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    What Paige’s readers from around the world have to say about her books:

  

  
    ‘Whenever I feel like true love just doesn’t exist or that my life isn’t going anywhere, all I have to do is pick up one of Paige’s books and suddenly I
    know everything is going to be okay’ Meghan Ross

  

  
    ‘She makes me feel like I’m actually in the story. I feel the characters’ emotions and I can’t think about anything else until the story is long
    finished. And then I can’t read another book for ages as nothing else compares’ Angela Taylor

  

  ‘So relatable, so beautiful, everything I dream about. I don’t think I’ve ever recommended an author to so many people before, and they all say the same thing
  – she’s absolutely brilliant!’ Molly Lucitt-Rees

  
    ‘Her stories have seen me through pregnancies and children, late nights and early mornings, and lots of bonding with girlfriends. They’re guaranteed to make you
    smile’ Jo Leaper

  

  ‘I have read and loved every book and have never guessed the ending. The stories are all equally captivating without ever being repetitive’ Johanna
  Lederer

  
    ‘She makes you think that you know what’s going on, and then there’s always another surprise that you never saw coming. Whenever a new book comes out, I rush
    out to get it’ Line Bakmand

  

  ‘They’re stories about normal people getting themselves into abnormal situations. It’s very easy to relate to the characters – if they’re happy,
  I’m happy. If they’re confused and torn between two men, I feel confused and torn between two men’ Lesley-Ann Begg

  
    ‘Her stories are warm and feel so real that I think about the characters long after they have ended, wondering where they are now and what they are doing’
    Gillian Howden

  

  ‘I have read a lot of chick-lit, but no one else comes close. It doesn’t matter how often I re-read her stories, they still make me feel jittery’ Anna
  Pyzalski

  
    ‘Reading a Paige Toon book is like a ray of sunshine and a spark of hope on a dank and dreary day! I love how every book has elements we can all identify with, regardless
    of age or gender’ Mary Lount

  

  ‘Her descriptions make me want to see the world. And, I’m sure everyone says the same, I can’t put her books down once I’ve started them’
  Lauren Cowie

  
    ‘Each and every one of her books has the ability to capture your heart, break it, and piece it back together again. I’ve read Lucy in the Sky so many times
    the pages are falling out’ Heather Bosevski

  

  ‘The stories are always compelling and unpredictable – you’re kept on your toes as you read. Johnny Be Good is my favourite. What a guy!’
  Clare Goldney-Gallagher

  
    ‘I borrowed Chasing Daisy from the library with barely any expectations, but I was completely hooked and couldn’t stop reading until it was finished at
    6.30am. All of her books are absolutely amazing. She’s my favourite author’ Elin Borgström

  

  ‘Pictures of Lily in particular tugs at my heartstrings in a way no other book ever has. I feel like the life I should be living is written somewhere within the
  pages of a Paige Toon novel!’ Isabel Bianchini

  
    ‘When I read One Perfect Summer, I fell so in love with the characters. I was absolutely giddy to discover there was a follow up: One Perfect Christmas.
    It made me fall even deeper in love with her writing’ Tracy Scharf

  

  ‘Her books make me laugh, cry and give me butterflies. I’ve read The Longest Holiday five times and I still get goose bumps’ Rochelle O’Dwyer

  
    ‘I read Thirteen Weddings and, oh my, I was not a big fan of reading but I am now! I have worked my way through all of her books and I have another three friends
    hooked, too’ Sarah Pearce

  

  ‘Heart-warmingly romantic and refreshingly realistic, with ballsy female characters. The most enjoyable books I’ve ever read, and so easy to get lost in!’
  Victoria Mercer

  
    ‘She writes love stories that every girl wishes would happen to them. The guys are sooo cute, sexy and funny that I end up getting crushes on them, which sucks because
    they aren’t real!’ Melany Bazdikian

  

  ‘Paige Toon books are like the circle of life in our house. I read them, then my sister does, followed by my mum. We love arguing over characters and who would play who if
  they were films!’ Eloise Jones

  
    ‘I love how she links her books so that we catch a glimpse of past characters as if we are passing them on the street – like a friend you lost touch with, but are
    happy they are still happy’ Suzie Longstaffe

  

  ‘Reading her books is like being on a rollercoaster: lots of highspeed drama with twists and turns around every corner. They leave me wanting more every time’
  Claire Anderson

  
    ‘I’m a not-so-secret Paige Toonaholic. I often go back and reread my favorite scenes again and again, just to get my fix. The book hangover afterwards is delicious.
    No. I do not feel guilty’ Pernille Meldgaard Pedersen

  

  ‘I have read every book and each one makes me feel the same: overcome with emotion – whether happy or sad – and so gutted when they end’ Sophie
  Scott

  
    ‘I feel like I’m inside the characters’ heads, feeling what they feel, laughing when they laugh and crying when they cry. Her writing is truly
    inspirational’ Susann Heinrich

  

  ‘I find it hard to finish a book, but Paige’s books are the exception! They make me enjoy reading. It’s impossible to put her books down until they’re
  finished and then I want more’ Lucy Rogers

  
    ‘Each story is realistic, emotional, heartwarming and so easy to relate to. You get lost in the wonderful world that Paige creates. They are the perfect modern day, 21st
    century fairytale’ Donna Scammell

  

  ‘No summer holiday is the same without my Paige Toon fix! My teenage daughter is now a fan. The books appeal to all ages!’ Sally Ball

  
    ‘These books bring to mind heart-melting feelings of first love and absent-minded evenings next to my husband while I enter the Toonzone!’ Janin
    Katterle-Richter

  

  ‘The characters seem very real, like you could actually bump into them one day. Each story is unique and surprising – a rarity in chick-lit, which can be so
  formulaic’ Kate Berney

  
    ‘When the whole world seems to be obsessed with sex and no story, I’m exceptionally happy with these amazingly written books. Love, laughter, tears, angst, and what
    I love the most – a perfectly happy ending’ Laura Dobb

  

  ‘I love the description of the different cities and places. I live in Mexico, but when I am reading these books I feel like I am on another continent!’ Ale
  Sada

  
    ‘I am addicted to Paige’s books. I’ve got so many people reading them and they get as hooked as I do. If only she could write quicker!’ Kelly
    Meylan

  

  ‘Her books are A-MAZ-ING!!! They make me feel that anything is possible. I always feel positive and uplifted when I’m reading one of her books’ Victoria
  Price

  
    ‘I devour each book in one sitting and I’ll always be hungry for the next! I think the day Paige stops writing, I might stop reading’ Criscilla
    Kay
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  A letter to my readers

  Hello!

  

I know this is a little unconventional, but before you get stuck in to reading The Sun in Her Eyes, I wanted to say a few words.

  First of all, thank you for buying this book. I hope you enjoy it as much as I enjoyed writing it. If you’re on Twitter or Facebook, I would love to hear from you so please visit me
    @PaigeToonAuthor or Facebook.com/PaigeToonAuthor to say hi. I try to reply to everyone – your messages really do mean the world to me.

  Thousands of you already know that last year I launched a unique book club called ‘The Hidden Paige’. I wanted to be able to give something back to my lovely readers in return for
  all of their support over the years. So, every so often, I email my members directly with free short stories and news about competitions and upcoming book signings.

  At the end of this book, you can check out the exclusive short story I wrote for ‘The Hidden Paige’ last autumn, but please sign up at paigetoon.com if you don’t want to miss
  out in the future.

  Lots of love, and I hope to hear from you soon!

  [image: ]

  


  For my brother Kerrin, my sister-in-law Miranda, and my gorgeous little nephew Ripley. I love you all to bits.

  


  Prologue

  Recently Doris had not been able to stop thinking about the little girl. Of course, she had thought about her ceaselessly after the accident, but that had
  been over twenty-six years ago and Doris was now in her nineties with decades of memories at her disposal.

  ‘Please… You have to tell her…’ the woman had said with her last few breaths. The memory made Doris wince, the pain almost as potent now as
  it had been back then.

  Doris tried to shut out the images that filled her head, but it was no use. The woman would not be silenced, not then and not now. Even sleep brought Doris no peace, and she
  was so very tired these days.

  Doris had taken the woman’s hand, not knowing how to tell her that her daughter was unconscious in the back of the car she was driving. But a moment later, the woman was
  gone, her dying words ringing in Doris’s ears.

  The little girl had stirred, a stuffed toy clutched in her arms, and Doris’s fractured heart had split at the sight of two cobalt-blue eyes opening and flinching at the
  same sunlight that had been the likely cause of her mother veering off the road.

  If only she knew what had happened to the girl, perhaps she could let go, move on, sleep without the nightmares. She had told the policeman what the woman had said before she
  had died, but had not made certain that the message was passed on to the child. Should she have told the girl herself, as she had promised?

  In that instant, Doris knew what she needed to do. She would write a letter, and she would ask her son to help her track down the child, who would of course be a grown woman
  by now. Her name was Amber, Doris hadn’t forgotten. Amber Church. It was time to come good on her promise.

  


  The Story of

  Amber Church, the Girl

  With the Sun in Her Eyes

  


  Chapter 1

  It has been a shit of a day.

  It started off badly when I woke up for the second time that week to find myself in bed alone without my husband beside me. Ned had been socialising with his boss – again – and I
  found him out cold on the sofa, reeking of stale booze and cigarettes. Her cigarettes, to be precise. His boss is very much female and very much attracted to him. Or so I suspect.

  My first thought was to pour a glass of water over his head, my second was that it might ruin our brown-suede sofa, so I resisted. Then I spied a little pile of vomit on his shoulder and soon
  realised that it was not so little and not entirely on his shoulder.

  ‘Ned, you idiot!’ I shouted at the top of my voice, making him jolt awake, his hazel-coloured eyes wide open with terror and his sandy hair sticking out every which way.

  ‘What?’ he gasped.

  ‘You’ve thrown up on the sofa! Clean it up!’

  ‘No! I’m sleeping,’ he snapped. ‘I’ve got a pounding headache,’ he added, throwing his arm over his face. ‘I’ll do it later.’

  ‘Get up and do it NOW!’ I yelled.

  ‘NO!’ he yelled back, just as vehemently.

  It was safe to say that our honeymoon period was well and truly over.

  I was seething as I got ready for work, banging about and ranting about how selfish and pathetic my husband was. I didn’t give a second thought to the couple who have just moved in
  downstairs, so when I slammed the front door and stomped down the communal stairs, I was a bit surprised to come face-to-face with one of them.

  ‘Thank you very much for waking up my baby,’ the woman of about my age had said sarcastically, her face purple with rage as a child screamed blue murder in the background.
  ‘He only got to sleep two hours ago after being up all night. I was lucky enough to get a whole hour before the banging in your flat started.’

  ‘I’m so sorry,’ I replied, shamefaced. ‘I had an argum—’

  ‘Just keep it down in future, yeah?’ she interrupted.

  I felt guilty and on edge for the entire walk to the Tube station.

  That was when the fun really began.

  Thanks to severe delays on the Northern Line, the station was backed up with commuters mimicking bumper-to-bumper traffic all the way down into the darkest depths of the tunnels.

  By the time I arrived at work, I was hot, flustered and forty-five minutes late. Not only that, but the heat from the Underground had made my wavy auburn hair go lank and sweaty. It was a
  bad-hair day, to boot.

  I hurried into the office, so full of apologies that I thought I might burst, and then came to a sudden stop. I work as a commodities broker in a start-up company in the City, and the flurry of
  activity that usually greeted me somehow seemed off. Spying me, my boss clicked his fingers and motioned for me to join him.

  ‘You’re late.’

  ‘I’m sorry—’

  ‘Never mind,’ he interrupted. ‘HR want to see you.’

  He nodded to his office, and I headed warily towards it. Most of my colleagues were carrying on as normal, but I noticed a few empty seats. I caught my next-door neighbour Meredith’s eye
  and registered pity, but by then I’d reached my boss’s office.

  The two people from HR asked me to close the door and take a seat.

  I was being made redundant. Five of us were going, right then, right now. In fact, four had already gone.

  I would be paid three months’ salary, but would be missing out on my substantial bonus that was due in less than two months’ time.

  I felt sick to my stomach.

  Brokering is not the most reliable employment, nor is it something I wanted to do. I chose to go into teaching when I left university, after getting a First in Mathematics. Some of my fellow
  students thought I was mad not to opt for a better-paid job when I had so many choices laid out in front of me. I bumped into one of them last summer and he told me that he’d got involved in
  a start-up company that was raking in millions. He gave me his card and said that he could put me in touch with someone if I was interested in quitting my teaching job. He caught me at exactly the
  right time. I needed a change. Unfortunately, I was unwittingly destined for another one.

  Bob, one of the building’s security guards, kept me company while I packed up my stuff. His presence wasn’t necessary – I wasn’t going to stash my PC in my handbag.
  Although, saying that, I did swipe a couple of pens when he was looking the other way.

  Then I had to do the hellish journey in reverse, this time my head spinning with questions about what I was going to do next.

  Eventually I made it back to our flat on the second floor of a three-storey terraced house in Dartmouth Park, an area of London that’s not far from Tufnell Park, Highgate and Archway,
  depending on who’s asking.

  The place still reeked of Ned’s antics the night before; he’d barely attempted to clean up his vomit. So I did, seething as I rubbed and scrubbed at the stain.

  Like I said, it has been a shit of a day. And it’s only lunchtime.

  

I sigh heavily as the credits on the television programme begin to roll. What now? I should phone Ned to let him know about my job, or lack thereof, but even the thought of
  speaking to him annoys me. He hasn’t even called me to apologise.

  A moment later, my mobile rings. I bet that’s him, and about time, too.

  I dig out my phone from my bag, but it’s not a number I recognise. If it’s those idiots calling about Payment Protection Insurance again, I’ll give them an earful.

  ‘Hello?’ I say irritably.

  ‘Amber, it’s Liz,’ my dad’s partner replies in her usual clipped, restrained tone.

  My dad and Liz have been together for seventeen years, but have never married. I keep wishing she’ll leave him so he can find someone nicer, because he’ll never be the one to walk
  away. Dad likes an easy life.

  ‘Hi, Liz,’ I reply coolly, wondering why she’s ringing me on my mobile when it’s so expensive. Oh, of course, she doesn’t know that I’m now unemployed.
  That’s going to be fun news to break.

  ‘I’m calling about your dad,’ she says. I instantly tense up. ‘He’s had a stroke.’

  My heart leaps into my throat and my face prickles all over. ‘Is he okay?’

  ‘We don’t know yet,’ she admits, sounding like she might cry. Liz wouldn’t normally be seen dead crying, so this is bad. ‘I found him on the floor in the bathroom.
  He couldn’t speak or, at least, I couldn’t understand what he was saying. He sounded drunk, only worse, and I saw that his face looked strange – sort of droopy on one side. He
  couldn’t move his arm and then I realised the whole right-hand side of his body had just stopped working.’

  ‘Oh God,’ I murmur.

  ‘I called an ambulance straight away and they’ve brought us to the Acute Stroke Unit at the Royal Adelaide Hospital. They’ve taken him off to have a CT scan. I wanted to let
  you know as soon as I could.’

  ‘Oh God,’ I repeat, unable to find the vocabulary to utter anything else. ‘Is he—’

  ‘I don’t know, Amber,’ she cuts me off, sounding like the Liz I’m all too familiar with. ‘I don’t know anything yet,’ she adds with frustration.
  ‘All they’ve told me is that it was very, very lucky that I was there. The faster he’s treated, the more likely it is that the damage will be less. I don’t know what would
  have happened if I’d gone to the movies with Gina. I had a bit of a sore throat so I stayed at home.’

  ‘Will you call me—’

  ‘I’ll call when I know more,’ she interrupts, completing my sentence for me.

  ‘Should we come home?’ I ask, fear tying knots in my stomach.

  ‘We’ll talk later,’ she snaps. ‘I’ve got to go! His consultant has just come in.’

  ‘I’m at the flat,’ I tell her quickly, but she’s already hung up.

  I feel so helpless. Dad and Liz live in Adelaide, South Australia, where I grew up, and I’m here in London on the other side of the world.

  On autopilot, I take the home phone out of its cradle and dial Ned’s number.

  He doesn’t even bother to say hello. ‘What are you doing at home?’ he asks instead, obviously seeing the caller ID.

  ‘I’ve been made redundant.’

  He gasps, but I cut him off before he can speak.

  ‘But I’m calling because my dad has had a stroke.’

  There’s silence at the other end of the line, and then I hear him exhale.

  ‘Oh baby,’ he says in a low voice.

  At the sound of his empathy, I break down.

  ‘You poor thing,’ he murmurs. ‘Do you want me to come home?’

  ‘You don’t have to,’ I cry. Please do, though.

  ‘I’m on my way,’ he says gently. ‘I love you.’

  I text Liz to ask her to call me at home when she can before taking my iPad and going to lie down in the bedroom. Ned arrives three quarters of an hour later and I hear him taking off his big
  winter coat in the hall before coming to find me. He pauses in the doorway, looking all dishevelled in his unironed grey shirt and jeans.

  ‘Hey,’ he says quietly, smiling sorrowfully at me.

  I slide my hand towards him in a small peace offering. He sighs heavily and sits on the bed, taking my hand. ‘What did Liz say exactly?’

  I repeat our conversation.

  ‘What about your job?’ he asks next, so I fill him in about that, too.

  ‘What an arsehole,’ he mutters about my boss, shaking his head and squeezing my hand.

  ‘Mmm.’ My expression darkens as I stare at him. My ex-boss is not the only arsehole around here.

  Finally he has the grace to apologise.

  ‘I’m sorry about earlier.’ He looks down at our hands, still entwined.

  ‘I can’t believe you shouted at me,’ I reply. ‘After throwing up on the sofa—’

  ‘I know, I know,’ he cuts me off. Ned hates having his nose rubbed in his mistakes.

  This argument could go on for days – they certainly have in the past – but there are bigger things to worry about, so I bite my tongue.

  ‘I’ve been looking at flights back to Australia,’ I tell him miserably, reaching for my iPad. ‘The prices are horrendous, but at least we’re past Christmas.’
  It’s the middle of February, which is still summer Down Under, but December and January are the peak times.

  ‘Do you think you should go?’ he asks.

  ‘Definitely,’ I reply. ‘I can get on a flight the day after tomorrow.’

  ‘Really? Okay. I guess in a way it’s good timing. Not good timing,’ he quickly corrects himself when he sees me gape at him. ‘You know what I mean.’ His
  leg starts jiggling up and down. ‘At least you can stay out there for as long as you’re needed.’

  ‘Will you come?’ I ask hopefully.

  ‘Amber, I can’t,’ he replies regretfully. ‘I wish I could, I really do, but I’m so busy at work.’

  A dark feeling settles over me.

  ‘Hey.’ He pats my shoulder. ‘You know I can’t just drop everything. I have to go to New York the week after next—’

  ‘With Zara?’ I interrupt. That’s his boss.

  ‘Yes.’ His brow furrows. ‘Don’t be like that,’ he scolds mildly. ‘You know this job is important to me, to us.’

  ‘I don’t know why you won’t just admit that she fancies you,’ I say hotly.

  ‘She doesn’t!’ he insists. ‘She only split up with her husband a couple of months ago.’

  ‘She’s only just got married!’ I exclaim, hating that he’s defending her.

  ‘She doesn’t fancy me,’ he repeats. ‘I was looking forward to telling you some good news, but…’ His voice trails off and he stares out of the window.

  ‘What?’ I ask, sitting up straighter.

  ‘Max and Zara promoted me today. Zara told me last night that they were going to.’

  ‘What sort of a promotion?’ My voice sounds like it’s coming from somewhere else, rather than from me.

  ‘Creative Director.’ He shrugs and his cutesy, bashful smile makes an appearance.

  ‘You’ve only been working there for two years and she’s making you Creative Director?’ Doesn’t fancy him, my arse!

  All humour vanishes from his face. ‘It’s almost two and a half years, and maybe I’m better at my job than you give me credit for.’ At that, he walks out of the
  room.

  ‘Ned!’ I call out in dismay, hurrying after him. He’s already in the kitchen, loudly making himself a coffee. ‘I’m sorry,’ I say. ‘I know you’re
  brilliant. What did they say?’ I prompt.

  Ned’s a creative at a rapidly expanding advertising firm in central London. Last year they were bought out by a New York agency, and his trip there in less than a fortnight will be the
  first time he’s visited the office.

  Max Whitman is the Executive Creative Director and one of the three founding partners of the firm, KDW. Zara is the Managing Director and oversees everyone in the company. She’s only
  thirty-three. I don’t like her very much, the handful of times I’ve met her.

  She’s thin and very tall – a lot taller than me because I’m only five foot four – and she has dead-straight, white-blonde hair that she usually wears scraped back from
  her face, which is all angles and cheekbones. She’s striking, I’ll give her that, but she couldn’t look more different from me with my petite frame and long auburn locks.
  Sometimes she wears the same sort of trendy horn-rimmed glasses I used to, but I’ve since had laser-surgery on my eyes. We can both carry off red lipstick, but I’m not sure that
  constitutes much of a similarity.

  Ned goes to get the milk out of the fridge, not looking at me. ‘Tate’s gone to work in the New York office now, so they need a replacement here,’ he says, closing the fridge
  door with more force than it requires. Tate was Ned’s line manager and one of the firm’s so-called creative geniuses.

  ‘Does that mean you’ll be answering directly to Max?’ I ask. That constitutes a big step up. Max is the top dog.

  ‘Yes,’ he replies. ‘Him, and Zara, still, to an extent.’

  A wave of pride goes through me as his good news belatedly sinks in. ‘That really is amazing,’ I say, stroking his arm.

  ‘It’s a lot more money,’ he replies with a grin, leaning back against the counter. ‘I’ll have to do a few more late nights, probably need to buy some suits.’
  He glances down at his crumpled attire and shrugs with amusement.

  ‘Aw, but I love your shabby appearance,’ I say with downturned lips, and though it might sound to an outsider like I’m teasing, he knows that it’s true.

  He chuckles and takes me into his arms.

  ‘Well done,’ I say, hugging him tightly.

  ‘Thanks, baby,’ he murmurs. His voice is muffled against the top of my head. He’s about six foot tall and towers above me. ‘I’m sorry about your news.’

  I feel a wave of nausea at the reminder that Dad’s had a stroke and I’ve been made redundant.

  ‘Hey,’ Ned says softly, as my eyes well up with tears and I sniff.

  At least I’ve saved up enough money to be able to afford the flight back to Australia, and I’ll have three months’ worth of wages to live on.

  ‘I wish you could come with me,’ I say.

  ‘I do, too. But maybe it’s for the best that I can’t,’ he adds carefully. ‘You’ll be able to focus on your dad.’

  ‘Maybe.’

  I know he’s psyched about his promotion and would rather be celebrating than commiserating. But maybe that’s unfair.

  He smiles and holds me at arm’s length, trying to jolly me up. ‘And you can catch up with Tina and Nell.’

  And Ethan, my mind whispers before I attempt to squash the thought.

  But it won’t go willingly, and suddenly my head is full of the beautiful dark-haired boy that I fell for all those years ago.

  Ethan, Ethan, Ethan…

  My first love. Who never loved me back.

  Despite all the tears I’ve cried over him, despite all the heartache I’ve endured, I’d still give anything to see him again.

  And now I’m going to.

  


  Chapter 2

  I was eight when I first realised that I was in love with Ethan Lockwood. He was in my class and had been all along, but I only started to truly see him a year earlier, after
  he found me crying one day under the pine trees on the other side of the playing field.

  Ethan’s best friend had recently moved away and he’d been flitting between different groups of friends, but never really fitting in.

  It was the same for me. It had been like that ever since I could remember.

  ‘Are you okay?’ he had asked, upon finding me snivelling amongst the tree roots, my skirt hem edged with dirt and my glasses blurry from mud smears.

  Jean would be angry. ‘Such a grubby girl,’ she often said. I hated her.

  I sniffed and shook my head, burying it in my hands.

  ‘Do you want me to get a teacher?’ he asked.

  ‘No,’ I mumbled.

  He sat down next to me and put his arm around my shoulders.

  ‘Don’t cry,’ he said, but I was powerless to do anything but, especially now that someone was being kind to me. ‘What’s wrong?’ he asked.

  ‘I don’t want to go to Jean’s house after school,’ I choked out.

  ‘Who’s Jean?’ he asked.

  ‘The lady who looks after me when my dad’s at work,’ I explained. She was a childminder and I was the second youngest of her four charges.

  ‘Where’s your mum?’ he asked with confusion.

  I was a bit taken aback. I thought everyone knew that I didn’t have a mum. Wasn’t that why nobody wanted to be my best friend, because my dad didn’t wash my clothes often
  enough or do my hair in pretty plaits? Now that he was at work, he had even less time to look after me, which is why I had to keep going over to Jean’s horrid house.

  I almost didn’t want to tell Ethan that my mum was dead but, looking into those green eyes of his, the same colour as the pine trees towering over our heads, I discovered that I
  couldn’t lie to him.

  ‘Oh,’ he said with a frown when I told him. ‘Do you want to come and play at my house instead?’

  I couldn’t because Jean was collecting me straight from school, and as predicted, she complained about the mess I’d made of my uniform. That night I put it in the wash myself, and
  then stayed up until late to take it out so it would dry in time. But it was still damp in the morning. I didn’t tell Dad.

  ‘I had a call this morning,’ he informed me on the way to Jean’s house where I had to eat breakfast every day before school. ‘Who’s Ethan?’

  My heart jumped. ‘He’s a boy in my class.’

  ‘His mother rang asking if you could go over to his house this afternoon. Would you like that?’

  ‘Yes, please!’ I exclaimed.

  ‘Okay, I’ll let Jean know. Mrs Lockwood said you can stay for dinner.’

  I was so excited that it was easy to ignore the coldness of the damp fabric permeating my skin.

  

Mrs Lockwood had dark-brown hair like Ethan, but it was long and bundled up into a loose bun on the top of her head. I thought she was as beautiful as a Disney princess, only
  with a less puffy dress. I liked her very much. She told me to call her by her first name, Ruth.

  Ethan’s house was like something out of a fairy tale with a large balcony, white wooden railings and cream-stone walls. I soon discovered that Ethan’s parents owned a small winery
  and the acres of vibrant green grapevines surrounding the house. We went for a walk and I have vivid memories of seeing glimpses of Ethan’s face through the leaves on the other side of the
  grapevine row. Even though he wasn’t allowed, he turned the sprinklers on and we laughed our heads off as we ran up the gently undulating hill, getting sprinkled with water. Then I fell over
  and got so muddy that Ruth was quite cross with Ethan. She was embarrassed about sending me home dirty so she made me wear some of Ethan’s clothes while she washed my dress. I couldn’t
  believe it when she handed it back to me clean, dry and pressed before I went home – they had a dryer, which was a luxury I hadn’t even heard of.

  Ethan and I fast became firm friends. Once, I remember his mum referring to me as his girlfriend, and him correcting her, but sometimes when he smiled at me the dimple in his cheek would make my
  little heart beat a tiny bit faster. When, in our fourth year, Nelly Holland boldly announced that she was in love with Iain Grey, a thought occurred to me.

  I was in love, too. With Ethan.

  I never, ever told him.

  By the time we went to high school, I’d become a dab hand at washing clothes and doing my own hair, so I no longer looked like such a misfit, plus I’d embraced my short-sightedness
  and got myself some cool glasses and developed a pretty good sense of fashion. Ethan had brought out my confidence, so I’d made other friends, too. Nelly had become Nell to me, and then Tina
  moved from Melbourne and we found ourselves bonding as a threesome.

  I was heartbroken when Ethan started going out with Ellie Pennell, a gorgeous, popular girl with big brown eyes and brown hair, but I had my friends around to pick me up.

  The years passed and Ethan developed a reputation as our high school heart-throb. I forced myself to pursue other boys in turn – boys who I thought would love me back – and
  eventually Ethan and I drifted apart. But when he began dating beautiful, intelligent Sadie Hoffman at the age of seventeen, I knew he was lost to me.

  They went on to get married and they now have two beautiful daughters who look just like him, with the same dark hair and the same dark-green eyes. It pained me to see the girls at my wedding,
  but not as much as it devastated me to see their father.

  But I still said ‘I do’.

  I love Ned. I love him desperately. I wouldn’t have walked down the aisle to him if I didn’t, and I know I’m going to miss him while I’m away – I hated saying
  goodbye.

  But I love Ethan, too. I don’t think I’m capable of stopping.

  


  Chapter 3

  Heat engulfs me the moment I step off the plane. I had to make two stopovers to get to Adelaide – taking the cheapest flight-path option possible – and now
  it’s early afternoon, the hottest time of day.

  I won’t be needing this, I think, as I stuff my winter coat into the outside pocket of the suitcase I’ve just dragged off the conveyor belt. I’m going to be hot in my jeans and
  trainers, but it’s only a half-hour taxi ride to Dad and Liz’s. I’ll drop off my suitcase and get changed before going to the hospital. Sleep can wait.

  I’m so set on beating the rush for the taxi rank that I don’t even see Liz waiting for me in the Arrivals hall.

  ‘Amber! Wait!’ Her shouts eventually filter through to my brain and I falter in my steps, causing the person behind me to crash their trolley into my legs. Ouch! What is Liz doing
  here? I told her not to come.

  ‘Hello!’ I cry. ‘I thought I said I’d catch a taxi.’

  ‘I know, I know,’ she brushes me off as she hurries over to me. ‘I couldn’t let you do that now that you’ve lost your job.’

  I told her this in a rambled conversation before I boarded.

  ‘Waste of money,’ she adds, opening up her arms and moving in for a brusque, sturdy hug. Liz is a few inches taller than me and has short grey hair. Probably the best way to describe
  her is ‘chunky’. She has on occasion reminded me of a bulldog.

  ‘How was your flight?’ she asks, grabbing the handle of my suitcase from me. ‘Car’s parked this way,’ she adds.

  ‘Oh, you know, long.’ I have to step up my pace to keep up with her and my hand luggage is heavy.

  ‘Do you want a rest before going to see your father?’

  ‘No, it’s okay. I was just planning on dropping off my things and getting changed.’

  ‘Well, the hospital is more or less on our way home so it would be more convenient to go straight there.’

  ‘Whatever suits,’ I reply.

  She has always had a very no-nonsense tone. It’s difficult to argue with her, but as a teenager I used to give it a good go.

  ‘You can get changed in the car,’ she adds matter-of-factly.

  I already know I won’t bother.

  

‘Has there been much improvement?’ I ask as Liz drives along the wide main road towards the city.

  ‘A little,’ she responds, and I glance across at her, hope swirling into the mess of worry and dread I’ve been feeling ever since getting the news three days ago.
  ‘You’ll be shocked, though, so prepare yourself,’ she adds flippantly.

  I wind down the window and command myself to breathe in deeply. No one has the power to wind me up like Liz does. For a moment, the scent of eucalyptus and sunshine makes me forget everything
  else. I didn’t even know sunshine had a smell, but right now I want to believe it does.

  ‘You’ll get burnt,’ Liz states. ‘Have you got sunscreen on?’

  ‘Not yet,’ I reply wearily.

  ‘Put that up and I’ll turn on the air con if you’re hot.’

  ‘It’s fine,’ I say through gritted teeth. ‘I just wanted some fresh air.’

  She humphs.

  

Nerves tangle their way into my stomach as we pull into the hospital car park. I’ve always hated hospitals. I know that’s a clichéd thing to say, but I feel
  deeply on edge as we walk down the disinfected corridors. I remember lying in a hospital bed after the car crash that killed my mother, waiting for Dad to come and collect me. I’d give
  anything to be able to forget the sound he made outside my room when he arrived. I was terrified, and then I realised that the thing making that… that… inhuman
  noise, was the person who was supposed to be taking me home.

  ‘He’s just here.’ Liz’s voice carves into my thoughts. She slows down as we walk into a ward, consisting of a four-bed bay with blue curtains pulled around each of the
  beds. Liz goes to the first on her right and peeks through a crack in the material.

  ‘Len,’ she says softly. ‘Amber’s here.’

  A noise comes from behind the curtain. That didn’t sound like anyone I know, not least the father I love dearly.

  I feel like I’m having a moment of déjà vu as Liz moves aside to let me past.

  My dad is lying on the bed, but he doesn’t look like my dad. The right-hand side of his face has slipped, like he’s a painted portrait of someone that has been left half out in the
  rain.

  Liz pushes me forward.

  ‘Amber has just arrived from London, Len. Doesn’t she look well for someone who’s been on a flight all night?’

  He groans.

  ‘It takes a bit of getting used to, but you can generally make out what he’s saying,’ Liz tells me as though he’s not there.

  ‘Has he tried writing it down?’ I hate myself for joining in this conversation with her about him when he’s right in front of us.

  ‘He can barely lift his arm, let alone write.’ She nods at the seat by his bed. ‘Sit down.’

  I hesitantly do as she says. Dad slowly raises his left hand and I reach across and take it, my eyes welling up. He says something else that I can’t understand.

  ‘He says don’t cry,’ Liz says, before adding loudly, ‘She’s not crying, Len. Amber doesn’t do tears.’

  I stare at her, startled. How would she know? Then I remember that I never gave her the satisfaction of seeing me cry when I was a teenager. Her comment does the trick in any case. My eyes are
  dry now.

  ‘He gets tired very quickly, so we won’t stay long,’ Liz says. ‘But we’re seeing an improvement, aren’t we, Len?’

  If this is an improvement, I can’t begin to imagine what he was like three days ago.

  ‘Will he get better?’ I ask, trying to ignore the lump in my throat.

  ‘That’s the plan, isn’t it, Len?’

  It’s irritating how she keeps repeating his name. I wonder if it’s irritating him, too.

  ‘I’d like to speak to your doctor,’ I say to Dad, steadily meeting his brown eyes. ‘Are you able to get him for me?’ I ask Liz over my shoulder.

  ‘I can tell you anything you need to know.’

  ‘Still, I’d like to speak to his doctor,’ I reply firmly.

  ‘He’ll be doing his ward round soon,’ she says. ‘Or has he already been by, Len?’

  This time I can understand him when he says, ‘No.’ It’s a start.

  I squeeze his hand and a moment later he returns my gesture. I smile weakly and kiss his knuckles. His hand feels bony and his skin is dotted with liver spots. Did he look this old before his
  stroke? I’ve been away for too long.

  

Liz and Dad live in a small, old (for Australia) colonial Victorian house in Norwood, a few minutes’ walk away from Norwood Parade, a part of the city that is bustling
  with cafés, shops and restaurants. It’s gorgeous, with white-painted weatherboarding, a corrugated iron roof that has pretty wrought-iron detailing around the eaves, and a white picket
  fence out the front. It’s not the house I grew up in – it’s not even the house I spent my teenage years in. This is their home, and I am very much a guest here.

  Liz wheels my suitcase into the spare bedroom, which has a view out to the next-door neighbour’s carport. If I stand and face the door, Dad and Liz’s bedroom is to my left,
  overlooking the street, and the kitchen is to my right, opening up onto the backyard. The one and only bathroom (eek!) is through the utility room adjoining the kitchen. The living room and dining
  room are opposite the bedrooms. It’s only a single-storey, as so many Australian homes are, so there are no stairs, thankfully. This is a bonus for when Dad returns home.

  ‘I need to pop into work to pick up some papers I forgot to bring home yesterday,’ Liz says. ‘Are you planning on taking a nap?’

  She, like Dad, works in education. She’s a lecturer in psychology at the university, and he’s an assistant head at a primary school not far from here. They’re both in their
  early sixties and approaching retirement, but this could be it for my dad. The thought is a sad one.

  ‘Yes,’ I reply. ‘Do you want me to do anything for dinner?’

  ‘No, no.’ She bats me away. ‘We’ll get chicken and chips from down the street.’

  ‘I can get it if you tell me what time you want to eat?’

  ‘We’ll sort it out later,’ she replies, heading out of the room.

  ‘Where are Dad’s car keys?’ I ask, following her.

  ‘In the bowl on the hallstand,’ she replies, giving me a quizzical look. ‘Are you planning on driving his car while you’re here?’

  ‘Well, yes.’ I’m insured to drive it and Dad certainly wouldn’t mind.

  ‘That car could really do with a service,’ she points out grumpily. ‘I’ve been telling Len for weeks to sort it out.’

  ‘I’ll organise one,’ I say. I’ll need something to do to keep me busy when I can’t see Dad. I think I’ve exhausted my reading on strokes, after downloading a
  whole bunch of information from the Stroke Association website.

  I now understand that a stroke is a brain attack. It happens when the blood supply to part of the brain is suddenly cut off or reduced. The brain needs nutrients and oxygen carried by the blood,
  and without them, brain cells become damaged or die. As I found out when I spoke to the doctor earlier, Dad had an ischaemic stroke, caused by a blood clot.

  Because Liz called an ambulance immediately, he was diagnosed quickly and deemed a candidate for thrombolysis, a procedure that uses clot-busting medicine to get a patient’s blood flow
  moving again. In some cases, it can make things worse, but so far Dad has had no adverse reactions.

  Even so, as the doctor explained, his recovery will be a long process of rehabilitation. He’s still experiencing some swelling in the brain, but as it subsides we should hope to see some
  improvement. The ultimate aim is for him to return home and get back to living as independently as possible. He may need to acquire new skills or relearn old ones. Things that we take for granted,
  like walking, talking, reading and writing, will no longer come easily to him.

  Strokes are not like cancer and other diseases. There are no warning signs, no nausea or other symptoms, no time to get used to the idea of being ill. In one moment, life as you knew it is gone.
  Shattered. I hope I can help Dad to pick up the pieces.

  

After Liz leaves, I strip to my underwear, pull down the blackout blind and climb under the mushroom-grey bedcovers on the guest bed. The room is neutral and calming, with
  abstract art in shades of green, grey and blue hanging on the cream-painted walls. Liz has surprisingly good taste.

  It’s the early hours of the morning in England, so I send Ned a text to let him know I’ve arrived safely and seen Dad. Then I settle down into what I hope will prove to be a deep and
  dreamless sleep.

  I wake feeling disoriented and aggrieved, before realising that Liz is shaking me.

  ‘Amber, wake up!’ she snaps, and I’m too tired to push her away. ‘If you don’t wake up now, you won’t sleep tonight,’ she warns, the weight of her body
  leaving the mattress. Has she gone? Please let her be gone.

  Suddenly light floods the room and I shout out with infuriation, cowering and trying to bury my face in the bedcovers. She’s only gone and put the bloody blind up.

  ‘Wakey, wakey!’ she says. ‘I’ve got the chicken, so throw on your clothes and come and have something to eat. You’ve been sleeping the day away.’

  It doesn’t feel like I’ve been sleeping the day away. ‘What time is it?’ The sun is still so bright.

  ‘Six o’clock,’ she replies. ‘You’ve had three hours.’

  ‘Is that all?’ I’m flabbergasted. What on earth is she playing at?

  ‘You’ll thank me when you don’t wake up at four in the morning,’ she says arrogantly. ‘Up you get!’

  ‘I’ll be there in a minute!’ I practically shout at her.

  She chuckles to herself as she leaves the room. Why oh why didn’t I ask Tina or Nell if I could stay with them instead?

  Tina lives up in the hills, so she’s not as close to the hospital, and Nell lives in a one-bedroom flat in North Adelaide, but even her sofa might be preferable to staying here.

  I sit up in bed, feeling bleary-eyed and weary to my bones. I must call Nell and Tina, actually. I sent them an email to tell them I was coming, but I didn’t want to make any promises
  about catching up until I’d seen Dad. Thinking about it, Tina’s boyfriend works at a garage, so he might be able to service Dad’s car for me. Maybe I can catch up with Tina at the
  same time.

  I slide out of bed, drag on my clothes with heavy limbs and walk along the corridor to the kitchen. Liz is pulling apart a cooked chicken with her bare hands and the sight turns my stomach. I
  should be famished. I barely ate on the plane. In fact, I’ve barely eaten in days. I slump into a chair and she brings over a platter of chicken and chips.

  Does she smell of cigarette smoke? I thought she and Dad had quit.

  ‘What do you want to drink?’ Her question diverts me from my thoughts. ‘I got some Fruita.’

  What am I, a teenager? I’m about to ask if she has any wine when she plonks a couple of cans of the fizzy, sweet drink on the table. I tentatively crack one open and take a sip, and then
  my mouth starts watering and even the food looks good.

  ‘Okay?’ Liz asks as I tuck in.

  ‘Great,’ I reply with a smile.

  ‘Thought so.’ She sounds smug. ‘By the way, I booked Len’s car in for a service while you were asleep. I’ve got to go into work in the morning so can you drop it to
  the garage at about ten? It’s only down the road so you can walk back.’

  I freeze, my knife and fork hovering above my plate. ‘I said I’d sort it.’

  ‘I was trying to help,’ she replies defensively.

  ‘It’s just that my friend’s boyfriend works at a garage in the hills,’ I explain, feeling tense. ‘I thought I’d catch up with her at the same time. Kill two
  birds with one stone.’

  ‘Cancel tomorrow’s appointment, then, I don’t care.’ She shrugs. ‘Number’s by the phone.’

  I bite my lip. I’d better check with Tina first.

  I call her straight after dinner, using the home phone. Liz has also given me Dad’s mobile to borrow.

  A guy answers.

  ‘Is that Josh?’ I ask. That’s Tina’s long-term boyfriend. I’ve only met him once, at my wedding, but he seemed nice.

  ‘Yes?’ he replies.

  ‘It’s Amber,’ I tell him. ‘Tina’s mate from school.’

  ‘Hey!’ he says. ‘Tina said you were coming over.’

  ‘Yes, not for the best reason in the world, unfortunately.’

  ‘Man, yeah, I’m sorry about your dad,’ he says.

  ‘Thanks,’ I reply.

  ‘I’ll just get Tina for you.’ Then he shouts, ‘TEENS!’ at the top of his voice, making me cringe.

  ‘Actually, Josh,’ I call, before he disappears, ‘I wanted to ask you if you still work at that garage in Mount Barker? My dad’s car needs a service.’

  ‘I do, yes,’ he replies. ‘What does he drive?’

  ‘A Holden Caprice.’

  ‘I could squeeze you in tomorrow if you’re up this way?’

  ‘That’d be great. I was hoping Tina might be free for lunch.’

  ‘She’s working, but, hang on, here she comes.’ Pause. ‘It’s Amber,’ he says off-line and the next voice I hear is my old friend’s.

  ‘Hey, you!’ Even in those two words I can hear the sympathy in her voice.

  ‘Hey,’ I respond with a small smile.

  ‘I’m so sorry about Len. How is he?’

  ‘He’s pretty bad.’ My throat swells, but I don’t want to cry down the phone to her, so I press on. ‘Are you free for lunch tomorrow? I’m bringing Dad’s
  car in for a service.’

  ‘Hell, yes!’

  We arrange a time and end the call. It’s good to have something to look forward to.

  


  Chapter 4

  I wake up the next morning at nine o’clock, feeling rested and refreshed. Liz has already left for work, so she’s not around to say ‘I told you so’
  about my decent night’s sleep after being a Nap Nazi yesterday.

  I want to visit Dad this morning before taking the car in, so I get ready quickly and hunt out his shaving kit in the bathroom. Seeing him yesterday brought back too many bad memories. It was
  not just the way he sounded, but the way he looked. My earliest memories of him are as a clean-shaven, nice-smelling daddy. Then Mum died, and he completely let himself go. He went from having
  warm, pleasant kisses to someone I didn’t want to kiss at all, with prickly stubble, bad breath and body odour. I didn’t just lose my mum; I lost Dad, too. I don’t want to lose
  him again, not metaphorically, not literally.

  It’s only a small thing, but I plan to give him a shave today. I don’t know why Liz hasn’t already.

  

It’s just after ten o’clock by the time I arrive at the hospital. I still feel nauseous as I traipse down the corridors, but at least I have a purpose. I pass
  Dad’s doctor, coming out of another patient’s room.

  ‘Hello there,’ he says amiably. His name is Dr Mellan and he’s a tall, olive-skinned man in his fifties with black-and-grey hair. ‘How’s the jet lag?’

  ‘Not bad, thanks. How’s Dad?’

  He cocks his head to one side. ‘He’s a little down today,’ he admits, nodding ahead and walking with me. ‘It’s normal to feel angry or depressed after a stroke. But
  it’s important to keep a positive attitude, because negative emotions can get in the way of recovery,’ he explains.

  ‘I understand. I thought I might give him a shave today. Tidy him up a bit.’

  ‘That’s a nice idea,’ he says. ‘But don’t be too disappointed if he doesn’t react the way you might hope. Remember that it’s very frustrating for him
  not to be able to do simple things for himself.’

  ‘Okay.’ I reply, unable to help feeling a little disheartened.

  ‘Keep your spirits up,’ he reminds me. ‘It’s important for you to keep a positive attitude, too.’

  We reach Dad’s ward, and he comes to a stop. ‘Some advice,’ he says. ‘Speak slowly, keep your sentences simple, and leave breaks in between so he has time to digest what
  you’re saying. But be careful not to talk down to him. He’s not a child.’

  I nod. I’m grateful when he leads the way inside, tugging the curtain aside.

  ‘Good morning, Len.’ He pauses. ‘Your daughter, Amber, is here.’

  I smile at Dad, hoping the gesture comes across as warm and genuine and not filled with the terror I most certainly feel. This emotion intensifies when Dad says something unintelligible.

  Dr Mellan turns to me and smiles. ‘I’ll be back in half an hour or so.’

  He leaves us to it, and for once I wish Liz were here, if only to interpret.

  ‘Hi, Dad,’ I say as amiably as I can, going to take a seat beside him. I bend down to kiss his partially collapsed face. ‘I brought your shaving kit,’ I tell him.
  ‘Do you trust me to give you a shave?’

  Whatever it is he says sounds angry.

  ‘Come on, Dad,’ I plead, taking his hand and staring into his brown eyes. ‘Give me something to do.’ Pause. ‘I feel so useless.’ My vision goes blurry and a
  moment later he squeezes my hand.

  ‘Okay,’ he slurs slowly. And then I swear he says, ‘But don’t cut me,’ although I can’t be sure.

  ‘I won’t cut you, I promise,’ I tell him with a giggle.

  His corresponding chuckle is the most familiar he’s sounded since I got here.

  ‘There’s my dad,’ I say tenderly, sniffing. ‘I knew I’d find you under all that facial hair.’

  ‘Let’s get this over with,’ he mutters. I think. Or maybe he’s just telling me to bugger off.

  

I drive up to the hills straight afterwards, winding down the windows so I can feel the warm air blasting across my skin. The heat is blissful after the cold winter we’ve
  been having in England. If it weren’t for the snowdrops popping up left, right and centre when I left, I would have thought spring was taking a break this year.

  Mount Barker is only about half an hour’s drive away and I easily find the garage where Josh works.

  ‘G’day,’ he says, coming out onto the forecourt wearing grubby green overalls. His cheeks are smeared with oil and grime, but his chiselled good looks shine through. Josh is
  tall, tanned and slim with longish dark hair and dark-brown eyes. Tina nabbed herself quite a catch.

  ‘I won’t kiss you because I don’t want to get you all mucky,’ he says. ‘I told Tina I’ll lend you my car so you can meet her in Stirling.’ He pulls out
  a set of keys and points to an old, but pristine, black BMW parked twenty metres away.

  ‘Are you sure?’ I ask with surprise.

  ‘Yeah, but be gentle with her,’ he warns, dropping the keys onto my palm. ‘She’s my baby.’

  

Tina works as a hairdresser in Stirling, a small town nearby that is very attractive, with old colonial-style buildings and tree-lined streets. It has some great pubs and we
  find ourselves sitting outside one, on the sunny terrace under the shade of a large umbrella.
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