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          We are all in the gutter, but some of us are looking at the stars.
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  Chapter 1




  Meltdowns are a funny old thing. You can be as together as you like, and then one day – BOOM – out of the blue, something throws you into a messy tailspin. Your

  hands shake, your breath shunts in and out like an engine piston and you freefall into full panic mode.




  For some people it can be triggered by something as simple as turning thirty. For others – me, for example – meltdowns are a little more complicated. I’m self-combusting on the

  inside and it’s slow, ever so slow, like sparks flying off a piece of flint and never quite catching; but when they do, watch out for the furnace. For me the trigger is something rather more

  serious than a birthday.




  Right now I’m sitting behind the till at Shoestring, the secondhand designer clothes shop I run, peering at the computer screen, when my sister, Jules, wanders in the

  door pushing her road bike in front of her with one hand, ten minutes late. My mind’s all over the place this morning; I’m supposed to be updating our website before the shop floor

  starts to get too busy – adding new stock and taking down anything we’ve sold – but I’m finding it desperately hard to concentrate, so I’m glad for the

  distraction.




  ‘Hey, Pandora, have you thought any more about your birthday present?’ she says without preamble, propping her bike against the desk, swinging her bag off her shoulder and dumping it

  on the floor, and then leaning over and plonking her elbows down on the desk, making the bracelets on her wrist jangle down her arm. She’s wearing a very odd-looking outfit today –

  nothing new for Jules – red knitted leggings, yellow cut-off denim shorts and a purple bat-winged top.




  ‘I had an idea on the way over,’ she continues, oblivious to either my stares at her get-up or the fact that she’s late for work yet again. Jules is always late; her

  timekeeping is appalling. But even though I know this, it still irritates me. ‘How about handmade leather gloves? There’s a little place in town that makes them to measure and you can

  choose the leather and the lining. I know you like practical presents and it’s something a bit different. I’m not giving you a voucher again, not for your thirtieth.’




  I’ve been mulling over how to work my birthday – which is in just over two weeks, on 12 May – into a conversation for days, and now that Jules has given me the opening, I may

  as well get it out there. Trying to sound as breezy as possible, I say, ‘I’d much prefer a weekend away than a present, Jules. A city break, maybe? I’d like to be out of the

  country when I turn thirty. That way I can pretend it isn’t really happening. Thirty’s so bloody ancient. I can feel the crow’s feet coming on already.’ I start to rotate

  the skin at the corner of my eyes gently under my fingertips. ‘You have to massage your face several times a day, apparently,’ I add, trying to make my ageing-concern believable.

  ‘And do special exercises.’




  I take my hands away and stretch my face, jaw almost touching my chest, eye balls strained towards the heavens, which also has the effect of making me yawn deeply.




  She laughs. ‘Pandora, stop! You’ll scare off the customers. Says who exactly?’




  I relax my face, which is still tingling from the workout and the yawn. ‘Some magazine article or other.’




  Jules straightens up and looks at me with concern. ‘It’s not like you to be so wrinkle-scared. Is hitting the big three-o really bothering you all that much?’




  ‘Yes!’ I say firmly. ‘It’s all downhill on roller skates from here. I have a nine-year-old daughter and I’m not even married. None of this was in my life

  plan.’ I scowl, then stop abruptly and rub my forehead, remembering something. ‘The article said you should try not to frown.’




  ‘What about smiling?’ she says archly. ‘Is that allowed? And do you really have a life plan?’




  ‘Mais oui. I’m a master planner; you should know that by now!’




  Jules smiles. ‘I think the expression’s “control freak”.’




  ‘That’s hardly fair.’




  She’s having none of it. ‘Do you or do you not have a uniform for work?’




  ‘It’s not a uniform exactly.’




  She snorts and looks me up and down. ‘Smart black trousers, check. Neat black top, check. Leopard-print ballet pumps, check.’




  She has me there. ‘OK, OK, I have a work uniform of sorts. Big deal! The mornings would be impossible if I had to decide what I was going to wear on top of everything else. But I do have

  several variations, I’ll have you know.’




  She’s smiling at me broadly. ‘And did you or did you not try to impose toilet breaks a few weeks ago?’




  I can feel my cheeks redden. OK, so it wasn’t one of my most inspired ideas, but it made sense at the time, until Bird, our eighty-year-old granny and part-time Shoestring assistant (who

  in her Chanel jackets and jeans is the least granny-ish person I know) pointed out the error of my ways.




  ‘Darling,’ she’d said in her cut-glass accent, straight out of a Jane Austen adaptation, ‘I can see why it makes sense, but at my age one’s bladder has a mind of

  its own.’




  I ignore Jules’s question and continue, my voice wistful even to my ears.




  ‘I was hoping to be married by twenty-eight,’ I explain, ‘twenty-nine at the very latest. Two children, one boy, one girl. Nice house with a sea view somewhere in Dalkey or

  Sandy-cove; a room of my own to design in; a husband obviously—’ I stop abruptly, aware that Jules is staring at me, the corners of her mouth flickering.




  ‘What?’ I demand.




  She’s blatantly grinning at me now. ‘I like the way the husband came last on your list. But it all sounds so uncomplicated and so . . . so . . .’ She’s struggling to find

  the right word. ‘Safe. Life’s not like that, Pandora. It’s bloody messy. You know that as well as I do. You already have a lovely boyfriend, Declan. Remember him? Not to mention

  Iris, your very smart and very beautiful daughter, and you do live in Dalkey. All right, so you have to share your living space with me, Bird and Dad, but let’s face it, there’s no way

  either of us would be able to afford Dalkey otherwise. So you see, you have little to complain about.’




  I sigh. She’s right about Iris, and the house, but Declan? The man who spends every Wednesday night if he’s in town with his ex-wife, Jessica? He claims he’s just keeping her

  sweet so she won’t make trouble over the divorce, which he’s hoping will come through within the next few months, but it still sticks in my throat. At least they were able to file in

  England, on account of Jessica being English and still owning a house in London, speeding up the whole process. Irish family law requires a ‘cooling off period of four years. They’ve

  been separated less than a year now and there’s no way I’d cope with three more years of ‘keeping Jessica sweet’.




  I wouldn’t mind, but their regular meeting takes place in what used to be ‘their’ restaurant, The Rosewood, all flickering candles and intimate snugs – her idea, not his.

  I’m convinced she wants him back, however much he protests to the contrary. But I haven’t voiced my concerns to anyone, especially not to Declan. It took me long enough to find a decent

  man who’s as good to Iris as he is to me. Besides, I need Declan. He’s sensible, stable, a proper grown-up. The last thing I want is to come over all paranoid and bunny boiler and to

  lose him.




  ‘I know,’ I tell Jules. ‘Declan’s great. It’s just this turning thirty thing, it’s making me question my choices. I wanted to be a fashion designer, Jules.

  Instead I peddle secondhand clothes to stupid people who don’t understand why a vintage Chanel cashmere twinset costs more than a boring new jumper from Mexos or another of those hideous

  chain stores. I feel like screeching, “Yes, go ahead and buy a boring polyester jumper, be a sheep. If you don’t appreciate quality fabric and years of design excellence, then just go

  feck yourself.” It makes me so goddamn angry.’




  I look around quickly. I make a habit of never swearing on the shop floor, it’s so undignified and it’s not like me to get so riled up. Luckily it’s early and there are no

  customers yet.




  Jules certainly looks a little taken aback by my outburst. She pats my arm. ‘OK, sis, take it easy. Would you like a coffee?’




  I look at her intently. ‘I’m all over the place these days. I keep forgetting things. I couldn’t remember where I put the scissors yesterday. I spent hours looking for them

  before Bird pointed out that they were hanging on the ribbon around my neck. Do you think I’m going insane?’




  She smiles again. ‘Don’t be daft, you’re far too sensible. I’m the mad one in this family, remember? It must be the birthday thing. I never thought it would freak you out

  this much. Just goes to show, there’s no calling people, is there? Look, thirty is only a number. If it makes you feel any better, you can knock off a few years, tell everyone you’re in

  your late twenties. We’ll all play along.’




  ‘Thanks, Jules. But it’s not as simple as that. I’ll know I’m thirty. When you’re about to hit your own best before date, you’ll understand.’

  The first customers come in the door and make for the coffee shop. Jules is going to have to move her bike, so it’s now or never.




  ‘Now back to the city break,’ I say quickly. ‘I was thinking Paris. May is the perfect month to visit.’




  Her face is a picture. ‘Paris? Paris? Are you deranged?’




  She has every right to be shocked. I spent five months studying at the Paris Institute of Fashion and Design in Montmartre in my early twenties and I came home with rather more than notebooks

  jammed with dress ideas and conversational French.




  ‘Pandora, are you sure you want to go back to Paris? You haven’t been back since, well, you know. Why now?’ Her eyes widen. ‘Hang on, am I missing something? Is there

  another reason you want to go to Paris? Triggered by the whole getting old thing, perhaps?’ She tilts her head and looks at me intently.




  I was waiting for this. ‘I know what you’re all going to think, that I have things to take care of over there, but honestly it couldn’t be further from the truth. I just want

  to banish my Parisian demons and move on. If I don’t do it now, I’ll probably put it off for another ten years and spend the whole decade chastising myself for being such a chicken. No,

  it’s time. A new start and all that.’




  I pray that she’ll believe me, and manage to persuade Bird and Dad that it’s a good idea too. I desperately need her on my side but she still looks unconvinced.




  ‘I’ve always adored Paris,’ I add earnestly. ‘And it’s the perfect place to celebrate turning thirty. I know it must sound crazy, as I was only there for a few

  months, but I miss the place. I used to have a noticeboard full of pictures of the Eiffel Tower and stuff, remember? I was obsessed.’




  ‘I’d forgotten that.’ She gives a short laugh. ‘It was really neat too, wasn’t it? Rows and rows of pictures pinned up carefully in straight lines. My walls were

  plastered with Johnny Depp posters.’




  I lift my eyebrows. ‘Were? They still are, Jules.’




  She laughs again. ‘Only one or two. He’s still a god. His ex-partner’s French, isn’t she? Vanessa Paradis.’




  ‘Yep, he’s clearly a man of taste. I’ve made my decision. Paris is my favourite city and it’s time to go back, and I’d like you, Rowie and Arietty to come too.

  Rowie’s birthday is the day before mine, remember? We can celebrate together. She’s already said she’d be interested. She’s a bit depressed about the big three-o too,

  doesn’t want a party or anything, says being out of the country for it suits her perfectly. What do you think? We can do a Thelma and Louise, without the death obviously, or the violence.

  Girls on tour. Please, Jules? It would really mean a lot to me.’




  ‘Rowie and Arietty, cool, now you’re talking!’ My sister’s eyes are sparkling. She seems far more animated about the whole trip now that I’ve suggested that the

  girls join us. Rowie’s an old friend of mine from fashion college (Dublin, not Paris), and Arietty is Jules’s friend, an elephant keeper in Dublin Zoo no less. Jules and Arietty only

  met last year, but they’re already as thick as thieves. I feel slightly put out, to be honest. But I try not to let it show. If I’m going to win over Dad and Bird, I need her firmly on

  my side. Besides, I’m well aware that she thinks I’m a bit boring sometimes, but it’s hardly my fault. I have to be sensible, people depend on me. I have a shop to manage and Iris

  for starters. Bird may technically be the owner and Jules is a great help with things like the windows and running the customer styling service, but when it comes to the day-to-day running of the

  place, I’m very much in charge. I’m lucky to have family backup when it comes to Iris, but being a single mum does have its challenges. I spend most of the time exhausted. Sad, I know,

  but true.




  ‘That sounds like a plan, Batman,’ she says. ‘So, when do we leave?’




  From the child-at-the-circus look on Jules’s face, I can tell I finally have her convinced. She has fallen for the freaking out over the big three-o act and, as much as I hate to deceive

  her, it means I now have a cover story for going to Paris and the real reasons behind my meltdown are still under wraps. Which is exactly where I intend to keep them.




  





  Chapter 2




  Later that evening I brace myself to tell Bird and Dad about our city break. Since Mum died from breast cancer (when I was fourteen and Jules was only nine) we’ve all

  lived together in Sorrento House, a rambling old Georgian pile in Dalkey – me, Iris, Jules, Bird and Dad. It’s hardly conventional, but it seems to work. It’s actually

  Bird’s place – Mum grew up here and the shelves of her old room (now Iris’s room) are still full of the books she loved as a child and her favourite toys. After Mum died the house

  was renovated and Bird moved into a specially created apartment in the basement, but she spends most of her time ‘upstairs’. She’s sociable, Bird. We all are, and we’re used

  to the chatter and share of communal living.




  I can feel my breath quicken as soon as I open my mouth. ‘So you know I have a birthday coming up?’ I say hesitantly. ‘I’ve decided I’d like to celebrate it in

  style, get away. Paris, maybe . . . what do you think?’




  Bird and Dad have a similar reaction to Jules’s initial one. Shock. For a second there’s utter silence.




  ‘Paris?’ Bird’s eyes move nervously towards Dad, who appears equally worried. They exchange a loaded look.




  She turns back to me. ‘Are you sure, darling?’




  ‘Positive,’ I say. ‘I’ve already talked it through with Jules and she thinks it’s the ideal place to celebrate my thirtieth and to put the past behind me.

  Don’t you, Jules? End of an era, start of a new decade and all that stuff.’




  ‘Yes,’ she says, nodding in agreement. ‘We’re going to ask Rowie and Arietty to join us. So we can have a proper party to celebrate.’




  I think Jules still has doubts about my motivation, but is now so keen on the idea of holidaying with Rowie and Arietty that she’s managing to hide them brilliantly.




  From the dark expression on his face, Dad has serious reservations. He checks the door is firmly shut and that Iris can’t hear, and then clears his throat. I try to stop myself wincing. I

  can tell what’s coming.




  ‘Pandora, I know you don’t like talking about it, but does this have anything to do with Iris’s father? You haven’t been back since she was born.’ Dad shifts around

  awkwardly in his chair. He’s not particularly fond of emotional scenes and I know he wouldn’t have asked the question unless he felt he had to.




  I can feel everyone’s eyes fixed on my face and irritation starts prickling under my skin. As I told them all years ago, the identity of Iris’s father is none of their business. So I

  say nothing. I just push my chair back strongly with my feet, making the wood screech against the tiles, and stand up.




  ‘I’m sorry,’ I say, ‘but that’s not up for discussion, Dad, you know that. I just need a holiday, that’s all, and I rather fancied Paris. End of

  story.’




  ‘Do sit down, darling,’ Bird says. ‘Stop being so touchy, after all you’re the one who mentioned Paris! Your father isn’t trying to upset you, but Iris is nine now

  and she will start asking questions about him soon. In fact I’m surprised she hasn’t already. You do need to consider what exactly you’re going to tell her.’




  There’s another deathly silence. Maybe I did overreact. I need to say something, quick, or this trip might not happen. After all, I’m counting on Dad and Bird to look after Iris

  while I’m away. I sit back down.




  ‘She’s already asked,’ I say, trying to keep my voice under control and my anger in check. ‘I’ve told her that he lives in France and when she’s sixteen she

  can decide whether or not she wants to meet him in person.’




  They are all staring at me agog. It’s the most I’ve ever told them about Iris’s dad.




  ‘So he is from Paris, darling?’ Bird says tentatively.




  There’s a long pause while I weigh up my options.




  ‘No,’ I say eventually. ‘Not Paris. He is French, but please don’t ask me any more questions about the past. I don’t mean to be rude, but I won’t answer them.

  And if any of you mention a word of this to Iris, I’ll never forgive you. I can read her like a book, and I’ll know if you’ve said anything, believe me. I’ll tell her

  I’m visiting Paris, but not to see her father, just for a holiday. She’s smart enough to understand. And I’d be very grateful if you’d look after her while I’m away.

  If it’s a problem I can make other arrangements. Now, I’m going to put Iris to bed, so you can all discuss me to your heart’s content.’




  I stand up again and make my way towards the door. I know I’ve been a bit short with Dad and Bird, but I do wish they’d stop digging for information. They know only too well that the

  subject of Iris’s father is taboo. I’ll talk about anything else, but not that. I’ve got so much on my mind at the moment that I’m finding it hard to cope or act

  ‘normal’. Right now I just want to focus on getting to Paris.




  ‘Pandora,’ Jules calls. ‘Do you want some company?’




  I turn and give her a gentle smile. ‘No, I’m OK, I’ll go on up with Iris. But thanks for asking and thanks for dinner, Bird. Sorry if I snapped at you or Dad, I didn’t

  mean to. I’m just tired.’




  ‘You’re welcome, darling,’ Bird says. ‘An early night will do you good and if there’s anything you want to talk about, you know where to find me.’




  I nod silently, then walk out of the door, closing it firmly behind me, happy that I got through the conversation without breaking down. By the time I reach the end of the stairs, I’m

  having second thoughts about fetching Iris from the living room where she’s watching one final nature programme before bedtime, and am itching to know what’s going on in the kitchen in

  my absence. I pause for a moment before slipping off my shoes and creeping back towards the door, making sure not to step on the creaky floorboard. I know eavesdropping is low, but I can’t

  help myself – I need to find out what they’re saying. I press my ear against the crack between the door and the doorframe.




  I can hear someone, probably Dad, give a low whistle.




  Then Bird says, ‘You were right all along, Jules, about Iris’s dad being French. Do you think he was a fashion student?’




  ‘Seems likely,’ Dad says.




  ‘No way,’ Jules pipes up. ‘Pandora’s always liked older men. Declan’s nearly forty. I bet he was her lecturer or something.’




  I press my hand over my mouth to stop myself laughing manically. If only she knew.




  ‘Iris’s skin is much darker than Pandora’s, almost olive,’ Bird says then. ‘I wonder where he’s from? Somewhere sunny perhaps?’




  ‘Nice?’ Dad suggests. ‘Or Marseille?’




  ‘What about Avignon or Monaco?’ Bird mulls.




  ‘Where’s Audrey Tautou from?’ Dad again. ‘Iris looks a bit like her, doesn’t she? The dark hair and the serious little face.’




  ‘You’re right!’ Bird this time. ‘Or what about Julie Delpy or that Jolie girl?’




  None of their ruminations make much sense. Angelina Jolie was born in LA and Iris looks nothing like Julie Delpy.




  ‘Or Vanessa Paradis?’ Jules says. She obviously feels a bit left out and Vanessa’s probably the only French actress she can think of. Unlike me and Bird, she’s not much

  of a film buff.




  I block out their pointless chatter for a while – Vanessa Paradis is blonde, for heaven’s sake, and Iris’s hair is rich chocolate brown – until Dad says, ‘What do

  you think, Boolie? Should we try to dissuade her from going?’ Boolie was Mum’s pet name for Jules – short for Julia Boolia. For a second Mum’s face floats in front of my

  eyes. She’s been slipping into my thoughts a lot recently. I wish she was here now; I’ve never needed her more.




  ‘No,’ she says to my relief. ‘It seems to be something she needs to do. I think she just wants to go back, see the city again. She did spend five months there and she was Paris

  obsessed even before she went. I’m sure she misses it and just wants to put the whole Paris thing behind her before she moves into her thirties. I think she’s a bit freaked out by

  getting old, to be honest.’




  I smile to myself. Good old Jules, sticking up for me as usual, even if she did just call me old. We haven’t always been close but lately that has changed.




  ‘But you will keep an eye on her, darling?’ Bird asks, and her voice sounds anxious. ‘Make sure she’s all right. Emotionally, I mean. She seems a little tense these days.

  Are you sure she’s strong enough? It will bring back an awful lot of memories. We don’t know much about what happened with Iris’s father, but it can’t have been pleasant,

  surely? Being abandoned like that.’




  ‘Pandora?’ Jules says. ‘She’ll be fine. Nothing knocks her, you know that. Tough isn’t the word.’




  ‘We all have a soft side, Boolie,’ Bird says gently. ‘Even your sister.’ She pauses for a second. ‘Maybe I should have a little word with Rowie.’




  Poor Jules. OK, she may have had some rather wobbly moments in the past, but Bird’s inference is a little unfair. It’s no wonder Jules sounds a little spiky when she says, ‘You

  don’t need to bother Rowie. I’ll look after Pandora and I guess you guys will be on Iris duty for a few days. Now stop worrying, both of you. It’s a weekend in Paris, not Beirut.

  What can possibly go wrong?’




  I creep away and sit on the end of the stairs, lost in thought. It looks like this trip is actually going to happen. A wave of relief hits me so strongly that I almost start to cry. Paris.

  I’m going to Paris to find Olivier Huppert, Iris’s dad. I dread seeing him, but I have to, it’s as simple as that. For Iris’s sake. For Iris’s future. It’s the

  first thing on my monumental to-do list. Number two is a little more complicated and it’s out of my hands this time, which is agonizingly frustrating.




  Last Wednesday I opened an official-looking typed envelope. It was from a Dr Ruth Oxenbury, Head of the Medical Genetics Department at Monkstown Clinic, and her letter said that Mum had

  contacted her fifteen years ago. Mum had read about the pioneering work the department were doing into hereditary cancer genes and she asked to be tested. So they tested her blood as requested and

  found that Mum had the BRCA1 gene, short for Breast Cancer Gene 1.I didn’t have to read any further to know where this was leading. Dr Oxenbury was asking if I too wanted to be tested.




  When Iris and the rest of the family were in bed I Googled the gene and there it was, the information I was looking for, starkly laid out in front of me:




  

    

      Women with the BRCA1 gene have an 85 per cent chance of getting breast cancer.


    


  




  I sat there for ages, just staring at the screen. An 85 per cent chance of getting breast cancer. I couldn’t believe it. I read further down the screen, scaring myself

  more and more. There was also a 50 per cent chance of getting ovarian cancer.




  I sat back in the chair. I was too shocked to do anything other than put my head in my hands and just sit there. I could hear my blood pounding in my ears, my heart pumping hard. My eyes started

  welling up and I swore under my breath. This just wasn’t fair. I’d always eaten well, I’d never smoked and I only had the odd glass of wine.




  After a few minutes I pulled the letter out of my pocket and re-read the last paragraph. As I’d suspected, Dr Oxenbury was inviting me to find out if I had the gene, telling me it was a

  big decision and to ring her if I had any questions, or to arrange an appointment to discuss it further with her or talk to a counsellor. She explained that normally the gene information

  she’d just divulged would be given at a consultation following counselling, but that due to the unusual nature of Mum’s request she had taken the liberty of writing to me instead. She

  suggested that I should bring someone with me to the appointment for support. I took a few deep breaths, wiped my tears away and put the letter carefully back in my pocket.




  I couldn’t sleep a wink that night for thinking about it. Should I have the test? And if I had the bloody gene, then what? How would knowing be of any benefit? Did I have to wait around

  and see if I was in the lucky 15 per cent or the unlucky 85 per cent, or what? And should I tell Jules? After all, there’s as much chance that she’s a carrier too. If I’m

  gene-free but she has it, then what? Jules isn’t emotionally equipped for that kind of pressure.




  When Jules was nine, she watched Mum’s demise from a vibrant, larger-than-life woman who could take on the world, to a fragile, physically weak shadow of herself. Mum never lost her

  spirit, but towards the end the pain was too much and she had to allow herself to stop fighting and slip away. She died on the morning of Jules’s ninth birthday. Jules had been in the room,

  chatting to her, and then, as Mum lost the ability to do anything other than breathe, watched as Mum passed out of this life and into another. It’s not something that Jules will ever

  forget.




  For many years Jules blamed herself for wearing Mum out that morning, snatching precious time away from me, Dad and Bird. But we’d all been so relieved that Mum hadn’t died alone,

  Dad especially. For years he’d blamed himself for not being there at the end. But the whole experience has had a lasting effect on poor old Jules. She’s been terrified of hospitals or

  of any kind of illness for years now and she can be a bit emotionally fragile sometimes. I have no idea what this might do to her. So you see, meltdown isn’t the word. I can’t stop

  thinking about Dr Oxenbury’s letter and what it means. Will I have the test or not? If I do, what will I tell Jules? Or Iris? What about Bird and Dad? And what happens if I’m gene

  positive? Talk about monumental questions.




  On Thursday morning, a day after I had received the letter, I went into work as usual, trying not to think about its contents, but it was so damn hard. I spent most of the day

  in a daze and by the time the shop closed I still hadn’t decided what I was going to do about it.




  That evening the whole family was in the sitting room after dinner, apart from Iris who was tucked up in bed. Bird was engrossed in her crossword, Dad’s head was buried in his newspaper,

  and Jules was sitting at the round table in front of the bay window, sketching out some ideas for the next Shoestring window, biting the end of her pen dreamily. Bird was chuckling away to herself

  triumphantly. She loves figuring out difficult crossword clues; she’s the only person I know who can finish the Crosaire in the Irish Times, apart from Mum, who had been a crossword

  genius.




  I had a sudden pang of longing and a wave of sadness – I wished Mum was there to complete the picture. For a split second I could see her standing right in front of me, her huge

  cornflower-blue eyes strong and determined. Even towards the very end, her gaze never wavered. I blinked and her image disappeared.




  Then I had a thought. You know she is still with us. She’s in me and Jules and even Iris. Her genes are still running through every one of us. The same genes that killed her in

  the end. Dr Oxenbury’s letter popped into my head and I remembered the decision I had to make. Before I even had a chance to start considering it properly, it was as if the mist had cleared

  and I had a moment of clarity. For the first time since the letter arrived I felt calm and certain.




  Mum wanted Jules and me to have the test. She was trying to take care of us, even towards the end. That was why she contacted Dr Oxenbury and got herself tested, even though she must have known

  it was too late to do anything about her own cancer by then. Mum has given us all a chance to control our futures, to determine our destinies in some small way. It suddenly became blindingly

  obvious – of course I was having the test.




  





  Chapter 3




  After I made my decision, I rang what I presumed was Dr Oxenbury’s office first thing the following morning. It was only eight o’clock and I didn’t expect to

  catch anyone in, so I was all ready to leave a message when a woman answered.




  ‘Hello?’ Her voice was slightly clippy, as if I’d interrupted her in the middle of something.




  ‘Oh, hi. This is Pandora Schuster. Dr Oxenbury wrote to me, about having a blood test.’




  ‘This is Dr Oxenbury, Pandora. I gave you my personal number. So, what have you decided to do? Counselling is probably best, yes?’




  I was taken aback for a second. I wasn’t expecting to speak to the doctor herself, or to be asked the question so directly.




  ‘Sorry sorry,’ she added before I’d had the chance to gather my thoughts, her voice softer. ‘I think my head is still in the report I’m writing. I don’t mean

  to sound abrupt. Would you like to talk to someone about the test, Pandora? Find out more about it. I can set up some counselling for you to talk about your options. It’s a big decision,

  Pandora, not to be taken lightly. We have very good people in here, trained people who can help you make up your mind.’




  I gulped before blurting out, ‘I’d like to have the test.’




  ‘There’s no rush, Pandora. Are you sure you don’t need more time? It’s a big decision.’




  ‘No, honestly. I’ve thought about it carefully and I want to go ahead. I’ve read up about the gene and I’d like know if I have it as soon as possible. I think it’s

  what Mum would have wanted.’




  ‘Yes, it is,’ she says, her voice softer. ‘It’s the right thing to do, Pandora.’




  ‘You knew Mum?’




  ‘Yes. We were friends in college. That’s why I wrote to you directly. Kirsten asked me to look after you, Pandora.’




  ‘Oh, I see.’ I’m completely taken aback by this.




  ‘I’ll tell you more about it when you come to see me.’ Her tone becomes more businesslike again. ‘Now, let’s see if we can get the ball rolling as quickly as

  possible. Give me a second.’ There’s silence for a moment. Then she says, ‘How does next Thursday morning suit? Is 7.40 a.m. any good? Sorry it’s so early but the

  diary’s jammed and it’s the only time I can squeeze you in at short notice.’




  ‘That’s perfect. Where do I go exactly?’




  ‘My office first, then I’ll send you down to the Phlebotomy Department where they’ll take your bloods.’




  ‘How long will it take to get the results?’




  ‘We’ll do it as quickly as we can but it’s a complicated procedure and it could take six to eight weeks.’




  ‘That’s OK, I understand.’




  ‘So I’ll see you on Thursday? We’re in the bowels,’ she added cheerily. ‘But it means we have plenty of space. Ask for directions at reception. I look forward to

  meeting you, Pandora. Your mother was a wonderful woman. We shared the same boyfriend, in fact – not simultaneously, obviously!’ I could hear the smile in her voice.




  I gave a small laugh. ‘I look forward to meeting you too. Thanks for squeezing me in.’ I clicked off my phone. My fingers started to shake, a jittery feeling that slowly seeped

  through my whole body. I took a few deep breaths, trying to calm myself down. Booking the test is the first step, I told myself. Just hang in there, Pandora, and try not to think about six weeks

  down the line – the results. In the meantime focus on something that you can control – getting to Paris and finding Olivier.




  Thursday morning is D-Day. On Wednesday evening I ask Dad to get Iris up and drop her to school, telling him that I have to get to Shoestring ultra early to sort out some

  outstanding customer orders, and, as this isn’t an unusual request, he happily agrees. I manage to shower, dress and make it out of the house without waking anyone, which is a relief. I

  haven’t been myself since getting Dr Oxenbury’s letter and I know Bird suspects that something is up. She keeps asking things like, ‘Are you all right, darling? You’re

  looking rather peaky.’ Luckily the impending Paris trip seems to have put her off the scent. And Jules is usually too caught up in her own world to notice if someone’s off colour. I

  love her to bits but she can be rather self-obsessed.




  Driving towards Monkstown Clinic my skin is crawling with nerves. I park the car and walk up the pathway towards the large modern building, wondering what’s going on right this second

  behind its curved tinted windows. Is there someone else sitting inside, waiting to have a test done or a diagnosis, feeling like jelly on the inside just like me?




  I get directions to Dr Oxenbury’s office, and I make my way towards the lift at the far end of the atrium, past a pool fed by a small spluttering waterfall. I pass a busy café and

  try not to stare at a woman in her mid-thirties sitting at a table just inside the doorway, head bent over a newspaper. Her headscarf has slipped a little and underneath she’s completely

  bald. My blood pumps quicker and I try to concentrate on the soothing noise of the splashing water instead of my racing thoughts. The lift delivers me to the basement and as soon as I step into the

  corridor my nostrils tingle with the smell of bleach.




  The door to Dr Oxenbury’s basement office is open and there’s a woman inside, her fingers flying over a keyboard, her eyes concentrated on the screen. A vase of red tulips sits on

  the low filing cabinet beside her and behind her is a second door.




  I stand in front of her, not knowing whether to interrupt or not. After a moment she stops typing and looks up at me.




  ‘Pandora, yes?’ She smiles. She’s in her fifties, and has the kind of open, friendly face you immediately warm to. She’s so different to most doctor’s receptionists

  I’ve encountered, I’m slightly taken aback.




  ‘That’s right.’




  ‘I’m Cecily, Dr Oxenbury’s secretary. She’s in the lab but she asked me to call her as soon as you got here. I’ll give her a ring and then I’ll take your

  details. Is there anyone joining you?’




  ‘No, it’s just me.’




  ‘No problem, just take a seat.’ She waves at the neat buttoned leather sofa. I sit down and look around the office while she contacts the doctor, my eyes lingering on the picture

  above the desk, a realistic oil painting of a vase of wild flowers, teacup and three books stacked with their spines showing, all painted in warm cheerful colours. One of the books is Jane

  Austen’s Emma, which makes me smile; it’s one of my favourites. There are white colonial blinds on the high, long windows, and a cherry-red rug on the wooden floor. Two

  old-fashioned brass hinged floor lamps add brightness to the dim natural lighting. It’s not like any doctor’s office I’ve ever been in; it looks more like someone’s sitting

  room.




  After talking on the phone in a low voice, Cecily takes my details efficiently and a few minutes later another woman bustles into the room and stands in front of me. She has dark cropped hair

  the colour of blackberries and the boyish, wiry figure of someone who never sits down. ‘Pandora.’ She gives me a bright smile and shakes her head. ‘Such a look of your mother. And

  you’ve already met Cecily.’ She nods at the receptionist. ‘She runs my life. I wouldn’t know what day it was if it weren’t for Cecily.’




  ‘Don’t you believe her, Pandora.’ Cecily smiles again, clearly pleased, and then gets back to her typing.




  Dr Oxenbury opens the door behind Cecily. ‘Come in, come in and take a seat. You’re alone I take it?’




  ‘Yes.’ From the way Cecily and Dr Oxenbury have both asked, most people must bring someone with them. I can understand that; the hospital is pretty intimidating and it would be nice

  to have someone with me to ask questions in case I forget something, but for the moment I want to keep all this to myself.




  I sit down opposite her pale wooden desk. It’s as neat as a pin, with a stack of in- and out-boxes to the right, and a pen holder to the left, beside the white-backed computer screen.

  There are two more oil paintings behind the desk, clearly by the same artist, and two of the walls have floor-to-ceiling bookshelves, crammed with medical tomes and chunky stand-up folders. There

  are also two large filing cabinets the red of English postboxes and I can’t take my eyes off them.




  ‘Office equipment comes in all shades these days,’ she says, noticing my gaze. ‘And grey is such a depressing colour, isn’t it? Nothing like a bit of brightness to cheer

  up your day. I meant to pull out your file earlier.’ She pulls open one of the drawers, takes out a file and places it on the desk. ‘Here we are.’ Then she sits down behind it,

  puts her elbows on the wood and temples her fingers. ‘So, you’ve decided to take the test?’




  I nod, the lump in my throat preventing me from saying anything else.




  ‘I am glad,’ she continues. ‘I know it’s what Kirsten wanted. Your mum was a very special woman and I’m extremely sorry you lost her so young.’ She opens the

  folder and studies the top left-hand corner of three envelopes carefully, then hands me one. ‘She wanted you to have this on the day of your test.’




  My heart pounds again as I stare at it, my name written across the front in Mum’s sweeping, old-fashioned handwriting. She was very proud of her handwriting, won prizes for it at school as

  a girl.




  

    To My Darling Pandora


  




  There’s also a small ‘T’ in the top right-hand corner. ‘T’ for test maybe? Seeing a tiny piece of her out of the blue like that gives me such a

  jolt that tears immediately prick my eyes. ‘And the other letters?’ I ask.




  ‘Are for later,’ Dr Oxenbury says gently. ‘I think Kirsten saw this whole testing business as something she could control, unlike her cancer. She gave me very strict

  instructions about the letters, and I promised to comply. She could be quite bossy when she wanted to, as I’m sure you know.’ She gives a tiny laugh.




  I smile back. That sounds just like Mum. ‘Yes. Yes, she could.’ I put it carefully in my handbag and blink my tears away.




  ‘In fact, I would have liked to have tested you sooner, but your Mum insisted I wait until your thirtieth birthday to contact you, against my advice, I should add; I suggested eighteen or

  twenty-one. But she didn’t want your twenties to be marred by all this.’




  ‘What about Jules, my sister? She’s twenty-five now. Should she be tested?’




  ‘Kirsten said she’d cover that in the letter. She’d thought of everything, your mum.’




  ‘How did you know each other? You said something about college.’




  She smiles again, her eyes sparking in remembrance. ‘We used to run the Hist together, the debating society in Trinity, that’s where we met, discussing what guests to invite to our

  debates. We had the odd difference of opinion but we worked well together. She liked to get her own way, but never sulked if she didn’t. I moved to the States after college for many years and

  we lost touch. I was sad that we only found each other again through her damn illness.’ She sighs, then pauses for a second, noticing my bleary eyes and my slight sniff. ‘Sorry, I

  don’t mean to upset you.’




  I’m finding it hard to stem the tears. ‘That’s OK.’




  ‘And you’re sure you’re ready to take the test, Pandora? There’s a fifty-fifty chance of a negative result – which of course is the result we want. But if you do

  have the breast cancer gene your mother carried – the BRCA1 – I think I explained that in the letter . . .’




  I nod silently, not wanting to interrupt her.




  ‘Good, good,’ she continues. ‘If you do have the gene, then the odds of getting breast cancer do increase quite dramatically.’




  ‘I’d have an 85 per cent chance of getting breast cancer and a 50 per cent chance of getting ovarian, is that right?’




  She looks impressed. ‘You’ve been doing your homework. Yes, that’s correct.’




  ‘And if that’s the case, if I test positive, what then?’




  She sits back in her chair a little. ‘You’d be closely monitored by one of the team in the cancer clinic. Very closely. There are various scans and examinations, but let’s not

  dwell on that today.’




  ‘What about preventative surgery?’ I ask quickly, wanting to get what I’ve read on the cancer sites and Internet forums out in the open, needing some reassurance that there is

  more that can be done to beat the odds.




  She leans forward, her brow slightly wrinkled. ‘Are you talking about a double mastectomy?’




  ‘Yes. And maybe getting my ovaries removed,’ I add firmly.




  She looks at me for a long moment, then finally says, ‘These are all things we can discuss later on, Pandora, if we have to. And risk-reducing surgery is a possibility, yes.’ She

  pauses, gives me a gentle smile. ‘I understand how powerless all this makes you feel, believe me. But let’s just take things one step at a time, yes?’




  ‘Sorry. I already have a daughter, you see, Iris, and she’s my life. I need to be there for her no matter what. And Mum went so quickly. One minute she was perfectly fine, the next

  minute she was . . .’ I stop, unable to say it, not now. Not when Mum perhaps sat in this very same seat, two children of her own at home.




  ‘What age is your daughter?’ she asks, her eyes soft.




  ‘Nine.’ I don’t add, ‘The age Jules was when Mum died,’ but from the flicker of recognition that passes across Dr Oxenbury’s face, she’s well aware of

  it.




  ‘I do understand,’ she says gently. ‘Believe me, Pandora. I’ve lost people too, family and close friends. And I deal with this every single day, remember? I’ll do

  my very best for you, I promise. But please try not to worry about things until you have to. There’s every chance you don’t have the gene and if you do, as I said, we’ll deal with

  it. I’ll be with you the whole way, yes?’




  I nod, tears spilling down my cheeks. ‘Thank you, Doctor.’




  She hands me a tissue. ‘Ruth. Please call me Ruth. Now, let’s get your bloods done. I’ll walk you down myself.’




  I follow Ruth down the corridor towards the Phlebotomy Department, one hand in my bag, resting on Mum’s letter. I desperately want to find out what it says, but I know I can’t, not

  yet. I need to read it alone.




  Sitting in the car after the test, a small glass tube of my blood containing my DNA winging its way towards the lab that will tell me my future, my arm throbs but it’s

  nothing to how I feel inside: partly numb, partly awash with waves of emotion I can’t seem to control. I take Mum’s letter out of my bag and carefully open the envelope with a pen, not

  wanting to rip it.




  I take out the sheet of notepaper inside, unfold it and gulp, my eyes filling up so much I can’t make out Mum’s loops and curls. I put the letter on the dashboard, wipe my tears away

  with my fingers and take a few deep breaths.




  

    

      Dearest Pandora,




      Don’t be sad. Wipe those tears away, my darling. You’ve been given a wonderful gift, the chance to control your destiny. It was too late for me, but it’s not too late

      for you. Ruth assures me that by the time you get this letter, cancer research will have come on leaps and bounds and they may be close to preventing or curing the bloody disease, or at the

      very least, diagnosing it very early, which is most reassuring. Knowledge is power, Pandora, it will help you to be vigilant and it will also help you fight back when and if the need arises,

      which I hope to God it doesn’t.




      Isn’t Ruth fab? A bit stroppy mind, we used to have right humdingers in college, but that’s probably a good thing in a doctor, especially a female one. I bet she’s one

      of the most respected medics in the country by now.




      My goodness, can she fight her corner. If she’d had her way it would have been boring old farts at the Hist debates every week – scientists and doctors and yawn-inducing

      people like that. I wanted artists and business sorts, people with a bit of jazz. One thing we did agree on was this – there had to be at least one woman panellist at every debate. Too

      bloody right! Women have to support each other, that’s what I say. Anyway, tell her I’m so grateful for her help with all of this and that I miss her and that I’m sorry we

      didn’t have much time to renew our friendship.




      So, to the test. By now your blood will be on its way to the lab, and you just have to sit back and wait,




      I’m afraid. I know it’s difficult, my love, I know you want to speed everything up, but you can’t. You’re just like me, darling, hideously impatient, but

      you’ll just have to bide your time. Don’t think the worst. Don’t spend the next few weeks in a dark place. Plaster a smile on your face and get out there and do whatever it is

      that you love to do the best. (I do hope it’s something interesting. You were always so good at art – all those adorable dresses you used to draw. Please tell me that you’re

      using your talent.) And you’ll get another letter when you get the test results back. Until then, chin up, darling, promise?




      Now to Boolie. My sweet poppet. You two were always so adorable to each other (most of the time!), I do hope that you are still close. I asked Ruth to leave the decision on when to tell

      Jules in your hands. I only know her as a slightly dreamy but headstrong nine year old. I don’t know how she will react to all this cancer gene business as an adult. But I’m hoping

      that you will. If you think she should know – now – then please tell her. If you think thirty is time enough, wait. I’m sorry to do this to you, Pandora, but I know

      you’ll make the right decision and that you’ll understand. I only want what’s best for both of you.




      Do you have a daughter, my darling? Oh, I do hope so. I am so blessed to have not one, but two daughters. You and your sister make my heart sing. I love you now and I will always love

      you. Remember that.




      Be happy, my darling. Savour every day on this wonderful earth and know that I will carry you and Boolie with me, always and for ever.




      All my love,




      

        

          Mum xxx


        


      


    


  




  I drop the letter on my lap, grip the steering wheel and stare out the windscreen. Tears start rolling down my cheeks and I blink them out of my eyes. I feel distraught, yes,

  but also hideously angry. My vibrant, glorious mum should never have been taken like that, not so young, not by cancer. It isn’t fair.




  ‘You took Mum,’ I whisper. ‘But you’re not getting me. If I am positive, you have one hell of a battle on your hands. I’m going to fight you with everything

  I’ve got. You are not going to win this time.’




  Then and there I decide not to mention the test to anyone; what’s the point of worrying everyone unnecessarily? I can deal with this on my own. I jut out my chin and grit my teeth. I am

  not going to have the gene. I refuse to. It’s a simple as that.




  





  Chapter 4




  I know Mum said to try and get on with things and not to think the worst, but for all my earlier bluster it’s impossible. I can’t escape; it’s like having one

  of those hideous human monkeys from The Wizard of Oz sitting on my shoulder, whispering in my ear, ‘Cancer gene, cancer gene, positive, positive, positive.’




  I manage to drive home safely, despite the hot, angry tears that keep flooding down my cheeks. I’m not expected in Shoestring until after eleven – I wasn’t sure how long the

  appointment would take so I told Dad to tell Bird and Jules that I was visiting a client this morning after doing the orders. I often do it, so they won’t suspect that anything’s up. So

  I let myself in to Sorrento House, the hall empty and still, shut the front door behind me and collapse on the end stair, my head bowed towards my knees. There I stay, trying to breathe deeply and

  calmly, the air smelling of furniture polish from the banisters. Bird has a heavy hand with the Pledge.




  ‘Pull yourself together,’ I whisper into the air. I force myself to sit up. I stare in front of me, my eyes still a little blurry. One of Iris’s pink runners lies abandoned

  against the wall, along with Jules’s spare bicycle pump and an open cardboard box of screws belonging to Dad. I rub my eyes again and try to focus on the normal domesticity of it all, letting

  it soothe my mind.




  When I start to feel a little more like myself I stand up again, check my eyes in the hall mirror, congratulating myself for at least having the wit not to wear mascara this morning. Then I walk

  into the kitchen to fix myself a strong coffee.




  ‘Get anything good this morning?’ Jules asks me as I walk into Shoestring later that morning. She’s standing behind the till, Bird to her right. There’s

  a small pile of clothes on the desk. They must be checking the date on stock, ready to return unsold items to clients.
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