it. She’s been doing it for years. Says it’s great gas altogether, gets her out of the house as well. God knows I need to do something. If I’d known this was going to happen I would never have taken early retirement from the library. Oh yes, your father promised we’d finally get that caravan, go and see Australia, go home to Ireland once a year, but look what’s happened instead. Stuck here while he lies in state feeling sorry for himself . . .’


Brendan arrived then, dressed in his suit, obviously straight from work. Lainey was relieved at the interruption. She knew their mother needed to talk about things, she just found it hard to listen sometimes. Declan tossed his older brother a beer from the fridge. ‘Golden boy himself. A little late, I’m sorry to see. We don’t want a black mark on that perfect slate of yours now, do we?’


‘Hi, Ma. Hi, Lain,’ he said, ignoring Declan and putting the beer back in the fridge. Lainey noticed Brendan had put on even more weight since she’d seen him last. Like herself and Declan, he was taller than average, and usually very slim. Ever since he’d moved into a managerial position at the recycling company he worked for, though, his edges had been getting flabby. She suspected he was in no mood for it to be pointed out. ‘How are the twins going, Bren? Eaten any more cat food lately?’


‘It wasn’t cat food, Lainey. It was a single dog biscuit between them.’


Mrs Byrne passed him a glass of milk. ‘Don’t mind Lainey, Brendan. And it could have been worse – the daughter of a friend of mine came home to find her children had been working their way through her laxative chocolate. The babysitter hadn’t even noticed, just thought they had a bit of a stomach upset.’


‘There’s an idea, Bren,’ Lainey said brightly. ‘Laxative chocolate cakes for the twins’ next birthday party. That’d give their parents a day to remember.’


‘I still can’t believe anyone would voluntarily invite children into their homes. They’re bad enough for six hours in a classroom each day,’ Declan said. ‘Tell me, Bren, are you planning on stopping this breeding program of yours soon, or do you intend to singlehandedly repopulate the eastern suburbs of Melbourne?’


‘Leave Brendan alone,’ Mrs Byrne said. ‘At least someone in this family has managed to get married and give me some grandchildren.’


Brendan drank the milk in one swallow, then turned back to them, wearing a milk moustache. Neither Lainey nor Declan drew attention to it. ‘I have to go back into work tonight, so can we get started? Is Hugh coming?’


‘Hugh knows,’ Declan said in a sing-song voice. 


‘That really bugs me. I break my back to get here . . .’ Brendan seemed to realise what he’d said and stopped short, embarrassed as he noticed his father out of the corner of his eye. ‘Dad, hi. I’m sorry about that. Just a figure of speech, you know.’


‘I know.’ Mr Byrne was at the door, leaning heavily on his walker. On the wall behind him Lainey could see a large photo taken at the time of her parents’ thirtieth wedding anniversary five years previously, Mrs Byrne all elegance and beaming smiles, Mr Byrne tanned, full of good humour and vitality. Lainey wished her mother would take the photo down. The man in front of her couldn’t have been further from that image. He’d lost lots of weight, yet somehow he looked puffier, unhealthy around the face. He shuffled into the room. ‘How are things, Brendan? How are Rosie and the twins?’


‘Going great guns,’ Brendan said in a fake cheery tone. ‘The twins are starting to run around so much, it’s all we can do to keep up with them these days.’


Mr Byrne gave a mirthless laugh. ‘I wouldn’t have a chance at all then, would I? Some grandfather I am. Can’t even pick them up any more.’


Brendan’s smile faltered. There wasn’t anything he could say to that. It was the truth. The phone rang. Lainey picked it up, guessing correctly that it would be Hugh. She listened for a moment. ‘No, Hughie, of course I can’t take notes for you. It’s a family meeting, not a lecture. Okay, see you soon.’ She hung up. ‘He’s running late. He had to do a double shift at the radio station.’


‘He’s only a volunteer at that station, how can he get a double shift?’ Declan asked, throwing his empty beer can into the bin and taking a new one from the fridge. He ignored a glare from Brendan who pointedly retrieved the can and put it in the recycling bin. ‘That’s like nothing times nothing which equals nothing. Which sums up Hugh’s contribution to society, really, doesn’t it? The world hardly needs another media studies student. We need more teachers like me, don’t you all think? Pushing back the boundaries of modern education, stretching young minds, exploring the frontiers of learning techniques. Or more like you, Brendan, our very own guardian of the environment, in there in your suit each day, pushing your pen and keeping Melbourne’s recycling industry ticking over. As for you, Lainey, I’m afraid we still can’t understand your role in society –’


‘Declan, could you shut up?’ Mrs Byrne clearly wasn’t in the mood for one of his rants. ‘Come into the living room, please. Your father and I need to discuss something with you all.’






CHAPTER TWO


LAINEY HELPED HER father get settled in his special high-seated chair, then sat on the sofa across from him. On the coffee table was a folder of paperwork. She picked it up. ‘Can I look?’


Mr Byrne nodded. Since his sister May had died nearly four weeks before, there’d been a stream of correspondence between Ireland and Australia, trying to sort out the legalities. She had died suddenly, suffering a heart attack while out in her local shopping centre collecting petitions against the construction of a new motorway in County Meath.


None of the family had attended her funeral, held in Dunshaughlin, the nearest town to her bed-and-breakfast. Mr Byrne had wanted to go to Ireland to sort everything out, say goodbye in some way, but his doctor had been blunt. ‘Gerry, you’re in enough pain lying in your own bed or sitting in your chair at home. That flight would kill you.’ Her funeral had been organised according to the strict instructions she’d left, the solicitor wrote in a subsequent letter. In further respect of her wishes, he’d advised, ‘her ashes were then scattered on the Hill of Tara.’


On top of the file was a clipping from one of the local Meath newspapers. Lainey hadn’t seen it before. It was a tribute to her aunt, headed with a large photo of her. There was no real resemblance between her father and May, Lainey thought, though that could have been the twelve-year age difference as much as anything. ‘The Meath community this week mourned the loss of May Byrne, 72. Miss Byrne was well known in Meath and beyond through her involvement in the local tourist industry and for her love of Irish history and legends . . .’


She wondered how her father had felt when he read the article. They had been estranged ever since the family had gone to Australia. May had been furious apparently, calling them traitors for abandoning Ireland. Her father had been too proud to try to heal the rift. He’d also insisted that she wasn’t to be told about his accident, convinced she would tell him it served him right, that such a thing would never have happened in Ireland.


Lainey turned the clipping over. On the other side was an aerial photo of the Hill of Tara showing the distinctive circles marked in the green field. She skim-read the article. Work was starting on a new promotional film about the site, ‘befitting the ancient capital of Ireland and one of our most significant tourist attractions’, it said. Aunt May would have been pleased about that, Lainey thought. Or perhaps she wouldn’t. Aunt May might not have approved of modern tourism promotions. But the exposure would surely help increase the value of May’s B&B, just nearby. Which would mean her father would get more money once the sale went through. All good news.


Mrs Byrne came in with a fresh tray of tea and biscuits. ‘We’ll have to start without Hugh, I think.’


‘Will you fill them in, Peg?’ Mr Byrne asked, shifting in his chair, still trying to get comfortable. ‘You’re better at this business than me.’


Mrs Byrne nodded and picked up an envelope from the coffee table. ‘We’ve had a letter from May’s solicitor in Ireland. It seems we started counting our chickens too soon when we asked him to sell her property.’


‘Chickens? What chickens?’ Declan said. ‘I thought it was a B&B, not a chicken farm.’


Mrs Byrne ignored him. ‘It seems the will Mr Fogarty sent to us just after May died, the one leaving her B&B and land to your father, wasn’t in fact her final will.’


‘Oh, for God’s sake!’ Brendan crossed his arms. ‘Mr Fogarty was her solicitor, wasn’t he? Why didn’t he have the most up-to-date will?’


‘He thought he did. The one he had in his office had been signed and witnessed just three months before May died. But they’ve since found another more recent one, among her papers in the B&B, when they went in to start clearing her things away. She had a lot of paperwork, apparently.’


‘And this new one’s valid is it? Witnessed and everything?’ Brendan snapped the questions.


Mrs Byrne nodded. ‘It is, I’m afraid.’


‘And is it much different?’ Lainey asked, looking from her mother to her father, trying to guess their mood. ‘Didn’t she leave everything to you after all, Dad?’


‘No, she did. It’s just the conditions are a little more . . .’ he paused, ‘complicated.’


‘Complicated?’ Declan said. ‘Did she owe money or something? She didn’t own it after all?’


‘No, it was definitely all hers.’ Mr Byrne leaned forward, trying to straighten up in his chair. Lainey bent forward to help him. He continued. ‘There’s no point beating around the bush. You know May was always raging at me for emigrating. Well, she has still left the B&B and the land to me, but only if a member of this family lives there for a year first.’


There was a sudden and loud eruption of questions before Mrs Byrne called for silence. ‘It’s all in the letter. Let me read that section to you. “In summary, May Byrne has placed a new condition that while the house, contents and land have still been left to you, Gerald Patrick Byrne, none of it may be sold until such time as a member (or members) of the Byrne family currently resident in Australia has lived in and operated the B&B for a year. Further instructions will be issued from our office upon arrival of the elected member of the Byrne family. Please be aware also that Miss Byrne has set aside a sum of money for the airfares from Australia to Ireland and return, as well as adequate living expenses for the twelve months’ duration. Should this offer not be taken up within two months of Miss Byrne’s death, she has directed that the property go to auction, with all proceeds to be divided among local history groups.”’


There was a heavy silence in the room.


Mrs Byrne put the letter down. ‘We’ve phoned our own solicitor and it seems a will is a will. If she’d insisted we had to wear clown suits for a year before we could inherit the building and land, then that’s what we’d have to have done.’


‘Well, it’s ridiculous,’ Brendan said, picking up the letter and glancing through it. ‘Can’t we challenge it? Prove she’d gone batty in the last years of her life?’


‘She’d gone batty in the early years of her life,’ Mrs Byrne said under her breath. An only child herself, her parents long passed away, she’d always enjoyed the luxury of insulting May without having to worry about any reciprocal insults to her family.


Mr Byrne pretended not to hear. ‘We could. But that would take months or years. And we might lose. And the truth is I need that money as soon as I can get it. I can’t wait for the insurance money to come through, if it ever does.’ No one questioned that. They were all too aware of the financial problems. Between legal bills, medical bills and the pay-outs to his former employees once he’d realised he wouldn’t be able to work again, Mr and Mrs Byrne were already in debt. Lainey had wanted to help, but her father had refused.


Declan snorted. ‘Fantastic. So we’re moving back to Ireland to run a bed-and-breakfast together. I can just see it. Ballykissangel meets Nightmare on Elm Street.’


‘No, Declan, it doesn’t specify all of us,’ Mrs Byrne said. ‘It just needs to be one of us. If your father hadn’t had his accident, he and I would have gone, of course. We would have enjoyed it, but it’s impossible now, you know that. And the problem is we don’t have the time to hope that your father makes a full recovery in the next few months. One of us has to be in residence in the house by the end of February or we lose the lot.’


Lainey, Declan and Brendan went very still.


Mrs Byrne broke the silence. ‘We could ask Hugh to go, I suppose.’


Declan scoffed. ‘Come on, Ma. You wouldn’t ask Hugh to mind a goldfish.’


Mrs Byrne looked solemnly at him. ‘You’re probably right, Declan. There’s always you, of course . . .’ Declan stiffened. Mrs Byrne continued. ‘But the timing’s so bad, with you starting in that new school next month. It’s taken you this long to get a full-time teaching position, who knows what would happen if you took a year off.’ 


Declan beamed. ‘I’d go off the rails altogether, I’d expect. Never work again.’ He lay back on the sofa, arms behind his head.


Mrs Byrne turned her gaze to her oldest son. ‘Or there’s you, Brendan. You and Rosie have talked about going back, haven’t you?’ Rosie’s family was Irish too and she had plenty of aunts, uncles and cousins still living in Ireland.


‘Well, yes, but I’m so busy at work these days, and the twins are a handful here, let alone over there, but I don’t know, perhaps . . .’


‘No, Brendan, I know it’s too much to ask.’ Mrs Byrne turned her attention away from him. ‘Or there’s you, Lainey . . .’


‘Me?’ Lainey looked from her mother to her father. She knew at that moment this meeting had been a set-up. ‘You want me to do it?’


‘It’s a lot to ask, Lainey, I know,’ Mrs Byrne said quickly, ‘but we really don’t have any other option. We have to do what the will says or we lose the inheritance, and God knows you’re well aware how badly we need it. And aren’t you the best placed of all of us? Your boss thinks so highly of you, surely she’d give you a year off, leave without pay if it had to be that? And you’re so capable, so quick, so organised, I’m sure you’d take to running a B&B like a duck to water.’


‘And you’ve been back to Ireland more recently than any of us,’ Declan said, not bothering to hide a big grin. Lainey had been in Dublin on a flying visit several months before to be bridesmaid at her best friend Eva’s wedding. ‘God, I can hardly remember the place myself. What on earth could I tell the tourists?’


‘And Eva and her husband would be able to give you a hand, wouldn’t they?’ Mrs Byrne added.


Lainey’s mind raced. For a moment the only sound in the room was the hum of distant traffic through the open windows and the whirr of the airconditioner from their father’s room. Of course she couldn’t go to Ireland for a year. She was up to her eyes at work, almost second in charge these days. She couldn’t just drop everything and go away. Not when her boss Gelda had been hinting for the past month about a promotion. And she couldn’t just leave her apartment like that. What about the rent? And what about Adam . . .


Then Lainey looked at her father. He was trying to twist into a more comfortable position, grimacing at the pain. All these months after his accident on the building site and he was worse, not better. The sight of him stopped her protesting thoughts mid-flow. If she didn’t do it, who would? She glanced around. Not Brendan, far too busy at work. Not Declan, with his new job. And as much as she loved her youngest brother, Declan was right, you couldn’t ask Hugh to do something like this.


Which left only her.


Her father’s voice filled the room, his County Meath accent sounding stronger than ever. ‘Lainey, could you do it? For my sake?’


She opened her mouth, about to speak, when another voice beat her to it.


‘Could Lainey do what?’


They all turned. It was Hugh, spiky scarlet hair, nose ring and all, standing in the doorway. ‘Sorry I’m late. Have I missed anything?’






CHAPTER THREE


LAINEY PULLED AWAY from her parents’ house, honking the horn and waving at her mother on the front verandah. She was too distracted to play KC and the Sunshine Band again, much as she’d like to have screamed the words at the top of her lungs, to try and clear her head. She put on a relaxation CD for a few minutes, until the simulated water sounds got on her nerves. She settled for the radio instead.


At the freeway exit to Richmond, she made a sudden decision and turned left, heading to Camberwell. The road was free of trams for the moment. She slowed as she drove past Adam’s restaurant, just up the road from the cinema complex, and peered in – nearly all of the ten tables were filled. No point going in to see him to tell him her big news. He’d be too busy cooking to talk.


Ten minutes later she was at her apartment building in Richmond. Walking up from the underground car park, she moved the pot plant in the front porch from the left to the right – her invitation to Adam to call up when he got home. There were times it was very convenient to live in the same apartment building as your boyfriend.


They’d known each other only as neighbours until a year before. On her way out for a run one morning, Lainey had tripped and fallen while chasing her cat Rex down the stairs. Adam had come out of his ground-floor apartment and found her, groaning from the pain of a broken ankle. He’d taken charge, driving her to hospital, looking after Rex, and later helping move her gear to her parents’ house until she was mobile enough to come home and tackle the stairs again. She was surprised to learn he was a chef – she’d seen him coming and going at odd hours and always just assumed he had an active social life. He made a joke of overseeing her rehabilitation program, taking her to the swimming pool, going with her on walks along the river path. She slowly learnt things about him – he was thirty-five, his father was Scottish, his mother Australian, he had worked as a pearl-diver, taxi-driver, carpenter and tour-guide before he’d discovered a passion and natural talent for cooking. They became good friends, talked about lots of things, fought about lots of things, laughed a lot too.


And then one afternoon, when they came back to his flat after getting caught in a sudden shower, it changed from just a friendship between them. They were standing in his kitchen, both soaked to the skin. He fetched towels, then insisted they both have a whisky to warm themselves. Watching him reach up for glasses, seeing the muscles move under his damp T-shirt, she felt like she was seeing him physically for the first time. She stared at the tall, lean body, the brown, muscular arms, the dark-blond hair ruffled from the wind and rain, and felt a jolt inside her. He turned from the sink and saw her looking at him, and his expression changed too. They gazed at each other for a long moment, then he moved across and took her into his arms. He kissed her softly at first, and she kissed him back just as softly. And then the kisses became hot and fast. She was overwhelmed at the sudden burst of passion, at how good he felt, what his kisses were doing to her. He lifted his head from her, and she saw his brown eyes had darkened, become almost black. He smiled. ‘I’ve wanted to do that since the first time I saw you,’ he’d said.


‘So is it serious between the two of you?’ her friend Eva had asked when Lainey was back in Dublin for the wedding. ‘Is he your Mr Cholera at last?’ Lainey had declared to Eva once that she was waiting for the real love of her life, Mr Gorgeous, the man who made her weak at the knees, made her heart skip a beat and her stomach swirl. ‘You’re not waiting for Mr Gorgeous. You’re waiting for Mr Cholera,’ Eva had laughed.


Was it serious? Lainey had thought about it for a moment before answering. ‘I don’t really know yet, to be honest. He’s as busy as I am with work, especially now he’s opened his own place, so to tell you the truth we don’t get to see a lot of each other. But it suits me and it suits him, I think.’ That’s what she’d been telling herself. And the truth was there was so much going on in her life with her family that there wasn’t much room for matters of her own heart.


Rex was waiting to greet her as she opened the door to the third-floor apartment. He’d stopped making a dash for freedom every time she came in, instead winding himself around her legs as if he was trying to trip her up. She leaned down and scratched his black head. ‘Guess what, Rexie? I’m off to live in Ireland for a year. Isn’t that funny?’


She kept walking, a little hampered by his figure-eight movements around her calves. She leaned down and picked him up, just as he yawned. She winced at the little puff of fish breath. What would she do with Rex while she was away? She couldn’t take him with her, could she? Perhaps he could go to her parents’ house again. He liked it there and he could sleep on the end of her father’s bed all day, keep him company. She went into her bedroom, swapped her work clothes for a light summer dress, trying not to let herself be overwhelmed by the night’s events.


‘Lainey, are you absolutely sure about this?’ her father had said just before she left her parents’ house that evening.


She’d crouched down beside his chair, taking his hand in hers. ‘Of course, Dad. Honestly, it makes perfect sense that I do it. It’ll be great to be back in Ireland again. And I only have to run the B&B for a year after all.’


Only a year. But a year filled with bed-making, bacon-frying, sheet-washing, daily dusting and vacuuming . . . nothing but housework for a whole year. She fought back the dismay. Stop it, Lainey, she said firmly. Think of it as a work project. It has to be done and that’s that. She just had to be practical about it, take her emotions out of the situation. In any case, it wasn’t about her. She was doing it for her parents, who had emigrated from Ireland to Australia to give her and her brothers a better life. This was the least she could do in return, wasn’t it? Exactly.


She decided to do what she always did when she was feeling overwhelmed. Make a list. She sat at the dining-room table and grabbed a notepad from the pile in the centre. Top of the list? That was easy.


 


PANIC


 


She crossed it out. Focus your mind, Lainey. You don’t have a choice so what do you have to do?


 


Tell everyone


 


Rex knew now, so that was the animal kingdom alerted. Adam was next, of course. She tried to picture his reaction. He’d listen to all she had to say, ask lots of questions, like he always did. He’d be practical about it, though, wouldn’t he? It was hard to know for sure. In the year they’d been together, there had never really been a normal, ordinary time between them. They had been seeing each other for just a month or so when her father had his accident and her life changed so much. They had been planning to meet for dinner that night. She’d rung Adam from the hospital, not in hysterics, but in deep shock, she’d realised afterwards. As always in the middle of a crisis, work or personal, she’d gone into super-efficient mode. ‘Adam, hello, it’s Lainey,’ she’d said calmly. ‘I’m just ringing to say my father’s had an accident and he may not live through the night. So unfortunately I won’t be able to meet you tonight for dinner after all.’ Some months later, she’d actually been able to laugh when Adam had reminded her of her polite, matter-of-fact message. At the time, she’d turned down his offers to drive her or her mother to and from the hospital. But his offers had kept coming anyway. In the weeks after the accident, she’d come home from work or the hospital, exhausted, too tired to cook. There, waiting outside her door, she’d find a meal ready to be heated, or a bunch of flowers, a book, a note hoping she was okay. And then the opportunity had suddenly arisen for him to go out on his own and open his own restaurant. Since then, their relationship had existed on snatched nights together, notes and phone calls – no normal time at all. She rubbed her eyes, not caring about the mascara smudges. How could they handle a year apart when they’d hardly had that long together? 


Her thoughts jumped from Adam to her boss Gelda’s probable reaction. The word furious sprang to mind. She’d have to try and talk to Gelda first thing in the morning, before the presentation meeting. Lainey thought of all the events and launches she had already half planned for the year ahead. She wouldn’t get to see them through now. She thought about her big plans for her birthday later in the year. She’d have to cancel those too. As her mind leapt from person to person, thinking of all the ramifications, the list started taking shape.


 


Book plane ticket


Sub-let apartment


Pack


 


Would she have to buy some more winter clothes? What did a B&B operator wear anyway? Flowery dresses and an apron? Her clothes – mostly from young Melbourne designers – wouldn’t really suit life in a countryside guesthouse, would they?


She rubbed her eyes again, willing herself to stay calm, be rational. It worked in her job, it would work here too. Think of all the tips in the management books, she told herself. ‘Think calm, be calm.’ ‘Make decisions with your head, not your heart.’ ‘Don’t sweat the small stuff, and remember it’s all small stuff.’ What did that last one actually mean? she wondered.


Distracted by Rex mewing beside her, she put down her pen, slung him over one shoulder and walked over to the kitchen. She caught a glimpse of herself in the glass of the oven door, the newly short dark hair, the mascara smudged in rings around her eyes. Rare white panda spotted in Melbourne. Her dress was quite baggy on her, she noticed as well. Her mother was right, she was looking a bit too skinny. It wasn’t deliberate, there just hadn’t been a lot of time to sit around enjoying food lately.


Shushing Rex who was now wailing as if he’d never been fed in his whole cat life, she chose a can at random from the cupboard – lobster-flavoured, his current favourite. As she spooned the stinky orange mess into the bowl, he slid off her shoulder and mewed again. ‘What was that, Rex? What will Eva say when she hears I’m coming over?’ She punctuated her words with the clang of the empty can landing in the bin and the ‘ding’ of the spoon landing in the sink, where she’d thrown it from the other side of the kitchen. ‘The very thing, Rexie boy. Let’s call her now.’ She looked at her watch and calculated the time in Ireland. Mid-morning, just before the lunchtime rush at Ambrosia, the delicatessen and café her friend ran in Dublin.


Ten minutes later, Lainey was almost wishing she hadn’t made the call. ‘Could you stop laughing for a moment, Evie, so we can have a normal conversation?’


‘Oh, I’m sorry, Lainey,’ Eva said, laughter still bubbling under her voice. ‘And you know I’m really sorry that your dad can’t sell the B&B straight away. But I just keep getting this mental image of you making all those beds and breakfasts. You hate housework.’


‘I don’t hate it. I only have a cleaner because I’m too busy for housework.’


‘You do so hate it. This is like some revenge on you, all the beds you never made, the floors you’ve never washed – they’re going to come back and haunt you.’


‘Evie . . .’


‘I’m sorry, I’m sorry. So do you really have to be here next month, as quickly as that?’


‘Yes, or we forfeit the lot. It’s like convict days in reverse, isn’t it? The emigrant sails back. Except I’ll be shackled to a stove and a linen cupboard, not a cell.’


‘Don’t worry, Lainey, really. I’ll help you as much as I can, come down every weekend if you need me to. Is there anything I can do now? Go down and get things sorted before you get here?’


‘You’re a darling but no thanks. The solicitor’s been paying one of her neighbours to keep an eye on the house since May died. And anyway, I have to meet with him, sort out all the legal stuff before I get the key.’


‘It’s a nice house, though, isn’t it? And it’s so beautiful around there, your aunt must have been turning people away. You’ll be so busy the time will fly past. What did your work say about it all?’


‘I’m telling them tomorrow. Well, asking rather than telling. I just have to hope my boss doesn’t mind giving me a year off.’


‘And Adam? What will you two do?’


The million-dollar question. ‘I don’t know. I haven’t been able to tell him yet. Listen, I’d better let you get back to your olives and cheese. I just wanted to let you know the headline news. I can’t wait to see you, and give my love to that beautiful husband of yours, won’t you?’


‘I will of course. And you’ll let me know when you want us to pick you up from the airport? We can bring you back here and teach you how to poach eggs and cure your own bacon. And Joe’s really good at doing those hospital corners on the beds.’


‘If you’re going to be so mean to me, I hope it’s a six a.m. flight.’


‘You know where the taxi rank is then, don’t you?’


Lainey was smiling as she hung up. What had happened to the good old days when Eva had done as she was told? They had been friends now for more than thirty years, growing up in the same street and going to the same school in Dunshaughlin, a country town not far from Dublin. Their friendship had survived the trials of Lainey and her family emigrating when Lainey was fifteen, kept afloat by letters and phonecalls, and Lainey’s two visits home to Ireland on holiday. Eva had come to Melbourne on a spur-of-the-moment holiday the previous year, and during that time met and fallen in love with Joseph Wheeler, a Londoner. Within a year, Eva and Joseph had been married. Another job well done, Lainey thought, looking back. She’d felt quite the matchmaker at their wedding in Dublin. ‘Eva really has you to thank, Lainey, hasn’t she?’ one of Eva’s aunts had said. ‘She’d never have met Joseph if you hadn’t been living in Melbourne.’


‘Well, it was mostly her own looks and charm that lured him in, of course,’ Lainey had said, looking at the pair of them on the dance floor, Joseph tall and dark-haired, Eva smiling up at him, her long black hair arranged in a beautiful style.


Who’d have thought at the wedding that she’d soon be back in Ireland, living less than an hour away from the pair of them? Lainey started a new list, headed ‘Good things about going to Ireland’. ‘Eva and Joseph’ was number one.


 


By one a.m. there was still no sign of Adam. He must have had a late-night rush at the restaurant. Lainey went downstairs in her pyjamas to move the pot plant back to its original position. She had an early start in the morning and needed to get some sleep. Her big news would have to wait.






CHAPTER FOUR


LAINEY STEPPED OUT of the Complete Event Management lift just before eight o’clock the next morning. Her PA Julie jumped in surprise, pushing aside a newspaper and nearly choking on what looked like half a banana.


Lainey bit back a smile. ‘Morning, Julie. Still trying to break that national fruit-eating record, are you?’


‘It’s my latest diet, actually,’ Julie said, swallowing awkwardly as she leant down to throw the banana skin in the bin. ‘Fruit only. It’s my last-ditch effort – if this one doesn’t work, then I’m going for the knife.’


‘Oh, Julie, don’t do that. You’re too young for plastic surgery.’


‘Not that sort of knife. It’s a new diet I read about last week. You cut everything you’re planning to eat in two, eat one half of it and then give the rest away. That’s why it’s called the knife diet, because you have to carry a –’


‘Knife with you everywhere. I get it. But why bother with all that anyway? I think you look great just the way you are.’


I think you look great just the way you are, Julie mimicked crossly, watching Lainey as she picked up her messages and walked into her office. It was all right for skinny old her. Lainey was obviously blessed with one of those metabolisms that burnt off food as soon as it entered her mouth. Julie herself couldn’t even wear a chocolate-brown shirt without putting on weight. Walk past a chocolate wheel at a school fair . . .


She sighed as she turned back to her computer. It just wasn’t fair. Why did some people get all the advantages in life and others like her get left with the dregs? Life was too easy for people like Lainey, carefee, confident, good-looking, even this early in the morning. Nothing ever seemed to faze her. ‘There’s no secret to it, Julie. It’s just about being organised,’ Lainey had explained once when Julie expressed amazement at the amount of work Lainey could get through in a week.


But Lainey wasn’t just organised, Julie thought – she ran her life like a military campaign. The woman didn’t waste a minute of her day. The gossip was she even listened to language tapes while she jogged, instead of pop music like a normal person. She glanced in at her boss now. Lainey was speaking on the phone while she stood at her filing cabinet, flicking through folders. She was wearing a beautifully cut jacket and short skirt, her long legs looking even longer in high-heeled pumps. Julie knew the secret behind Lainey’s great clothes, at least – Lainey had been open about it. She had used a personal shopping service at the best department store in Bourke Street Mall, simply turning up one night, enjoying a glass of wine while the consultant showed her an entire range of designer outfits, shoes, accessories and all. Two hours later she’d returned home with a new, up-to-the-minute wardrobe of clothes. ‘You should try it yourself, Julie. Really, it’s so efficient.’ No way, Julie had thought. She was the same age as Lainey, thirty-two, but she would never have the confidence – or the tall, thin body – to use a service like that. No, she’d just keep fighting the crowds, trying on clothes in crowded changing rooms, getting more and more despondent at the view of her backside in the mirrors, before eventually going home with a pile of unsuitable outfits that she would curse for the next year . . .


Lainey had a new haircut too, Julie noticed now. Very short but cut so well it was still feminine. Julie tugged at her own hair, mid-length and needing a crate load of products every day to keep it halfway under control. Old Miss Perfect Hair in there probably didn’t even have to comb hers. At least Lainey wasn’t pretty, Julie thought. That would be just too unfair. She was attractive, striking even, but you could never say she was pretty, not with that biggish nose of hers. The annoying thing was that it actually suited her, gave her face character or something. She knew how to make the best of herself, as Julie’s mother would annoyingly put it. Between her looks and all that energy, it was no wonder she had such a gorgeous boyfriend. Julie had only seen Adam once, when he’d come to collect Lainey one night after her car had broken down. She’d had to stop herself from wolf-whistling. She’d always fancied tall men like that, especially when they wore jeans and T-shirts in that kind of sexy, casual way Adam had. And he’d obviously been mad about Lainey, the two of them talking and laughing together as they’d walked into the lift. No chance someone like her would ever meet a man like that, of course. The only man interested in her at the moment was Richard in accounts, who didn’t have a hair on his head and was as wide as he was tall.


Perhaps it was time she found another job. She had just opened the newspaper to the employment section when she began to remember all the good sides of working for Lainey. Yes, she would keep you working back late and pile the work on, but then she’d give you lots of surprise afternoons off when things were quieter. And she was so kindhearted too, always up to date and interested in how things were with everyone in the office. And she was great the way she lavished you with praise and made sure you got the credit for your work. And she’d been so strong during that terrible time when her father was nearly killed at work, spending hours and hours in the hospital but still getting her work done and not freaking out at anybody either . . .


Maybe she should consider staying on after all, Julie thought. She folded up the newspaper and put it in the bin just as her boss came out of her office.


 


Lainey took a deep breath to calm her nerves as she walked into the meeting. She’d given dozens of these presentations but her stomach still turned somersaults each time at the thought of standing up in front of her colleagues. Just pretend you’re feeling confident and you’ll fool yourself as well as everyone else, she’d read years ago in a public speaking handbook. It had become her life’s mantra. She just wished she’d had the opportunity to meet her boss this morning – she wanted to break the news about her departure as soon as possible. ‘No time, Lainey. It will have to be after your presentation,’ Gelda had said when Lainey phoned her.


‘But it’s important.’


‘I’m sure it is, Lainey. But it will have to wait until afterwards.’


Lainey greeted her colleagues and started the presentation, outlining the details of the different events as they flashed up on the screen beside her. This year would have been one of her busiest ever, with seven product launches, the opening of a new hotel complex in St Kilda, a gala birthday bash for the daughter of a local millionaire businessman, and a food and wine fair at a winery in the Yarra Valley. She detailed budgets, client information and special requirements, all the while knowing she wouldn’t be there for any of the events. In some cases she didn’t mind – the launch of the new outboard motor, for example. Boating journalists were notoriously hard to impress. But she had really been looking forward to organising the food and wine fair. Which of her colleagues would get these jobs, she wondered, glancing around the table. Or would her boss take on someone new?


 


‘So, Lainey, let me guess what this meeting is about,’ Gelda said two hours later, as she gestured towards the seat on the other side of her pale wood desk. The view of Melbourne behind her was partly hidden by a thin timber blind. The light in the room was filtered, the air peaceful, helped by the bubbling water feature in the corner. ‘You’re after a pay rise, is that right? Then I’ll save you the effort of asking, because as it happens, I’ve just completed a staff review and I am pleased to be able to offer you not just a pay rise, but in fact a promotion. I want you to consider becoming my second-in-charge.’ She leant back in her chair, groomed head against the leather headrest, and waited for Lainey’s reaction.


Lainey had been anticipating this conversation for months. She knew it had been on the cards. Gelda had been dropping hints. But what a time to hear it. ‘Gelda, I’m thrilled. Really thrilled, actually. But I’m afraid I’ve got bad news in return.’


‘You’re not resigning?’ Gelda laughed as if that was the most hilarious idea she’d had in a long time.


‘Not exactly . . .’


As Lainey explained, Gelda’s wide smile narrowed and weakened and then finally disappeared. Lainey tried to lighten the mood, thrown by her boss’s expression. ‘My friend in Dublin thinks it’s funny, really. Me having to make beds for a year. I’m a famously bad housekeeper.’


Gelda slowly shook her head. ‘I can’t believe it. This is extraordinarily inconvenient, Lainey, you realise that.’ Her faint German accent seemed more obvious. Lainey knew from experience that it was a sign Gelda was upset.


‘Of course I do. But I’m afraid I really don’t have a choice.’


‘No one else in your family can do it?’


Lainey wished she’d made a short film about her brothers. ‘Here, look at this,’ she’d say. ‘What do you reckon?’ ‘No, Gelda, they can’t. I can resign, if you’d prefer. I’m sure I could find a job with another firm when I got back . . .’


Her bluff worked. ‘No, no, I don’t want you to do that. We’ll just have to juggle the workload around until you return.’ Gelda spoke into the intercom to her secretary. ‘Kath, could you please call Celia King up here. Urgently.’


Lainey felt ill. Anyone but Celia. Celia who had been creeping and crawling around the company since she was headhunted eighteen months ago. Celia who had set her sights on Lainey’s job within days of stepping into the smart foyer downstairs. Celia who had two business degrees, was studying for her masters and probably spent her weekends preparing food baskets for the poor. Celia, who was now getting Lainey’s clients handed to her on a plate, garnish and all.


Celia knocked on the door what seemed like just seconds later. She must have travelled to Gelda’s office on a skateboard, Lainey thought. In she came, Betty Boop herself. High-pitched voice. Tiny nose. A row of perfectly white, neat teeth, gleaming like a lighthouse around the room.


‘Yes, Gelda?’ A 200-watt smile. ‘Oh, hello, Lainey.’ A 60-watt smile.


Gelda gestured towards the spare chair. ‘Sit down, Celia, and let me explain the situation here.’ She quickly summarised it. ‘It’s extremely short notice, I know, but do you think you would be able to take on Lainey’s clients while she’s in Ireland?’


Lainey watched as Celia seemed to swell with self-importance. ‘Of course I can, Gelda. If I have to work seven days a week to make sure they’re happy.’


‘Well, I don’t think you’ll have to go that far. But you could manage?’


‘Oh, yes, definitely.’


Lainey’s heart sank. She knew right then she’d never get those clients back.


 


It wasn’t until three o’clock that afternoon that she had a chance to ring Adam at work. As they spoke she could hear a radio playing in the background. ‘Four days since we’ve seen each other, Miss Byrne,’ Adam was saying. ‘This is a scandalous situation. I may have to write a letter to the editor, get a petition started. What’s your boss’s number again? I’m demanding you get the day off right now and we go straight into the pantry here and make up for some lost time.’


She laughed. ‘Oh, she’d agree immediately, let me tell you. So how are things tonight? Can you spare me an hour, for a quick drink?’


‘I’m really sorry, but I don’t think I can. We’ve got a table of twenty due in early, a birthday, I think it is. Are you okay, Lainey? Something’s wrong?’


It threw her when he guessed how she was feeling before she was ready to reveal it. ‘I’m fine.’


‘But it’s something important?’


‘A bit.’ Was she being mistress of the understatement? Did leaving for a year in Ireland in less than a month’s time count as (a) a bit important, (b) very important, or (c) incredibly important?


‘Is it about your dad?’


‘No. Well, not exactly.’


‘Tell me.’


She was tempted for a moment. ‘No, it’s probably better face to face. I’ll try and nip down after I finish work.’ The other line on her phone was flashing. ‘Ad, I better run. See you tonight.’


 


It was closer to nine by the time she got to the restaurant. Her client meeting had run over and then she’d taken the woman for a quick meal on Brunswick Street to seal the deal. As they enjoyed spicy Indonesian noodles and a glass of full-bodied shiraz each, Lainey had explained how Complete Event Management’s expert team would organise a launch of the new bin refreshers that no one would ever forget. All the while, her mind had been far away.


Adam’s restaurant manager looked up from behind the cash register as she came in past the full tables. ‘Lainey, hi, how are you?’


‘Great, Dave. You too, by the looks of things. Has it been this busy all night?’


‘Since six o’clock. We were flat out with the late film showing last night too. That French film is playing, the one with all the banquets in it, and people are starving when they come in here afterwards. Your timing was spot-on.’


Lainey had organised a dinner–film ticket deal between Adam’s restaurant and the cinema down the road. She was glad to see it had been such a success. ‘That’s good to hear. Is he available for visitors?’


‘Well, I will have to see your pass. Only joking, in you go.’


The small kitchen was bustling, six plates spread on one of the stainless steel counters, the large industrial stove covered in pans at various stages of boil or bubble, the pop song on the radio adding another layer of sound. There was an enticing mix of cooking smells – sizzling garlic, fresh herbs, something rich and spicy. Adam was behind the main counter, dressed casually in black jeans and a long-sleeved T-shirt, the sleeves pushed up over his brown forearms. The closest he came to formal chef’s clothing was the black apron tied around his waist, a dishcloth tucked into it. He was talking to the young waitress. ‘Zoe, I can’t read your handwriting at all on this order. Are you thinking about becoming a doctor rather than a waitress?’


The young woman grinned, glancing at the order form he was holding. ‘Sorry, Adam, I was in a rush out there. It should say one paella and one fish . . . oh hi, Lainey.’


Adam looked over, his lean face creasing into a smile. ‘Lainey, hi, take a seat. I’ll be right with you.’


She sat down in the corner, watching while Adam started plating an order, narrowly missing bumping his head on the overhead shelves as he moved around. He’d told her the first thing he would do when he made some money was turn his kitchen into the right size for his height. Six foot two, lanky chefs were obviously unusual in the restaurant world. She looked down at tonight’s menu. The dishes were very familiar – Adam had tried most of them out on her first. If she was eating here tonight, what would she have chosen? She loved his seafood paella, made with yabbies and prawns. The middle-eastern-style dish, lamb shank tajine with prunes and almonds over saffron couscous, was fantastic too. She read further down the menu. Capelli d’angelo – angel hair pasta – with diced vine-ripened tomatoes, goat’s cheese ricotta and torn fresh basil leaves. Grilled plump West Australian sardines with a Sicilian salsa of ripe tomatoes, pine nuts and currants . . .


‘So how are you, gorgeous?’ Adam called over his shoulder as he expertly turned something in a pan on the stove behind him.


She put down the menu. ‘I’m fine, gorgeous, how are you? I love the new hat.’


‘It is something special, isn’t it?’ Adam said with a grin, turning slowly to show his Richmond football hat to its full advantage. As a self-taught chef, he’d told Lainey he felt he couldn’t wear the proper chef’s hat. He improvised instead with an ever-changing range of headwear, from scarves tied pirate-style to baseball caps to tonight’s black and yellow woollen handknit.


‘It’s certainly something, anyway. That’s a great crowd. Well done.’


‘That crowd’s all thanks to your marketing brain, Miss Byrne, not my cooking yet,’ he said, as he glanced at the order again. ‘Where have you been, looking so smart? Not over at your parents’?’


‘Not tonight. I was there last night though. A crisis meeting.’


She had his full attention. ‘Is your dad bad again?’


‘No, it wasn’t his health. It was about my aunt’s will. That’s what I wanted to talk to you about.’


‘He can’t work out what to spend all that B&B money on?’ Adam deftly added garnishes, wiped the edge of each plate clean with a tissue dipped in ice-cold water, then rang the silver bell on the shelf in front of him, talking all the while. ‘Tell him I have a few ideas if he needs them – a new fridge, a new extractor fan . . . actually, Lainey, let’s invite him to step in as my silent partner. He and your mother could eat here free for the rest of their lives, guests of honour.’


Lainey waited until Zoe had collected the plates and she and Adam were alone in the kitchen before she responded. There was no point dillydallying with news like this, she knew. She’d have to come right out with it. ‘There’s actually been a catch with the will. I have to go and live in Ireland for a year and run the B&B before we can sell it.’


Adam stopped, pan in hand. ‘You have to do what?’


She repeated it.


‘When?’


‘I have to be there within the month.’


‘Oh, I see. Great. Well, have a lovely time, won’t you?’ He looked at her closely. ‘You’re not joking, are you?’


‘No.’


As she explained the whole story, Adam listened and worked, asking questions, moving pans and cooking all the while. ‘And there’s really no alternative? Your family can’t challenge the will?’
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