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  Chapter One




  What was that incessant noise? Beeps, buzzing, and some other sound, something more rhythmic, but so bloody loud that it was doing Suzie’s head in. It was moving, too,

  and, after a moment, she realised that she was moving with it. A wave of fear washed over her. What the hell was going on? This wasn’t funny any more.




  Suzie opened her mouth to call for help but no sound came out. Cold fingers of terror gripped her as she realised that she was pinned down. Panicking, Suzie struggled to free herself but it was

  useless: she couldn’t move. She tried to open her eyes but that didn’t work either, yet Suzie was pretty sure that she wasn’t blindfolded. She tried again but her lids refused to

  budge.




  What was happening to her? Suzie had never felt so trapped and frightened. The beeping sped up, adding to her hysteria, and another, higher-pitched, alarm, louder than the others, joined the

  cacophony. And then she heard voices and she called out, begging them to help her, to make it all stop. But they didn’t seem to even hear her, so she screamed as loud as she could, and then

  there was finally a voice, low and reassuring.




  ‘It’s okay, Suzie, relax, I’ve got you.’




  The voice was soothing, assured and calm, and so she let go, trusting it, and allowing herself to drift into oblivion.




  Jess Connors stroked her mother’s cool hand, humming the melody Suzie had always sung to her as a child when she was ill or couldn’t sleep. It was a simple song,

  something about a seesaw, but it had always dried Jess’s tears and made her feel safe. She looked around the room – bare but for two chairs, the equipment around the bed and cautionary

  notices on the wall – and wished herself anywhere else. A piece of red-and-gold foil fluttered forlornly above the window, presumably the remnants of a Christmas decoration. The festive

  colours seemed disgustingly inappropriate and she itched to climb up onto a chair and take it down.




  The window itself was annoying. Most of the wards Jess passed every day had small windows, high up in the wall, offering no glimpse of trees or sky to cheer an ailing body. Yet this small cell,

  whose residents were rarely conscious, had a large, south-facing window. A shaft of sunlight streamed in now, casting a golden glow over her mum’s pale cheeks. She looked so small and

  fragile. Jess blinked back her tears.




  ‘Come on, Mum, enough’s enough. Don’t you want to get out of this place? I know I do. Please wake up.’




  There was a cursory knock on the door and a nurse hurried in. ‘Hi, Jess. How are you today?’




  ‘Grand, thanks, Ann.’ Jess moved out of her way, surreptitiously wiping her eyes. Grand. What a stupid word. Her mother had been in a coma for weeks and there was no sign of her

  coming out of it, but Jess was ‘grand’. She leaned against the wall and watched the nurse go through the routine checks. At this stage, Jess could easily step in and take over the

  nurse’s duties, if she fancied a break.




  ‘Giving her a manicure today?’ Ann asked, nodding towards the bedside table.




  Jess forced a smile and nodded. ‘She always said that my granny’s hands were as rough as a labourer’s and was determined to keep hers soft. She used coconut oil.’ She

  grimaced, realising she’d spoken in the past tense.




  ‘She’ll be delighted when she wakes up to see that you kept them so nice for her.’ The nurse shone a torch into her mum’s eyes. ‘Aren’t you lucky, Suzie, to

  have Jess to pamper you?’




  ‘Do you think that she will?’ Jess traced a crack in the floor tile with the toe of her boot. ‘Wake up, I mean.’




  ‘Of course she will,’ the nurse said.




  Jess’s head snapped up to stare at her. The other staff never answered that question, yet there was a quiet confidence about Ann that made Jess wonder. The woman was probably in her

  fifties and had worked in this unit for years. Maybe being around comatose patients so long had given her an instinct her superiors didn’t possess. Jess could almost see her brother shake his

  head, incredulous that she could still be optimistic after nearly eight weeks.




  ‘Can she hear us?’ She searched the nurse’s face, her bullshit radar on.




  Ann shrugged. ‘Lots of patients who’ve woken from a coma told me they were conscious of voices, music and smells.’ She chuckled. ‘One man gave out hell about one of the

  doctors’ overpowering aftershave. He was determined to wake up just to tell him to switch to a different brand or he’d never get a woman.’ She stepped back, made a note on the

  clipboard and put it back on the end of the bed. ‘I’m all done now. You can get on with your beauty treatment. Enjoy, Suzie.’




  Jess pulled up a chair and poured lotion into her palm and massaged it into her mother’s right hand. ‘Did you hear that? Is it true, Mum? Can you hear me? Can you smell this nice

  cream? I wish you’d give me a sign. Just a blink or a twitch wouldn’t kill you, would it? If this was a Hollywood movie, you’d wake up now and make some stupid joke, you know

  that, right?’ Jess’s eyes drifted from her mother’s soft hand to her own bitten nails. ‘I could do with a manicure myself, and a haircut. Still, there’ll be plenty of

  time for that when you wake up. I just want you to get better, Mum, we all do. Even Mandy phones to see how you’re doing.’




  She chuckled, amused by her aunt’s uncharacteristic concern.




  ‘I wonder what she’s after. You haven’t got some family jewels stashed away, have you?’ Jess thought of her layabout grandfather and long-suffering granny who’d

  struggled to make ends meet. ‘Probably not. She wanted to come see you, but don’t worry: I told her there wasn’t much point at the moment.’




  Jess started to file her mother’s nails. ‘Sorry your son hasn’t been in much. It’s not because he doesn’t care. Noel just can’t handle seeing you like this.

  Sharon says all men are useless when it comes to health issues. She told me that my dear brother-in-law keeled over in the labour ward. Did you know that?’ Jess grinned. ‘They had to

  drag Keith outside and, after bringing in that fancy camera of his, the only photos they have are the ones the midwife took with her phone.




  ‘Sharon will be in tomorrow after she’s dropped Bobby to school. He’s drawn another picture for you. Try not to get too excited.’ Jess glanced up at her nephew’s

  previous efforts over the bed. Still, he was only four. ‘Nora was on again.’ Jess smiled as she thought of how supportive her mother’s old friend had been. ‘She’s fed

  up that she lives so far away, but she’ll be up to see you on Wednesday. I didn’t realise how close you two still were until this happened. Aileen sends her love, too. She’s a

  great neighbour, making sure the bins are emptied and keeping an eye on Noel, slipping him pies and scones. Just as well, as he’s worse than useless. You really spoil him, you know

  that?’




  Jess went round the bed to do the other hand. ‘Sorry, no polish. They need to be able to see the colour of your nails for some reason.’ As she started to massage the cream into her

  mother’s other hand, she froze, convinced she’d felt Suzie’s fingers move. She stared at her mother’s hand, but it lay perfectly still in hers. Jess sighed. Her imagination

  was working overtime. She’d really have to stop getting her hopes up. She knew everyone thought so. They didn’t understand why she came in twice a day.




  ‘She doesn’t even know you’re there,’ her aunt had said, rather cruelly, Jess thought.




  ‘You don’t know that, Mandy,’ she’d snapped. ‘Anyway, I want to be there.’




  Jess glanced at the clock, realising she should make a move. She had a deadline to meet. Working as a freelance journalist was a dream job. Writing articles for three different papers and a

  travel piece for a monthly magazine meant lots of variety. Today her copy about Ireland’s Wild Atlantic Way was due in. She was quite pleased with it but wanted to run through it one last

  time before emailing it to Marilyn, the editor. The photos that would go with it would look wonderful in the quality, glossy magazine pages, although the one taken of her wasn’t the best.

  Even she could see that, despite her smile, she looked drawn and anxious.




  ‘All done.’ Jess kissed her mother’s cheek and stood up to go. She stared hard at her for a moment, searching for any sign of change, willing her mum to move – but

  nothing. She sighed. ‘See you later.’




  In the tiny loo down the corridor, Jess splashed her face with water and dragged a brush through her hair. She looked at her reflection, noting that she was as pale as her mother and almost as

  skinny. Spending most of your time in a hospital and living in fear did that to you. After applying a layer of balm to her dry, cracked lips, she straightened her sweatshirt and, shoulders back,

  went out to the car park.




  ‘How’re you doing?’ Katie asked later that evening as they settled in a corner of a city centre bar with two glasses of lager.




  ‘I’m grand,’ Jess said, seeing the worry in her friend’s eyes. She cracked a smile. ‘I should have that tattooed across my forehead.’




  ‘Tell me honestly.’




  ‘Honestly? I’m broken-hearted, Katie.’




  Katie squeezed her hand. ‘It sucks, Jess. It seems so wrong, your lovely, bubbly mum just lying there.’




  ‘It doesn’t even look like her,’ Jess said. ‘I don’t want to be there, but I don’t want to leave her, either. Does that make sense?’




  ‘Yeah, but maybe you shouldn’t go in quite as often,’ Katie said gently.




  ‘If I don’t go, who will? Sharon’s always running round after her precious son, and Noel finds it too upsetting. As if I’m having a bundle of laughs.’ She was fed up with her brother and sister but she couldn’t say that. They needed each other right now. She put down the glass with a

  shaky hand and splashed beer across the table.




  ‘Hey, calm down,’ Katie urged. ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to upset you.’




  ‘You didn’t, I’m sorry.’ Jess pulled her lank hair back and massaged her temples. She could feel a headache building. ‘It’s just that Mum may as well be dead

  the way Noel talks, and sometimes I think that he and Sharon would prefer that. It would be easier and tidier if she died and we could have a funeral and move on.’




  Katie’s eyes widened, shocked. ‘That’s not true, Jess. Of course they care. We all deal with stuff differently and you and your mum were very close.’




  ‘Are,’ Jess snapped.




  ‘Sorry?’




  ‘You used the past tense.’




  ‘Aw, Jess, I didn’t mean—’




  ‘I know,’ Jess said, feeling weary. Why was she having a go at Katie when she’d only ever been kind and supportive? ‘Sorry. Truth is, I keep doing it too. Maybe

  they’re right. Maybe I should give up on her, but I just can’t accept that she’s gone, Katie.’




  ‘Of course you can’t and you shouldn’t.’




  ‘Really?’ Jess looked up at her to check her friend wasn’t placating her.




  ‘No way.’ Katie was adamant. ‘The doctors haven’t given up, have they?’




  Jess thought about that. ‘They don’t commit themselves one way or the other. It’s all “wait and see” and “still early days”.’




  ‘There you go, then, and they don’t even know your mum. She’s a fighter, Jess, and you can bet she’ll fight bloody hard to find her way back to you.’




  Jess had to smile at that. If Mum was even the slightest bit aware of what was going on, then she would fight. ‘You’re right. Thanks, Katie.’




  Jess’s phone vibrated and she grabbed it, as always hoping for good news and dreading bad. She smiled when she saw that it was a text from Louis.




  

    

      How are you doing? I’m free at 6 if you want to talk. L.


    


  




  Katie’s eyes widened. ‘I know that smile. That’s from a man. Have you been holding out on me?’ she smirked.




  Jess shook her head but couldn’t prevent the tell-tale blush. ‘The editor at the Gazette who’s been really sweet and supportive since Mum’s

  accident.’




  ‘I sense romance in the air. Is he hot? When do I get to meet him?’




  ‘No romance,’ Jess said emphatically. ‘Mum’s my priority, you know that.’




  ‘Fair enough, but you need some downtime too. Keep the faith, yeah?’ Katie was looking at her with worried eyes.




  Jess gave a weak smile and nodded. ‘Yeah.’




  





  Chapter Two




  Suzie became conscious of a soft tapping, fingers on a keyboard, she realised. Jess! Always working, she thought affectionately. Suzie tried to reach out to her daughter and

  call her name but nothing came out. After a few minutes, the effort of trying to attract attention proved too much for her and, weary and frustrated, Suzie slipped back into unconsciousness. Hang

  on, Jess. Don’t give up on me yet.




  The next time she became conscious of her surroundings, her eldest daughter was there again. You shouldn’t be here all the time, Suzie wanted to say, but, when she tried to speak, her

  voice still wouldn’t obey her brain. Yet she was conscious now of people and smells and sounds. That had to be a good sign, didn’t it? She must be getting better. This time she let

  herself drift off, wearing a smile that no one could see.




  Suzie was woken by a crash and then giggling out in the corridor. There was only one light on over the bed. It hurt her eyes. She blinked. Was she dreaming? No, surely you didn’t dream of

  long narrow clinical lights that highlighted a rather bad paint job. She gasped as she took in her surroundings, her eyes settling on her daughter’s head, resting on the edge of the bed, her

  dark hair fanned out across the cover.




  ‘Jess,’ Suzie said but nothing came out. She tried again, concentrating as hard as she could. ‘Jess.’ The sound that emerged was a cross between a hiss and a croak. She

  wondered if she could do anything else and tried flexing her fingers and toes. Holy shit! They were working! It was hard work but they were working. ‘Jess,’ she said again and this time

  she was able to move her hand so it brushed off her daughter’s head.




  Jess jerked up, rubbing her eyes and yawning.




  Suzie smiled, her heart ready to burst with happiness.




  Her daughter looked up and met her eyes, gasping, her eyes wide in disbelief. ‘Mum? Mum, oh, Mum.’ Jess hugged her, before jumping up and running out into the corridor and calling

  for the nurses. ‘She’s awake! My mum’s awake!’




  Suzie lost track of time, drifting in and out of consciousness. She often woke during the night, when there was no one around to talk to or answer her questions. When she

  opened her eyes, she sighed when she saw that the only light came from the corridor. ‘Feck it!’ she muttered, disappointed yet again.




  ‘Mum?’




  She looked over to see her daughter in the chair. ‘You should be at home in bed,’ she croaked although she was delighted to see Jess.




  Jess’s face lit up. ‘You can speak!’




  ‘Of course I can,’ Suzie retorted, although her words were little more than a whisper.




  ‘Who am I?’ Jess demanded, her eyes begging for recognition.




  ‘You’re Jess, my eldest daughter.’ Suzie smiled.




  ‘How many children do you have?’




  Suzie blinked. Why was Jess asking such stupid questions? ‘Three. You, Sharon, Noel.’ She glanced around the room, taking in for the first time the machines by the bed and the drips

  going into her arm. ‘What happened?’




  ‘You had an accident and you’re in the hospital, have been for weeks.’




  Suzie tried to process this but her head hurt and she felt tired. She closed her eyes, weary. Thinking was a fierce, tiring business altogether.




  Suzie had no idea how much time had passed before she opened her eyes to daylight and the sight of her family gathered around the bed. As usual, Jess was at her side. Sharon

  sat in one of the chairs, Sharon’s husband, Keith, perched on the arm, reading a newspaper, and Suzie’s son, Noel, was sitting on the window ledge messing with his phone.




  ‘Mum?’ Jess was the first one to spot she was awake.




  Suzie tried to smile. ‘Water?’ she whispered.




  Jess gave a regretful shrug. ‘Sorry, not yet, but I can moisten your lips.’ She dipped a swab into a jug of water and ran it across her mother’s mouth. Suzie caught it in

  between her teeth and sucked for all she was worth.




  ‘The doctors said to wait, Mum.’ Jess tugged the swab out and tossed it into the bin.




  Suzie scowled. ‘Fuck them.’




  ‘Mum!’ Sharon raised her eyebrows.




  There was a deep chuckle. ‘Hey, sis. How are you feeling?’




  Suzie glanced down to see Mandy, draped across the end of the bed, showing an ample amount of toned, tanned thigh. ‘Oh, Christ. I haven’t seen a get-together like this since Uncle

  Bill’s funeral,’ she croaked. ‘I’m dying, right?’




  ‘Nah. Pity, though,’ Noel said, grinning. ‘I’d planned to buy a round-the-world ticket out of the life assurance.’




  Sharon glared at her brother and came to hug Suzie. ‘Welcome back, Mum. You scared the hell out of us.’ She perched on the edge of the bed. ‘How are you feeling?’




  ‘Shite. Tell me about this accident.’ Suzie had a feeling she’d already had this conversation with her family but she couldn’t remember the answer. She couldn’t

  seem to retain anything in her head for more than a few hours. It scared her but the consultant said these things took time. ‘Rome wasn’t built in a day’ were his exact words,

  although what Rome had to do with anything Suzie had no idea.




  ‘We went along to the opening of the leisure centre in the hotel in Howth and, after a few glasses of bubbly, you climbed onto the treadmill, fell off and banged your head on the way

  down,’ Mandy said, sounding bored.




  ‘Bollocks! What would I be doing in a health club?’




  Her daughters exchanged a look and then Sharon scowled at her aunt. ‘Mandy dragged you along because they were doling out free drink.’




  ‘The equipment shouldn’t have been switched on,’ Keith said.




  ‘They were about to give us a demo,’ Mandy protested, ‘but your mother put paid to that.’




  ‘Still. I’ll get some legal advice on the matter.’




  Suzie nodded in approval at her son-in-law, ‘Yeah, let’s sue the bastards.’




  ‘You don’t understand, Doctor,’ Sharon told the consultant. ‘My mother never swears. And as for blasphemy . . .’ She trailed off,

  shaking her head. ‘It’s completely out of character. Even in her sleep she’s cursing.’




  Jess bit her lip and avoided her little brother’s eyes.




  ‘Ms Connors—’




  ‘It’s Mulvey. Sharon Mulvey.’




  The consultant looked weary. ‘It’s not uncommon for people who suffer traumatic brain injury to change.’




  Jess frowned. ‘In what way, exactly?’




  ‘In any number of ways, but largely temperament. That said, it’s been known for some to even speak with a different accent or in another language. Or others, like your mum, forget

  what’s expected of them in normal, social situations and can sometimes be insensitive. But I’m quite pleased with her progress. She’s awake, cognisant and, physically, as good as

  new.’




  ‘Will she get better?’ Sharon asked, ignoring the positives.




  He shrugged. ‘I’m afraid I can’t answer that. Some people revert to the way they were before the injury but it may take weeks, even months. Others don’t but, with help,

  can learn how to fit in again.’




  Jess looked at her sister in exasperation. ‘So, she swears. Does it matter? When will you discharge her, Doctor?’




  ‘In a few days.’




  Jess beamed. ‘That’s wonderful, Doctor, thank you.’




  ‘Go home.’




  ‘That’s a lovely way to talk to your daughter.’ Jess pretended to look offended.




  ‘You’ve spent far too much time in that bloody chair. It’s a wonder you can still walk. What about your job?’




  Jess pointed at her laptop. ‘Where I go, it goes. I can write anywhere, even in this place.’ Jess yawned and glanced at her watch. ‘But I will head off. I’m giving your

  house a spring clean in the morning. God only knows what’s growing under Noel’s bed.’




  Suzie chuckled. ‘I thought he might have become self-sufficient these last few weeks.’




  ‘Nah. Sharon did his ironing and kept the freezer stocked and I nipped in to clean and load the washing machine. If any woman is ever crazy enough to take him on, she won’t thank

  us.’ She paused. ‘It’s great to be able to talk to you again, Mum. I’ve missed you.’




  ‘Likewise,’ Suzie said.




  ‘Sharon’s bringing Bobby in to see you tomorrow. He can’t wait to see his granny.’




  Suzie snorted in disbelief. ‘Ha, pull the other one. Sharon’s probably had to promise him a fiver to come along. I wish she’d get him to call me something else. It’s not

  very flattering being called a granny when you’re in your forties.’




  Jess looked surprised and then shook her head, her smile sad.




  ‘What?’ Suzie frowned.




  ‘Nothing. Have a good night’s sleep, Mum. See you tomorrow.’ Jess hugged her once more and left.




  Alone, Suzie found her thoughts turning to her luck in surviving this brush with death. She still had no memory of the accident and only vaguely knew the hotel where it had

  taken place. It wasn’t the sort of place she hung out in. What on earth had made her go? And what was she doing climbing onto a treadmill? Suzie figured she must have been plastered, not that

  she drank much; at least she didn’t think so.




  She was glad she’d survived. It would have been such a humiliating way to die – she could imagine the sniggers at the funeral. But, she had, and here she was, eight weeks later, and

  she seemed to be fine. What were the chances? It was like a sign, a warning, even. From what she could remember, she was an ordinary woman who’d lived an ordinary life, taking pleasure in

  simple things, her life revolving round her family. Apart from the occasional outing to the cinema or dinner with her old mate, Nora, Suzie rarely went anywhere. How had she ended up in such a

  rut?




  When she’d married John Connors and moved to Limerick, Suzie had left behind her friends and her job and become a stay-at-home mum. Mind you, once Sharon and Noel came along, she’d

  had her hands full. Moving to such a rural location was one hell of a shock for a Dublin girl who’d lived her life in a busy suburb just minutes from the city centre. Having been brought up

  in a noisy, crowded house, nothing could have prepared Suzie for the silence and isolation of her new home.




  Once Noel started school, she’d made noises about finding a part-time job, but John hadn’t been that keen. He worked for a meat-processing company and had reached the dizzy heights

  of purchasing director. They didn’t need the money, he told her, and he didn’t like the idea of his family turning into latchkey kids. If she was honest, she hadn’t either but she

  had often missed the camaraderie she’d enjoyed when she’d worked in CML.




  She smiled as she thought of her one and only job. It had been the perfect position for her. Designing screen presentations had come as naturally to her as breathing.

  Chrissie, her tutor, had urged her to go for this job in the large conference-management company, despite the fact that she’d no work experience and was pregnant. Suzie still remembered how

  nervous she’d felt when she walked into the sumptuous offices of CML for the first time. She knew that Gina, her interviewer, had loved the mock presentation that she’d been asked to

  prepare prior to their meeting. But she’d also seen her worried frown when Suzie had told her about her condition. And so it was a pleasant shock when she was called for a second interview

  and subsequently got the job. It had taken her a while to settle into CML. The small staff seemed so close and she’d felt like an outsider. She had nothing in common with them and, as the

  days passed, she became more and more self-conscious about her accent, education and background. What a chip on her shoulder she’d had, thinking her colleagues were judging her. The truth was

  that she’d been the one guilty of that. They’d been great and become true friends, getting her through one of the most difficult points in her life. She’d lost touch with them, as

  people do when their lives move in different directions. Sad, really. She should do something about that, maybe call Gina and meet up for coffee.




  Her thoughts returned to Limerick and the frosty reception she’d got from John’s family and friends. His parents were quiet, stern people with little to say and

  Maurice, John’s only brother, wasn’t much better. Where John had got his outgoing personality and sense of humour, Suzie couldn’t imagine. On arriving in the small community, she

  had been a curiosity but after a few weeks, she was accepted as the Dubliner that John Connors had married and left to her own devices.




  Her isolation ended the day she was coming back from the shop with Jess snuggled up warm in her buggy, oblivious of the bumpy ride down the narrow lane, and came across Nora Browne bent over the

  engine of her car and muttering to herself.




  ‘Oh, come on, you can’t break down on me again. You’ve only just had a feckin’ service. What is it? Are you allergic to the bloody cold?’




  Suzie burst out laughing and winced when the woman lifted her head and bashed it on the bonnet. ‘Ow!’




  ‘Oh, sorry.’




  Nora grinned and rubbed her head. ‘I don’t suppose you know anything about cars?’




  ‘No, but I can make you a cuppa while you phone someone who does.’




  The woman considered her for a moment and then slammed the bonnet shut and stuck her hand out. ‘That’s the best offer I’m likely to get. Nora Browne.’




  ‘Suzie Connors.’




  ‘Ah, John’s wife. You’re my neighbour!’




  Suzie had frowned, glancing around at the acres of fields around them. ‘Neighbour?’




  Nora laughed. ‘Absolutely. I’m only a ten-minute drive up the road.’




  And they’d been best friends since.




  Fuck! Suzie sprang up in the bed. Had anyone told Nora she was awake? With a sigh, she sank back into the pillows, remembering that she’d been awake a couple of weeks now and Jess had

  assured her that she’d told the world and its mother that Suzie Connors was alive and kicking. No doubt Nora had been at the top of the list.




  You could always rely on Jess. Suzie would have gone nuts in those first few weeks in Limerick if it hadn’t been for her elder daughter. She had been a sweet-natured three-year-old and as

  good company as an adult, maybe better. When Suzie looked at her daughter she often wondered how she’d managed to produce a beauty like Jess. Although she had the Clarke blue eyes, that was

  where the resemblance to her mother ended. Jess was petite with a luxurious mane of dark hair and sallow skin that tanned easily unlike the Connors or Clarke complexions that freckled and

  burned.




  Sharon was a honeymoon baby, and rather than feel threatened by this new addition to the family, Jess had been delighted with her little sister. Almost four years later Noel had completed their

  little family and with her good friend, Nora, nearby to laugh and cry with, she had been quite content with her life in Limerick. Until John had to go and spoil it.




  Suzie frowned. Where had that come from? She was pretty sure he’d done something to upset her, something serious, but she couldn’t for the life of her remember what. She shook her

  head, exasperated. How come some moments in her life were as clear as crystal and others so vague or completely absent?




  For example, she had few memories of Sharon’s and Noel’s early days, and yet she remembered so much more about her eldest. Should she really still have these gaps in her memory? It

  was bloody frustrating and a bit scary. Not that she planned to tell anyone. It would only mean more fucking tests, and Suzie wasn’t staying in this room a moment longer than she had to.




  





  Chapter Three




  Katie carried two beers over, oblivious of the admiring looks from the guys who parted to let her through. ‘It’s like a scrum trying to get a drink in this

  place,’ she said, squeezing into the seat next to Jess. ‘To your mum!’




  ‘To Mum.’ Jess smiled.




  ‘Remind me why we’re here again.’ Katie looked round with distaste.




  The stuffy pub was packed and the noise level had risen as more alcohol was consumed.




  ‘One of the guys is leaving the Gazette and the boss asked me to drop by. One drink and we can go.’




  ‘It’s a small paper. Do you really care that much about them? They’re lucky you write for them, if you ask me.’




  Jess smiled. ‘It’s small but Louis lets me cover current affairs and politics and I want to build on that and move away from the lighter, fluffier pieces the bigger papers ask me to

  do.’ She pulled a face. ‘It’s hard to get taken seriously as a journalist if you’re commenting on the fashion at an awards ceremony.’




  Katie looked round the dingy bar, her eyes narrowing as they settled on Jess’s colleagues from the newspaper. ‘Not the friendliest bunch, are they? A couple of women over there are

  staring at you, and not in a good way; and that guy you introduced me to looked straight at my boobs.’




  ‘Don’t feel special. Tim’s like that with all women and he’s the religious correspondent.’ Jess smirked. She didn’t comment on her female co-workers. She knew

  they resented her and she didn’t like to dwell on the reason why.




  ‘Is the editor nice, at least?’




  ‘He is.’ Jess smiled, remembering the day she’d stumbled from the hospital after the doctors had explained they didn’t know if Mum would ever wake up, and gone straight

  to the monthly meeting at the Gazette. She’d sat through it, unable to take anything in. When it was over Louis Healy had taken her aside and asked if everything was

  okay, and she’d broken down, sobbing. It was embarrassing, crying on your boss’s shoulder just a few weeks into a job, but she was beyond caring. Louis had led her into the privacy of

  his office and given her a large brandy in a paper cup from a bottle stashed in his filing cabinet.




  ‘For emergencies,’ he’d said with a grin.




  Jess was numb in those first dreadful weeks, going through the motions on automatic pilot, and she’d never forget how kind Louis had been. When she wasn’t by her mother’s

  bedside, he’d urged her to write, pouring her sadness and loss into her work. It was a welcome distraction and she’d written some of her best pieces during that difficult time.




  They started to meet for coffee or a drink outside the office, as Louis was concerned that the other staff would accuse him of giving Jess special treatment. At first, she had thought

  she’d imagined the lingering looks, the light pressing of cheeks, later accompanied by a kiss to the side of her mouth. Then his hand on her back as he bent over her, studying her copy, so

  close she could feel the warmth of his breath on her cheek. He was a lot older than she was and not really her type, but, when he finally took her in his arms, it was easier to go along with it

  than to push him away. She was flattered and comforted by the attention.




  ‘Can we get out of here now?’ Katie asked, breaking in on her thoughts. ‘You’ve done your duty and I’m starving. Pizza?’




  ‘Sounds good.’ Jess smiled.




  When she finally left Katie, Jess decided to call in on her mum before going home. She had some research to do for a piece she was writing on the price and availability of

  childcare for a tabloid newspaper, but she wanted to check her mum was doing okay first. Noel was in his final term of university studying engineering and spending most of his time either at

  lectures or in the library so Suzie was alone much of the time. Jess wondered how long it would be before she stopped worrying about her mum.




  ‘In here,’ her mother called when Jess let herself in and tossed her coat and bag on the hall table. She followed the sound of the radio and found her mother sitting at the kitchen

  table, brochures spread out in front of her.




  ‘Hey.’ Jess kissed her forehead and dropped into a chair. ‘I was out with Katie and just dropped in to say hello on my way home.’




  ‘Dropped in to check up on me, more like.’




  Jess smiled. ‘Someone has to. Shouldn’t you be heading to bed?’




  ‘I’ve spent enough feckin’ time in bed,’ her mother retorted.




  ‘What’s all this?’ Jess looked at the flyers and leaflets covering the kitchen table.




  ‘I’ve decided that I need some hobbies.’




  Jess picked up the nearest flyer and looked at her in alarm. ‘Ice-skating? You’re kidding.’




  ‘It’s okay, I’ve decided against that one. It’s a bit tame.’




  ‘Tame? You could break your leg or hip.’




  ‘Christ, I’m forty-eight not eighty-eight,’ her mother growled. ‘Still, I was never the sporty type. This is more my kind of thing.’ She jabbed a finger at another

  leaflet. ‘I walked miles when I lived in Limerick, mainly to try and get Noel to sleep and because there was feck all else to do.’




  ‘Hill walking. I suppose it would get you out in the fresh air,’ Jess said, although she’d sleep easier if her mother would just get back into her old routine of knitting and

  reading.




  ‘I quite fancy meditation, too.’




  Jess’s lips twitched as she took the brochure Suzie handed her. ‘Buddhism?’




  ‘I always thought it was mumbo-jumbo but I’ve been reading up on it and it sounds fascinating. There are several classes, from meditation to mindfulness to loving kindness. I thought

  that Sharon might like to come along. Lord knows, she could do with loosening up a bit. It’s as if she’s a poker stuck up her arse.’




  Jess grinned. Mum’s tactlessness could be embarrassing, but funny, too. ‘You might want to word it a bit more diplomatically when you speak to Shaz,’ she advised.




  ‘If I can’t talk straight to my own daughter what’s the world coming to?’ she retorted. ‘All I’m saying is that, if she relaxed a little, she might be able to

  control her son.’




  ‘I think that might take a lot of classes,’ Jess mumbled, although she still found her mother’s change in attitude towards her beloved grandchild alarming. She had always doted

  on Bobby and turned a blind eye to his bad behaviour, much the way Sharon did.




  Jess had found out in their teenage years that she had little in common with her sister, who was interested only in clothes, makeup and boys. She couldn’t wait to leave school, just

  wanting to party and get a boyfriend. The older they became, the more they clashed, Jess yelling at her sister to turn down the music when she was trying to study and Sharon ignoring her. It had

  been a relief when Sharon left home and, with some space between them, they got on better – not that they sought out each other’s company.




  The devastation of Mum’s accident had probably brought them closer than they’d been since they were children, and her mum was right about one thing: Sharon really did need to learn

  to relax. The fun-loving teenager had become an anxious young mother who was ruled by her son’s moods.




  ‘I thought that you might like to do this with me,’ Suzie said.




  Jess took the leaflet and laughed. ‘Salsa? I don’t think so.’




  ‘You were the one who said I should get out more,’ Suzie pointed out with a sulky expression.




  Jess rolled her eyes and grinned. ‘I should have known that would come back to haunt me. Yes, you should get out more, but you don’t need me with you. Go

  with women your own age.’




  ‘Like who?’ her mother demanded.




  Jess cast around for a name and smiled, triumphant. ‘I’m sure Aileen would be interested.’ Her mother’s neighbour was a good mate and always up for a laugh.




  ‘Aileen has two left feet and not a note in her head. Anyway, she’s coming to the book club with me.’




  ‘Mum, I’m delighted that you plan to live a fuller life but you don’t have to try everything at once. It’s only a little over two weeks since you left

  hospital.’




  ‘I’m bored out of my mind at home all day, twiddling my feckin’ thumbs,’ Suzie complained.




  ‘Well, what did you do before you hit your head?’




  Her mother scowled. ‘Boring crap like weeding, shopping and I knitted a sweater for that ungrateful little bugger who, after a month’s work, said the colour was wrong and the wool

  made him itchy.’




  Jess sighed. She wasn’t close to her nephew and she agreed that he could be a little terror, but it took some getting used to hearing Mum call him such terrible names. She’d always

  adored her grandson and defended him whenever he was in trouble.




  ‘I suppose I could redecorate,’ Suzie mused, glancing around. ‘The place is looking a bit tired.’




  ‘Don’t even think about it!’ Just the thought of her mother up a ladder made Jess’s head ache. She sighed. ‘Fine. I’ll go to one dance class with you but, if

  it’s full of desperate women and perverts, I’m out of there.’




  Her mother gave a triumphant grin. ‘Great. It’s on Friday nights at eight. I’ll check when it starts.’




  ‘Oh.’ Jess’s heart sank. That was the one evening of the week that Louis usually spent at her flat. After he’d signed off on the paper, he would pick up a takeaway and a

  bottle of wine and come over.




  ‘Is there a problem?’ Suzie’s eyes narrowed.




  Jess shook her head. Louis would understand. ‘No. Friday’s fine.’




  There was a commotion in the hall and Sharon’s wheedling voice. ‘No, Bobby, I told you, it’s too late for sweets, it’s almost bedtime. Maybe Granny will give you a

  breadstick.’




  Suzie rolled her eyes. ‘What on earth are they doing here at this hour?’




  The door opened and Sharon walked in, her son trailing behind her.




  ‘Hi, Shaz, hi, Bobby, it’s good to see you.’ Jess tousled the child’s hair but he jerked his head away. Okay. ‘Everything all right, Shaz?’ she asked. Sharon

  was wearing that tense, pinched look that so often marred her pretty face these days.




  ‘Fine,’ she said, sounding stressed. ‘We were in town and just dropped in on the way home because we bought Granny a present, didn’t we, Bobby?’




  The child said nothing and Sharon set down a large bag from an expensive shop on Grafton Street.




  Suzie eyed it, frowning. ‘You shouldn’t be spending your money on me.’




  ‘Why not? You deserve a treat after all you’ve been through. Go on, open it!’ Sharon looked at her expectantly.




  Jess clamped a hand firmly over her mouth as her mother pulled out a heavy woollen dress and stared at it in horror.




  ‘What do you think?’ Sharon prompted, searching her mother’s face.




  ‘It looks . . . warm,’ Jess said, smiling, praying her mother would be nice. It was a dreadful dress. What had Sharon been thinking?




  ‘Try it on and let’s see how it looks,’ Sharon urged.




  ‘Aw, Shaz, are you kidding me?’




  ‘What?’




  ‘It’s like something my mother would have worn. No, actually, it’s more like something she’d have taken to the charity shop.’




  Jess winced. So much for prayers.




  ‘I told you she’d hate it,’ Bobby said.




  Suzie looked at him in surprise. ‘You were right.’




  ‘Mum, there’s no need to be rude,’ Jess protested, embarrassed by her mother’s candour.




  ‘It’s fine,’ Sharon said with a grim smile. ‘I’d offer to exchange it but obviously I have terrible taste. I’ll give you the receipt and you can change it

  yourself.’




  ‘Sharon, she doesn’t mean it,’ Jess murmured.




  ‘I told her to get blue,’ Bobby said. ‘That colour is yuck.’




  ‘It is,’ Suzie agreed, examining the shapeless moss-green garment.




  ‘I need the loo.’ Sharon left the room, slamming the door behind her.




  ‘Oh, Mum. Could you not have just said it was lovely?’




  Bobby raised his head, frowning. ‘But that’s a lie.’




  ‘Quite right,’ Suzie agreed.




  ‘Not really, just a little fib.’ Jess smiled at the child. ‘Sometimes it’s okay to tell fibs to make someone feel good.’




  ‘It’s still a lie. Mum says we should never tell lies.’




  ‘Well, I don’t know many who keep to that rule,’ Suzie muttered.




  ‘But wasn’t it kind of them to get you a present, Mum?’ Jess said, with a pointed nod at her nephew.




  ‘I suppose.’




  ‘I told her to get the blue one,’ Bobby repeated.




  ‘Right.’ Jess gave him a bright smile. ‘How about a biscuit?’




  When Sharon returned, Suzie mumbled a lame apology but her daughter waved it away, her eyes narrowing as they homed in on her son. ‘Bobby, what are you eating?’




  Mum rolled her eyes at Jess. ‘I gave him a biscuit.’




  ‘But it’s chocolate. You know that he’s lactose-intolerant. Spit it out, Bobby, and go and rinse your mouth.’




  ‘Oh, for fuck’s sake, Sharon, will you lighten up and let the child eat?’




  ‘And will you stop swearing in front of my son?’




  Jess looked from one angry face to the other and put her hands up. ‘Can you both calm down? There was only a tiny bit of chocolate on the biscuit, Shaz, and he’s almost finished it

  now.’




  ‘Huh. You won’t be the one holding his head over the loo in the middle of the night. Come on, Bobby, we’re going.’




  ‘God, give me patience,’ Suzie muttered.




  ‘Don’t go, Shaz. Have a cuppa,’ Jess said, but Sharon was already marching down the hall, dragging her son behind her.




  Jess looked over at her mother and sighed. What were they going to do with her?




  ‘What?’ Suzie scowled, her mouth set in a stubborn line.




  ‘Sharon never did have great taste,’ Mandy smirked when Suzie told her the story. She glanced around the gloomy lounge. ‘Why on earth are we here, Suzie? I

  thought you said there was going to be some craic.’




  ‘It’s supposed to be karaoke night.’ Suzie took a sip of chilled wine. She was limited to two glasses for the moment, so she relished every drop and made it last. ‘Maybe

  it’s in a different room. I’ll go to Reception and find out.’ She left the lounge and walked up to the desk, tapping on the counter, waiting for the girl to finish a call. After

  being ignored for a few seconds, Suzie realised it was a personal call and, leaning on the desk, said, ‘Excuse me,’ loudly.




  The receptionist gave an exaggerated sigh. ‘I’m on a call, madam.’




  ‘A personal one. So, unless you want me to complain to your manager, you’ll end it and help the customer. I believe that’s your job.’




  ‘I’ve got to go, Shelly.’ She hung up and scowled at Suzie. ‘Yes?’




  ‘Where is the karaoke on?’ Suzie snapped.




  ‘In the lounge.’




  Suzie checked her watch. ‘But it was supposed to start at eight and it’s almost half past now.’




  ‘On Fridays,’ the girl added with a smug smile.




  Bitch, Suzie thought and turning on her heel went back in to her sister. ‘Sorry, I got it wrong. It’s on Fridays, not Thursdays.’




  ‘Thank God for that.’ Mandy smiled at the businessmen sitting at the bar and crossed her legs, giving them a flash of thigh.




  ‘You’re such a slut, Mandy,’ Suzie said in disgust. ‘Is sex all you ever think of? What about love? Someone must have made your heart race at least once.’ As the

  words left her mouth, Suzie had a moment of déjà vu and shivered.




  Mandy watched her curiously. ‘What?’




  ‘Nothing.’ She shook off the uneasy feeling. ‘Seriously, though, wouldn’t you like to share your life with one special person? You must get lonely.’




  ‘At least I have a sex life. What about you?’ Mandy retorted. ‘You’ve been a widow for eleven years now and you’ve lived like a nun. Aren’t you

  frustrated?’




  ‘No.’ John had died at thirty-eight, got caught between two pieces of farm machinery on a visit to one of his suppliers. With three devastated children to look after, Suzie

  hadn’t had time to dwell on her own shock and pain. She’d taken her family back to Dublin, the place that was still home to her, and away from reminders of how they had lost their dad.

  Noel had just turned nine and went through months of nightmares and bedwetting. Even if Suzie had been interested in dating and met someone, she would never have introduced a strange man into their

  lives. As time went on and the sad memories faded, Suzie had felt quite content with her life. But her family were grown now and Suzie’s brush with death was making her re-evaluate her life.

  Time was flying by while she sat on the sidelines, watching. It wasn’t too late to travel or take up new hobbies, but, as far as men were concerned, she figured she’d missed the

  boat.




  ‘What man would be interested in a middle-aged granny with stretch marks, flabby arms and wrinkles?’ she said to her sister.




  ‘Have you looked in the mirror lately?’ Mandy said, eyebrows raised.




  Suzie pulled self-consciously on her ponytail, liberally sprinkled with grey. ‘I try not to.’




  ‘Granted, your hair is a disgrace and you dress like a granny—’




  ‘Feck off! I do not,’ Suzie scowled at her.




  Mandy carried on regardless. ‘But you’ve lost a lot of weight since the accident and you could look years younger if you wanted to. I bet I could have you set up with a guy in six

  months, maybe less.’




  Suzie roared laughing at the idea. Although, now that Mandy mentioned it, she realised that she’d had to wear a belt on her jeans since she came home and her old dresses were like

  tents.




  ‘I’ll take you shopping and, trust me, you won’t recognise yourself.’




  ‘I suppose a couple of new outfits would be nice,’ Suzie admitted.




  ‘You need a lot more than a couple.’




  ‘I’m not spending a fortune on designer clothes,’ Suzie warned her sister, ‘not with Bobby around. They’d be destroyed in no time.’




  Mandy raised her eyebrows in surprise. ‘Your little angel?’




  ‘Little devil, more like. Although, I think the problem is the mother, not the child. Sharon’s blind to his faults and doesn’t discipline him, and Keith doesn’t seem to

  have the guts to stand up to her. I think I’ll have to step in and sort them out.’




  ‘Good luck with that.’ Mandy smirked, raising her hand to attract the waiter’s attention.




  ‘What would you say to a parachute jump?’ Suzie’s mind had wandered, as it tended to these days.




  ‘I’d say no, thank you. Have you lost your mind? Can’t you stick to boring stuff like going to strip clubs and seeing the world?’




  ‘We can do that too.’ Suzie laughed.




  ‘Are you interested in travelling?’ Mandy’s eyes lit up.




  ‘Absolutely.’ Suzie hadn’t actually given it much thought but now that Mandy mentioned it, there were so many places she’d love to visit. And why not? She was a free

  agent. What was to stop her going where she wanted, whenever the mood took her? A rebellious thrill ran through her. Yes, travel was definitely going on her to-do list.




  





  Chapter Four




  The following evening, Suzie dragged Mandy along to the karaoke night. She wasn’t keen but, as soon as Suzie mentioned she was seriously considering a holiday, her sister

  had changed her tune. Suzie chuckled. Mandy would do anything if it meant a free trip.




  Because John had died in an accident at work, Suzie had been awarded a handsome settlement and had no money worries. There was more than enough to see her to her grave and leave the children a

  small inheritance. It drove Mandy nuts that her sister still lived in the same little estate, and bought her clothes from chain stores, but Suzie remembered all too well what it was like growing up

  in the Clarke household, even if Mandy didn’t. It had made her naturally cautious and careful with money and people, while her sister had grown up greedy and exploitative.




  Suzie was reminded of something Aileen had said one night shortly after she came out of hospital. She’d nipped in with a couple of bottles of wine to celebrate Suzie’s homecoming and

  they’d got talking about families. Aileen and Mandy never got along and, after her neighbour had a few drinks, her tongue was well and truly loosened.




  ‘I wouldn’t trust that one as far as I’d throw her,’ she’d said.




  ‘She’s family, and, besides,’ Suzie had laughed, ‘haven’t you heard the saying: keep your friends close, and your enemies closer?’




  ‘You see her as the enemy?’ Aileen had said, her eyes round.




  ‘It’s just an expression,’ Suzie had replied, but wondered at her own words, which she’d said without thinking.




  Her family didn’t seem that fond of their aunt, either, but, when Suzie wanted a companion, she could rely on Mandy to come running. She didn’t feel remotely guilty for using her

  sister. She always footed the bill and she wasn’t sure why, but she felt Mandy owed her.




  The karaoke proved a good laugh and, after a few drinks, even Mandy was up on stage, singing her heart out if slightly off-key. When Suzie went out to the loo she left Mandy and another woman,

  arm in arm and belting out ‘I Will Survive’. She was hurrying back to her seat, not wishing to miss the fun, when she saw a couple waiting for the lift. The man looked vaguely familiar

  and Suzie suppressed a snort when she saw him fondle his companion’s arse. Oh shit, it was Louis Healy and the pretty girl with him definitely wasn’t his wife. She looked young enough

  to be his daughter. Dirty old bastard! The girl turned her head to smile up at him and Suzie nearly had a heart attack. ‘Jess?’




  Her daughter swung round, her eyes wide in shocked surprise. ‘Mum, hi.’




  ‘Hi? Hi? Is that all you’ve got to say?’




  ‘Fuck,’ the man muttered.




  Suzie glowered at him. ‘I’m guessing that was the plan.’




  ‘Mum!’ Jess’s face burned with embarrassment at the attention they were attracting.




  Suzie ignored her and as the door to the lift opened she kept her eyes on Healy. ‘I suggest you go on up to your room,’ she said, ‘and that way I won’t have to tell your

  wife what I thought you were about to do to my daughter.’




  ‘Mum, stop it, please. You’ve got it all wrong.’




  ‘Have I? This man is Louis Healy, right?’




  ‘Yes, but—’




  ‘The same Louis Healy who’s happily married with three children?’




  Louis looked from Suzie to her daughter and, with a grim smile, stepped into the lift, jabbing the button for his floor.




  Sick to her stomach, Suzie turned to go back into the bar. ‘Wait for me in Reception,’ she muttered over her shoulder, trembling with rage.




  ‘Mum, it’s not what you think—’




  ‘Reception!’ Suzie barked, clenching her hands by her side, alarmed by how much she wanted to slap her daughter.




  Mandy glanced from mother to daughter as they went home in a taxi. She squeezed Jess’s hand and the girl gave a small nod. She could almost feel the fury coming off her

  sister.




  ‘Calm down, Suzie, it’s not the end of the world,’ she murmured once they were inside the house.




  Suzie shot her a scathing look. ‘Well, you would say that.’




  ‘Hey, don’t start on me,’ Mandy retorted.




  Suzie closed her eyes. ‘Sorry. I’m just upset to find that my daughter’s a tart.’




  ‘He said they were separated.’ An ashen-faced Jess repeated, tearfully, from the sofa.




  Rather than winning her sympathy, the tears seemed to infuriate Suzie. ‘Let’s get this straight. Louis Healy is the editor of the Gazette. You’ve

  worked with him since a few weeks before my accident – that’s over four months ago now – and it never came up in conversation that he was married with kids?’




  ‘Of course it did, but I told you, he said they were separated.’




  ‘They didn’t look separated when I saw them having lunch in Howth the other day. In fact, they looked very cosy. You know his wife, don’t you? Maeve, the woman who did the

  flowers for Sharon’s wedding?’




  Mandy saw the shock on Jess’s face. This was obviously news to her.




  ‘You will stop seeing him now,’ Suzie said.




  ‘I can’t stop seeing him, Mum. I write for him.’




  ‘And since when did that involve hotel rooms?’




  Her daughter hung her head and said nothing.




  Suzie glowered at her. ‘So, you are sleeping with him. Where is your self-respect? Why would you give yourself to a man like that? He’s not giving you work

  because you’re talented. All he wants is your body and the rampant sex that he doesn’t get at home.’




  ‘Christ. Don’t hold back, Suzie,’ Mandy said as Jess shrank further into the sofa.




  ‘It’s true.’ Suzie stood over her daughter, anger radiating from her. ‘How many other women journalists do you think he’s fucked in hotel rooms? Do you really want

  to debase yourself by being another notch on his belt? You’re a fool and I’m ashamed of you.’




  ‘I told you, I didn’t know.’




  ‘Stop lying to me. You’re not a child, Jess. You’re a smart twenty-seven-year-old woman and you knew exactly what you were doing. I swear to God, if you keep seeing him I will

  tell his wife myself.’




  Jess’s eyes widened. ‘You wouldn’t, you can’t.’




  ‘Try me. Now, get the hell out of here. I can’t stand the sight of you.’




  Jess stood, staring at her for a moment and then ran from the room. They heard the front door close moments later.




  Mandy went through to the kitchen and brought back two glasses of wine. ‘You were a bit hard on her.’




  ‘She deserved it. All that education and she honestly believes Louis when he says that he’s footloose and fancy-free? She could have destroyed not only his marriage but his

  relationship with his children, too.’




  ‘It takes two to tango.’




  Suzie sank into a chair, frowning.




  ‘What is it?’ Mandy studied her sister’s expression.




  But Suzie just shook her head. ‘Nothing. I’m just upset.’




  ‘You’re not really going to shop her, are you?’




  ‘I wish I had the guts to carry out my threats, but I can’t do that to her.’




  ‘No, not if you want your relationship to survive this.’




  ‘I don’t know why she can’t find a nice lad and settle down. I mean, she’s so beautiful.’




  ‘Guys often feel threatened by beautiful women and don’t have the courage to approach them,’ Mandy assured her, speaking from experience. ‘It takes the brazen ones to try

  it on and, let’s face it, Jess has always been a bit needy.’




  ‘What do you mean by that?’ Suzie looked at her.




  ‘She’s old-fashioned and naive, looking for her prince, the perfect man who’ll love her and look after her.’




  ‘And she thought that man was Louis Healy? Then she’s not as smart as I thought.’ Suzie shook her head in disbelief, sighing. ‘At least we’ll be starting salsa

  classes on Friday nights soon. Perhaps she’ll get lucky.’




  Mandy burst out laughing. ‘You won’t find any real men at dance classes, just weirdos hoping to get their paws on a woman, any woman.’




  ‘At least while she’s with me I know that she’s not with that bastard.’ Suzie sniffed.




  ‘If you’re planning to go dancing and travelling, you definitely need a new wardrobe.’ Mandy changed the subject, tired of examining her niece’s love life. ‘As my

  esteemed boss is out of town, why don’t I pick you up first thing?’




  Suzie brightened. ‘Yeah, why not? I’ll make an appointment with Veronica to get my roots done, too.’




  ‘Are you mad? That woman is the reason you look old. I’ll book you in with Adrian.’




  ‘Feck off. I’m not paying those prices.’




  ‘Don’t you think you deserve it?’ Mandy asked.




  Suzie was silent for a moment and then looked at her, a glint in her eye. ‘You know, maybe I do.’




  Mandy looked at her, astonished. ‘Seriously?’




  ‘Yeah, why not?’




  ‘You won’t regret it.’ Mandy promised, looking forward to the challenge of knocking ten years off her sister. Well, maybe five.




  The hairdresser walked round Suzie, tugging her hair this way and that. ‘I think a short cut, but we’ll keep the thickness and go ash-blonde.’




  Mandy nodded enthusiastically. ‘Oh, yes. That should look quite striking.’




  ‘Should?’ Adrian pouted at her.




  ‘Will,’ Mandy said. ‘Sorry, Adrian.’




  ‘I don’t know.’ Suzie hesitated, not liking his attitude and the way the two of them were trying to push her into this.




  Adrian squeezed her shoulder and smiled for the first time. ‘Trust me, darling. You will love it.’




  Suzie sat up straighter and nodded. ‘Go for it. After all, you only live once.’




  When later she looked at her reflection, Suzie could have cried. What had she done? She looked like an old woman, completely washed out. Adrian saw her shocked expression and patted her

  shoulder. ‘Don’t worry. The black gown is draining you of colour and you’re wearing no eye makeup.’




  That was true, Suzie had to admit, but she still felt she’d made a huge mistake. Why had she trusted this guy? Then one of the other stylists took a turquoise scarf from around her

  shoulders and tossed it over to him. ‘Try that.’




  ‘Perfect.’ Adrian beamed and draped the material round Suzie’s neck and shoulders.




  ‘Oh,’ Suzie breathed when she saw the way the scarf brought out the blue in her eyes and the healthy pink of her cheeks and lips. ‘That’s amazing.’




  ‘From now on, wear strong colours. Blues, reds, purples,’ he advised. ‘No beige and definitely no prints and stripes.’




  ‘You should come shopping with us,’ Mandy told him. ‘She needs a new wardrobe as she’s dropped two dress sizes.’




  ‘How fantastic!’ The hairdresser beamed again. ‘Just remember: plain colours, and go for figure-hugging clothes to show off that fab figure. Then steer clear of chocolate,

  girl.’




  ‘Fuck that,’ Suzie said. ‘I’ll just buy everything in two sizes.’ She looked up to see the stylist’s jaw drop. ‘Oops, sorry. I got a bang on the head

  and I never really know what’s going to come out when I open my mouth.’




  ‘None of us do,’ her sister told him. Suzie paid for her new style and Mandy’s trim and blow-dry, ignoring the three-figure amount, and walked out into the street feeling like

  a new woman.




  ‘Ready?’ Mandy asked.




  Suzie grinned. ‘Ready.’




  





  Chapter Five




  Four department stores and six shopping bags later, Suzie led her sister into a fancy French restaurant for a late lunch.




  ‘I wish you’d hit your head years ago if this is the effect it has on you,’ Mandy said, clinking her wine glass against Suzie’s.




  ‘Do you mean lunch or shopping?’




  ‘Both. You’ve always been so careful with your money, and unadventurous too. You didn’t trust foreign or fancy foods and now you’re sitting here eating oysters and

  swilling wine.’




  Suzie chuckled. ‘Meet the new Suzie Connors who’s planning to live life to the full.’




  ‘You certainly look like a new woman. Fair play to Adrian, that hairstyle has taken years off you.’




  It was true. In Brown Thomas, Suzie had agreed to let a beauty consultant do her makeup and couldn’t believe it when she looked in the mirror. Now, dressed in a turquoise dress and the

  shoes Mandy had persuaded her to buy, despite their ridiculous price, Suzie felt a million dollars. She looked round at the other diners – friends lunching, business types and a couple of TV

  personalities – and felt that she fitted in quite well. ‘I could get used to this.’




  ‘No reason why you shouldn’t,’ Mandy said. You’re a wealthy woman and, if your solicitor can prove that the hotel’s gym staff were negligent, you could be a lot

  richer.’




  Spending money still didn’t come easily to Suzie. Days like today would always be the exception not the rule. But her sister was right. She could afford to do whatever she wanted, within

  reason. It was a liberating thought.




  The mind was a strange thing, she mused. She had no trouble recalling her family and friends or the basics of her life history, but there were gaps that she discovered only when the family

  talked about times that she had no memory of. That upset her a little. Then there were silly things such as her likes and dislikes. Mandy had almost passed out when she’d ordered the oysters

  and then pronounced them delicious. Apparently, the only fish she’d eaten in the past had been the battered sort from the chippy. While it was all a bit scary, it was exciting, too. From what

  she’d been told, Suzie wasn’t that impressed with the woman she’d been before the accident. She sounded dull and a pushover. But not anymore. She caught sight of her image in the

  mirrored wall across the way and smiled. Mandy had always been the prettiest Clarke girl and now, despite the ten-year age difference, Suzie felt she could hold her own. Not that stuff like that

  mattered but it was nice to feel more confident. She looked over at Mandy.




  ‘So where should we go on holiday?’




  Mandy put down her cutlery, her face lighting up. ‘For noise, excitement and fun? There’s only one place to go. New York, baby.’




  Suzie hadn’t been away in years, and then only on package deals where John had snored happily in the sun while she kept an eye on the kids. The thought of going somewhere just for

  her was exciting. ‘I’ll need to renew my passport.’




  ‘And clear it with the consultant,’ her sister said.




  ‘I don’t need to clear anything with anyone,’ Suzie retorted. Between doctors and family she was fed up being told what to do. She was better now and well able to make her own

  decisions.




  ‘You need medical clearance or you won’t be able to get travel insurance,’ Mandy pointed out.




  ‘Fine. I’m due back for a check-up in a few weeks. I’ll sort it out then.’




  Mandy drained her glass. ‘Come on. If we’re going to New York, we’d better get back to the shops. By the time I’ve kitted you out, you’ll be able to give Samantha a

  run for her money.’




  ‘Samantha?’ Suzie looked at her.




  ‘The character from Sex and the City?’ Suzie still hadn’t a clue who she was talking about and Mandy’s eyes widened. ‘It was one of your

  favourite shows.’




  Suzie felt a wave of panic. ‘I don’t remember.’




  ‘Don’t worry about it, you have the box set. Now, let’s go.’




  Several hours later, Suzie dropped her bags in the hall, kicked off her shoes and went into the kitchen to make a much-needed coffee. Noel was at the table, working. She was

  surprised to see him. He was usually holed up in his room or out with his mates. She smiled affectionately at the ink on his fingers, his mop of sandy hair and the wispy excuse of a beard. He was

  so like Sharon, although not as uptight. Still, he didn’t have a crazy kid to deal with. ‘Hello, love. How’s the studying going?’




  He closed the book he’d been reading and shoved it into his backpack. ‘Fine,’ he said and took out a pad.




  Suzie frowned at the shadows under his bloodshot eyes. ‘You look knackered. Why don’t you get an early night and you’ll feel fresher in the morning?’




  He gave a wide yawn and dragged his hand through his hair. ‘I can’t sleep. I conk out as soon as I hit the pillow but then I wake up a couple of hours later and lie there,

  thinking.’




  ‘You’ve been working too hard,’ Suzie said, wishing there was something she could do to help. Then she remembered the pills the doctor had prescribed for her a while back for

  anxiety. She grinned. ‘Wait here.’ Upstairs she rummaged in the locker by her bed until she found an almost full blister pack of white pills. She returned to the kitchen and put them on

  the table in front of him. ‘Here, these should do the trick.’




  Noel stared at the pack. ‘Where did you get these, a dealer?’




  She chuckled. ‘The doc gave me them when I was leaving the hospital. They’re supposed to help you relax.’




  ‘I thought that you didn’t approve of pill popping.’




  She wrinkled her nose trying to remember whether she did or not. ‘I suppose that’s true but, you’re under a lot of pressure, and, if these help and get you through the exams,

  then what’s the harm?’




  ‘Cheers, Mum.’ Noel grinned and took a pill, glugging it down with a glass of water.




  ‘Hungry?’ she asked.




  ‘Always.’




  ‘Why don’t you phone for pizza? I’m not in the mood for cooking and I had a huge lunch with Mandy. We’ve spent the day shopping.’




  ‘You two are very pally these days. You never used to do girly stuff together. In fact, you’ve never really got on at all.’




  ‘Really?’ Suzie shrugged. ‘Maybe it takes something serious to bring people closer.’




  ‘Maybe.’ Noel cocked his head on one side, looking at her properly for the first time. ‘Your hair’s different.’




  ‘Finally, he notices.’ Suzie grinned and did a twirl. ‘What do you think?’




  ‘Suits ya. You’ll be bringing home an oul’ fella next,’ he teased.




  ‘Feck off. If I’m going to get a fella, he’ll be a toy boy.’




  He closed his eyes and groaned. ‘Too much information, Mum. Mind you, in that getup, you just might pull.’




  She threw back her head and laughed. ‘Open a bottle of wine for me, would you, love? I’m going to have an early night and read my book.’




  ‘I thought the doc said to go easy on the booze for a while.’




  ‘Ah, fuck that. A little of what you fancy does you good, that’s what my da used to say. In fact that’s probably the only bit of good advice the oul’ bastard gave

  me.’




  He burst out laughing. ‘Ah, Mum.’




  She smiled. ‘What?’




  He shook his head. ‘It’s good to have you home.’




  She smiled and hugged him. ‘It’s good to be here.’




  Noel was watching a movie online when he heard his sister letting herself in.




  ‘Hey, lazy, how come you’re not studying?’




  He didn’t bother looking up. ‘I’m on a break, Jess. What’s your excuse?’




  ‘I wanted to check on Mum. I tried to call a few times and there was no answer.’




  ‘She was out shopping with Mandy all day so she’s exhausted and having an early night.’




  ‘She went shopping with Mandy?’ Jess stared at him.




  He chuckled. ‘I know, right? They seem to be best buddies all of a sudden. She got a new hairstyle, too.’




  Jess’s eyes widened as she sank into a chair. ‘Is it bad?’




  ‘No, she looks great. By the way, she’s talking about going to New York for a few days.’
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