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To my dear and precious Dad, who has been so strong for us and minded us all so well and kept us going this past eighteen months.


You’re the best father in the world and we love you so much.




The great question . . . which I have not been able to answer . . . is, ‘What does a woman want?’


Sigmund Freud





PROLOGUE






DEBBIE



It was hard to believe the honeymoon was over, Debbie Kinsella thought ruefully as she surveyed the shambles that was their bedroom. Bryan had half a dozen art-gallery catalogues strewn over the floor on his side of the bed. Three cool T-shirts she’d bought in Gap for her half-sister, Melissa, lay on top of the chest of drawers. Who would have ever thought she would end up buying a present for the teenager she’d despised for so long, she mused, putting the T-shirts on hangers so they wouldn’t crease. Debbie felt an unwelcome pang of conscience, remembering how unfriendly and unkind she’d been to Melissa over the years. She’d been so angry and bitter at her father for leaving that she hadn’t been able to bear to see him happy with his new family. When Melissa was born, Debbie had finally given up on the wistful notion that Barry and Connie would reunite. Melissa had been a focus for her anger for a long time. It had been undeserved, and Debbie was ashamed of herself and anxious to make amends. Hopefully, her half-sister would like the T-shirts she’d chosen for her, thought Debbie as she placed the hangers on the wardrobe door-knob.


The linen basket was overflowing, and their cases were still unpacked, full of clothes that needed to be washed. At this rate, she’d be washing for a week. Once, she would have gathered everything up and brought a bag full of clothes to the launderette and had them washed and ironed. It would have cost her. Ironing was expensive, but she wouldn’t have cared; it was money well spent, in her eyes.


Now that they were saddled with a mortgage, loan repayments from the credit union for their wedding and honeymoon expenses, and a massive Visa bill, cashflow was a big issue, and the little luxuries that she and Bryan had taken so much for granted were going to have to fall by the wayside. Debbie had suggested going back to work on a Friday, as it was payday, and it would help them adjust to ‘normal life’ after all the excitement of the wedding and honeymoon. They’d only be in work one day, they’d have the weekend to recover, and they’d have money in their wallets. It had seemed like a good idea at the time, but now, studying the disarray surrounding her, she wasn’t so sure.


She let her wet towel fall to the floor and began to dress. At least she didn’t have to worry about what to wear, which was just as well, as she would have had to delve deep in their crammed, bulging wardrobe for something clean, and that, right at this moment, was not for the faint-hearted. Her uniform suit, neatly pressed, hung on the back of the door, and she gave herself a mental pat on the back for at least being that little bit organized. She brushed her shoulder-length copper hair, twirled it around and fastened it with a comb, loose tendrils escaping, framing her heart-shaped face. Her blue eyes, flecked with hazel, needed nothing more than a touch of grey, smudged eyeliner, which she applied with practised ease.


It was weird getting dressed to go back to work. This day last week, she and Bryan had been strolling arm in arm through the Met in New York, admiring the work of the American photographer Walker Evans, part of the museum’s massive photography collection.


That had been a particularly nice day, reflected Debbie as she dusted shimmer powder over her cheeks, wishing she could disguise the smattering of freckles on her nose and cheekbones. They had breakfasted in a little deli on East 52nd and then ambled the few blocks up Fifth Avenue, to Tiffany’s, where they’d bought each other a Heart Tag keyring as a memento of their honeymoon. They had carried on to the Met, where they spent a thoroughly enjoyable morning browsing the collections. Hunger had eventually forced them to drag themselves away that afternoon, and they had headed for Central Park and the Boathouse Restaurant on the lake. Sitting on the sun-drenched deck waiting for their prawns and salads to arrive, they watched the rowboats drifting by, the ducks and swans looking for titbits, as the sun glistened on the lake and the Manhattan skyscrapers soared above the trees on the opposite shore.


Debbie had remembered the scene in Sex and the City when Big and Carrie fell into the lake, and almost had to pinch herself to make her realize that she was honeymooning in New York and she was now Mrs Bryan Kinsella. Oh yes, it had been a glorious and happy day, she smiled, fingering the gleaming gold wedding band that encircled the fourth finger of her left hand.


She might have come down to earth with a bang, but at least she and Bryan had overcome their rocky times, and she couldn’t be happier. And bad enough as it was going back to work, at least she wouldn’t have to deal with her bullying boss, Judith Baxter, who was in hospital following a car accident. Word was she wouldn’t be in the office for a while, which was a huge relief to most of the staff and to Debbie in particular. Judith was a tyrant and had given Debbie a rough ride in the run-up to her wedding. She’d been down on her like a ton of bricks for any mistake. Even Debbie being a few minutes late had incurred Judith’s wrath, and she had stopped her pay increment for six months. Debbie had been shocked. That was uncalled for. She had been counting on her rise to help pay off her loans.


She didn’t wish her boss ill, but there was no love lost between them and she’d be the first to admit that if she never saw the woman again she wouldn’t give a toss. Hard enough as it was returning to work, it would have been a thousand times harder if Judith had been waiting, hawk-like, to see that she was on time.


She had to be thankful for small mercies, Debbie supposed as she raced downstairs, anxious not to be late on her first day back, Judith or no Judith. The post had come and, as she picked up what were mostly bills, her heart sank as she saw their Visa bill. She and Bryan were well maxed out on their credit card, and they really were going to have to tighten their belts big time in an effort to pay off their spiralling debts. Bryan would hate it, he was moaning about it already, but it was something they had to address before things got seriously out of hand.


Debbie pulled the door behind her and hurried along the path. It was going to be a scorcher – how nice it would have been to take her lounger out on to their deck and flick through magazines and drink coffee. Would she ever be able to give up work? Or even work part time, job sharing, like some of the married women in her office did? Not unless she won the Lotto, she thought glumly. It was eight million this week – she must remember to buy a few Quick Picks. She’d do it at lunchtime. She tried to cheer herself up: she had as much chance of winning as anyone else had.


She crossed the street, weaving in and out of traffic. Real life was back with a vengeance. At least she didn’t have the usual knot of tension in the pit of her stomach from worrying about Judith Baxter, she comforted herself as the noisy stop-start of car engines and squealing brakes and children crying in buggies as their mothers rushed to crèches grated on her ears. Although Sandymount wasn’t far from the city, driving in the rush hour was chaotic, and she and Bryan far preferred to take the train. But, sometimes, Bryan needed the car to travel to clients. At least she could walk to her office from the Dart and it kept her fit.


Debbie quickened her pace and joined the morning commute.





BRYAN



‘Come on, come on, come on!’ Bryan Kinsella sat behind the steering wheel of his Audi soft-top as the traffic inched along the Strand Road. He should have taken his chances and gone through the village and turned right for the East Link. He could see across to the Sean Moore road in the distance, and the traffic snaked along, bumper to bumper, hardly moving. Some mornings, if he went to work very early, he could get to the IFSC in less than ten minutes. It was easily going to take the guts of an hour today.


Was this what his life was going to be like, apart from his few precious weeks’ holidays? He groaned as the lights went red again. It was incredible to think that the wedding was over. The reception, which he’d looked forward to more than the ceremony, was a blur, and the honeymoon, which had been the trip of a lifetime, when he’d got to see as many of the cultural sights and scenes of New York as he possibly could, was now just a lovely dream. How he’d enjoyed strolling through myriad art galleries and studios, sipping lattes on sidewalk cafés, taking in shows, browsing in Borders and buying treasured books with not a care in the world.


Now he was back to real life, with all its worries and pressures. He couldn’t even think about the amount of debt they were in after the honeymoon. Both their credit cards were up to their limits, as was the one he had himself on the sly, which Debbie knew nothing about. He had a credit union loan that she knew nothing about either, he thought guiltily, and he was barely managing to pay the interest on that. It looked as though their hefty mortgage was going to increase by another half a per cent, and he hadn’t paid the last telephone bill, even though he’d told Debbie he had.


This was what being married did to a fella, he thought gloomily as he stared unseeingly out the car window. Why were women so anxious to get married? He didn’t understand it at all. He’d have been quite happy to mosey along in a smart, rented apartment in a good area, with no mortgage, for another few years, but Debbie had insisted they buy a house, saying that rent was money down the drain. He shouldn’t have bloody well listened to her. They’d bought their townhouse in Sandymount at the height of the property boom, when prices had rocketed, and paid mad money for it. Sandymount was an undeniably chic address, and he liked living there. He liked the village ambience, the upmarket delis, bistros and restaurants, the quirky shops. It was enjoyable to stroll along the seafront on Sunday, buy the papers and have lattes and eggs Florentine in Itsa4 for brunch. Or to go to Brownes on a Saturday night and indulge in their famous fresh salmon rillettes wrapped in smoked salmon or their to-die-for flaked crab. His mouth watered as he thought of his favourite dishes. He hadn’t eaten breakfast, and he was hungry.


Now, a slump had hit, and there was no way they’d ever get the price they bought their house for if they went to sell it, so they were in negative equity on that front. If Debbie hadn’t been so impatient, they could have bided their time, rented and bought when prices dropped and it was a buyers’ market. He’d make sure to say that to Debbie’s mother, Connie, he thought grimly. She’d been pushing for them to get a house. She should have minded her own bloody business. He scowled, looking for someone to blame for his woes and thinking that Connie, his pushy mother-in-law, would fit the bill perfectly.


Connie wasn’t his favourite person in the world. He always felt that she was judging him and finding him lacking – just because he didn’t spend every precious weekend stripping wallpaper or doing DIY. She’d obviously hoped for better for her only daughter. She hadn’t been able to keep a husband, so she needn’t bother looking down her nose at him, he decided, conveniently forgetting the very generous cheque she’d given to himself and Debbie, money she had worked hard to earn.


The lights turned green, and the traffic moved a couple of yards before stopping again. He glanced in the mirror, approving of the way his tan made his eyes look a deeper shade of brown. He was a good-looking guy, he had to admit, and he turned this way and that, noting with dismay that he was beginning to get lines at the corners of his eyes. Hell, before he knew it he’d be thirty and Debbie would want children, and his life would be well and truly over. It was a daunting thought. Did other new husbands think like he did, or was it just him? He’d never been one for taking on responsibilities; it made him feel smothered. He would have quite happily lived with Debbie for the rest of his life with no marriage and no kids. Just the two of them, enjoying their freedom and having fun.


Debbie would be well into the city on the Dart by now, even though he’d left much earlier than she had. Bryan wondered how she would react if he told her he’d like to quit his job and open up an art gallery. Not too well, he figured as he surfed the radio channels, coming to Lyric FM. The strains of ‘Lara’s Theme’ from Doctor Zhivago floated across the airwaves, and he sat imagining how his art gallery would look until an impatient beep from the car behind brought him back to reality and he inched another few yards towards work.





CONNIE



Oh God, let me win the Lotto, Connie Adams prayed silently as she knelt at the feet of Miss Eunice Bracken and eased a pair of tights over her spindle-thin, purple, varicose-veined legs.


‘Make sure they’re straight, Nurse. I don’t like wrinkles around the ankles. I’m not Nora Batty,’ Miss Bracken instructed bossily. She was an ex-headmistress, and she treated the staff in Willowfield Nursing Home like schoolgirls. Connie manoeuvred the tights up over Miss Bracken’s girdle and straightened the nylon slip down over her patient’s knees. She then slithered another nylon slip down over the old lady’s shoulders. Miss Bracken liked to wear two slips to keep out the cold, despite the fact that it was mid-summer.


‘My beige skirt, cream blouse and mint-green cardigan are hanging up in the wardrobe. I’ll wear them today.’ Eunice gave an imperious wave in that direction. ‘Lay them out neatly on the bed first.’


‘Yes, Miss Bracken, no, Miss Bracken. Three bags full, Miss Bracken,’ Connie thought irritably as she stood up and went to fetch the required clothes. What the hell was she doing being bossed around by a cantankerous old shrew at this stage of her life? Forty-eight years of age, twenty-nine of them a nurse, divorced mother of a newly wed twenty-five-year-old. Surely she was entitled to some respect?


‘And pass me over my amethyst brooch – it’s on the dressing table,’ came the next haughty instruction. Clearly, her patient thought she was there to wait on her hand and foot.


‘Certainly, Miss Bracken,’ Connie responded, amused in spite of herself. There was no point in going down the road of standing on her dignity. She had nursed the old trout before and knew the best way to deal with her was to ignore her bossiness and not let her get a rise out of her.


A box of Terry’s All Gold chocolates lay open beside the antique brooch, and Connie gazed at them longingly. She was dying for her tea break. She had her period, and salt and chocolate cravings had kicked in. She’d bought herself a packet of King crisps for her break; a chocolate would be lovely with them. But she knew better than to nick one. Miss Bracken was notoriously mean. She counted her chocolates daily, and woe betide the staff if any of them were eaten.


‘Stop dawdling, Nurse,’ Miss Bracken ordered brusquely, and Connie had to fight hard to restrain herself from giving a sharp retort. She didn’t know if it was a menopausal thing or not, but lately she was feeling thoroughly grumpy and exasperated, going so far, one Sunday morning, as to send in a furious email to a panellist on a radio show who had made light of the overcrowding problems in A&Es. It hadn’t been read out, and she hadn’t known whether to be amused or irritated by her behaviour. Miss Eunice Bracken was pushing her luck, if only she knew it. Connie’s patience was hanging by a thread. Thank God her days doing agency nursing were coming to an end for the foreseeable future. She was looking forward to her new job as a part-time nurse to an elderly lady in Greystones, not far from where she lived. And, before that, she had a week in Spain with her sister-in-law, Karen, to look forward to. It was badly needed; she felt whacked.


The stress of her daughter Debbie’s wedding had taken a lot out of her, more than she realized, she thought, stifling a yawn and sliding Miss Bracken’s beige skirt over her head. ‘Would you be careful what you’re doing, you’ve messed my hair,’ the elderly woman scolded, as her head emerged, hair slightly mussed, glasses awry, as Connie pulled the elastic-waisted skirt down over her thin frame. Miss Bracken suffered from arthritic hips and bad knees and couldn’t lift her right leg to step into a skirt.


‘Sorry,’ Connie apologized. ‘I’ll brush your hair for you when you’ve finished dressing.’


‘You needn’t bother. I can do it myself, thank you,’ Eunice Bracken snapped irritably as a dart of pain shot through her. ‘Get me my tablets, and be quick about it. I’m tormented with my arthritis today.’


‘It must be the rain we’ve had the past few days,’ Connie said kindly, suddenly feeling sorry for the old lady in front of her. What sort of a life did she have? An intensely proud and independent woman like her, having to be helped to get dressed – it must be humiliating – and then she had to contend with a life of chronic and disabling pain. No wonder the poor thing was crabby.


She handed the tablets and a glass of water to her patient and then resumed dressing her, closing the buttons on her blouse, a task Miss Bracken was unable to undertake because of her arthritic fingers.


‘You’re not the worst of them,’ her patient said grudgingly when Connie had finished her ministrations.


‘Thank you, Miss Bracken.’ Connie smiled, knowing she’d been paid quite a substantial compliment. ‘Let me walk you down to the day room and get you a nice cup of tea.’ She took the elderly lady’s arm, and they walked slowly from the room, down the hall, to a bright, airy, comfortable drawing room that looked out on to verdant lawns and massed beds of shrubs and flowers.


‘The chair by the window, quick now, before Mr McCall comes. He hogs it, you know. You’d think he owned it, the way he goes on,’ Miss Bracken declared, managing a little spurt as she triumphantly laid claim to the comfortable armchair. ‘Now you may get me my tea, and my Irish Times,’ she instructed, settling in comfortably and gazing with longing at the lovely garden. She’d been an avid gardener once, but her arthritis had put a stop to that. Now, all she could do was look and criticize the planting strategy of the lazy lump who looked after the gardens but was more often to be seen smoking and chatting to anyone who would listen to him. He could do with a haircut too. ‘That fellow looks like Worzel Gummidge,’ she sniffed when Connie handed her the newspaper, and couldn’t understand why she guffawed.


‘I’m glad I amused you,’ Miss Bracken said dryly.


‘If you didn’t have a sense of humour in this job, you’d be in trouble, believe me.’ Connie couldn’t keep the faint edge out of her voice.


‘Indeed,’ Miss Bracken agreed. ‘I suppose you’re right.’ Their eyes met, and there was the tiniest hint of a twinkle lurking in Eunice’s. It was a triumph of sorts, Connie felt as she made her way to the staff dining room to have the much-longed-for cuppa and crisps.





Connie was bone weary when she finally got home. Her eyes were gritty with tiredness, and her lower back ached, a dull, nagging pain which always accompanied her period. The early shift was a killer, but at least she had a long afternoon to herself. She was greeted lovingly by her little black cat, Miss Hope. ‘Hello, my little pet.’ Connie scooped her up and buried her nose in her soft, silky black fur. ‘Let’s have a bite to eat and a snooze,’ she murmured, heading for the kitchen.


Working weekends as well as weekdays really took it out of you, she reflected as she boiled the kettle, buttered a slice of brown bread and cut a wedge of red cheddar. She was trying to get her finances back on track after the expense of the wedding and her cash gift to Debbie and Bryan. And she didn’t want to be scrimping and saving on her trip to Spain.


Once, working seven days straight had been no problem to her, but her energy levels weren’t as good as they used to be, hard as it was to accept it. ‘Ah, stop acting like an ould wan, you’re in your prime,’ she muttered, dipping her teabag up and down in her mug. ‘Even if you are talking to yourself and sending off ratty emails.’ She grinned.


She headed out to the deck with the mug of much-needed tea and sat down gratefully at the table, kicking off her shoes. Her mobile rang, and she frowned. Was ten minutes’ peace too much to ask, she wondered crossly as she took it out of her pocket. She was surprised to see her ex-husband’s phone number come up.


What did he want? The wedding was over, and she wasn’t too anxious to be in constant contact with Barry. She didn’t want to be reminded of their night of passion. She didn’t exactly regret it, but it was a one-off, and he didn’t seem to realize that. Both of them had been shattered after Debbie’s showdown with him about her feelings towards him. Connie had been very shocked that she’d not realized how deep Debbie’s hurt went. Their kiss of comfort had turned into much more than a kiss, but it was emphatically not going to happen again.


‘Yes, Barry,’ she said briskly, wishing the sun would come out from behind a bank of cloud which was casting shadows over her back garden.


‘Hi Connie,’ he said cheerfully. ‘How are things?’


‘Things are good. Off to Spain next week with Karen. I’m looking forward to it.’ She kept her tone light, offhand almost. Barry seemed to think that, because they’d had a quick shag, in a moment of weakness for her, prior to the wedding, he was now her best friend and confidant. It was an assumption Connie was eager to dispel.


‘Yeah, so I heard. I bumped into her the other day. My sister told me she plans to sleep, eat, drink and read. Sounds deadly boring to me.’


‘Sounds perfect to me,’ Connie riposted.


‘If that’s what you want, enjoy it. You deserve it, that’s for sure.’


‘Thanks,’ she murmured. Barry had just made her forthcoming holiday sound dull and dreary.


‘Listen, I hope you don’t think I’m being pushy, but I’d really like to build on the momentum of the progress myself, Debbie and Melissa made coming up to the wedding. I don’t want to let things drift.’


‘Sure, I understand,’ Connie agreed with a hint of warmth. She’d been so happy that Debbie and her father had finally, after years of bitterness, reconciled, and it had given her great joy to see the two half-sisters take those first faltering steps towards real sisterhood.


‘I was thinking it would be nice if we could get together for a coffee or a brunch or something but . . . er . . . I know you and Debbie and Aimee aren’t exactly hitting it off, so that would be awkward. And I don’t want Melissa picking up on it. She’s very loyal to her mother, so I was wondering if we could sort of “bump” into you?’


‘That would be nice, Barry,’ Connie approved, ashamed of her earlier irritability at his call. Barry had become a good father over the years, she’d give him that. Her ex-husband was right: these new, unprecedented relationships should be nurtured. It was just such a nuisance that Aimee and her bad behaviour was now the cause of awkwardness and had to be pussyfooted around. Until the wedding, Connie had got on reasonably well with Barry’s second wife, but after Aimee’s strop outside the church, when she’d complained about the cost and said that it was her hard-earned money that was paying for it, relations were at an all-time low.


‘Melissa and I often go for coffee and a Danish on Saturday mornings. How about if we go to one of the outdoor cafés along the Pavilion, and you and Debbie casually wander by? Or is that too obvious?’ Barry asked.


‘Um . . . I could ask Debbie to meet me in Meadows and Byrne – I could let on I was thinking of changing my sofa or something and would like her advice,’ suggested Connie helpfully.


‘Would you, Connie? That would be great,’ Barry said enthusiastically, and she had to smile. Barry was so naive really. He thought all the past hurts could be made better in an instant. He wanted them all to be one big, happy family.


Maybe he was right to be like that, she sighed. Maybe it was that easy to let go. She wouldn’t stand in the way of it. ‘I’ll give Debbie a buzz and try and sort things,’ she assured him. ‘See you.’


‘Thanks, Connie, really appreciate it.’


‘You’re welcome, Barry,’ she said and hung up. She supposed she should be glad he was making the effort. God knows it had taken him and Debbie long enough to sort their differences. She’d do what she could to foster good relations between father and daughter. And, besides, she’d grown fond of Melissa, having eventually got through that prickly teenage façade. It was important that Debbie and Melissa developed their friendship. A close relationship with a sister was more precious than gold. Connie would have loved a sister. She hated being an only child. In days to come it would be good to know the two girls would have each other to lean on. Connie gave a wry smile. There she was again, trying to sort everybody out. Some things never changed. Once Debbie and Melissa were on track she was giving it up, she decided as she gave up on the sun and went inside and lay down on her sofa. She had her own life to lead. She was asleep in minutes.





BARRY



‘Excellent game, Barry, most enjoyable. And I’m delighted we’ll be able to do business. A quarterly publication advertising our wine selections, gift hampers and special offers will undoubtedly increase sales and consumer awareness. Your package was competitive and high quality – my sales people were impressed, and so was I. We’ll let our people work out the finer details.’ Desmond Donnelly shook Barry’s hand before taking his leave.


Barry watched him stride out of the clubhouse and gave a deep sigh of relief. His stomach had been in a knot all morning, wondering if he was going to get the deal. With recession in the air, belts would undoubtedly be tightened, and contracts could be lost if companies felt that glossy publications were a luxury they could no longer afford.


It would be very satisfying indeed to go home and tell Aimee he had cut a lucrative new deal for his company. It would be good for his wife to know he was still a player and that she wasn’t the only one in town making a success of her career. He sat back in his chair, good humour dissipating as he thought of his wife and the current state of antipathy between them. Since their heated exchange at Debbie’s wedding over two weeks ago, the atmosphere between them was still decidedly frosty. This was the worst low in all their years together. Yes, there’d been troughs before, but they’d always been anxious to sort things and get back on an even keel, but this estrangement was different: harsh, biting words had been hurled which couldn’t be taken back, and the shards of bitterness were still embedded deep.


He wasn’t having much luck with his current and ex-spouses, he reflected gloomily. Connie, his ex-wife, was making it decidedly clear she wasn’t interested in progressing their relationship, despite their becoming close again in the run-up to the wedding. More than close, he thought wryly, remembering the ardour she’d shown when they’d had a hot and heavy, unexpectedly lusty encounter in the lead-up to their daughter’s big day.


He’d re-imagined it often, and it still made him horny. He wanted more. He certainly wasn’t getting hot rides from his wife; all he was getting from Aimee was the cold shoulder. Even before the row at the wedding she’d gone off sex. She was too tired when she got home from work. And she was bringing much more work home with her. His wife’s career trajectory was having a major impact on their marriage, and she couldn’t even see it, he thought bitterly.


It was because of that he hadn’t thought twice about sleeping with his ex-wife. He couldn’t understand why Connie was so reluctant to continue their delightful dalliance. She’d enjoyed it as much as he had, and he was fairly sure she’d been celibate for much of the time since their divorce. She was a sensual woman; they could have a no-strings-attached relationship: win-win scenario. Still, at least Connie had agreed to his suggestion to meet up with himself and Melissa. It was important that they all try and bond as a family, even if Aimee wasn’t happy about it. He finished his coffee and prepared to go back to the office.


‘Barry, how is it going? Haven’t seen you for a while. I heard your daughter got married. Have a wedding coming up myself. Have you any tips?’ a plummy voice asked from behind him.


Barry turned to see Jeremy Farrell bearing down on him. Suave, dapper in his sharp pin-striped suit, Jeremy was one of Barry’s least favourite club members. The older man loved the sound of his own voice, loved boasting about his business exploits and the famous names he’d dealt with during his stockbroking years. He’d recently taken early retirement because of heart problems, but he continued to work on a consultancy basis for his old company, Crookes & Co. He was constantly advising his golfing buddies on their investments, advocating this share or the other.


Eighteen months previously, he’d told Barry that AdCo, a private banking group, was being floated on the stock exchange and suggested he should invest a few bob. Barry had taken his advice, as his own accountant had agreed that it was a good bet. He’d made a fast buck on the tip, selling high a year later, making about five thousand. Buttons to the high flyers in the club, some of whom had raked in a small fortune. Barry had been sorry he’d been so conservative, especially when he saw the gleaming new Series 5 Beemer Glen Harris had bought out of his profits.


‘Jeremy! How are things?’ Barry put on his best hail-fellow-well-met voice and gave the other man a hearty handshake.


‘Good. Things are good, apart from this damn wedding. Three sons went up the aisle with no trouble. Now, my youngest, and only daughter, is on the move, and the difference is unbelievable. Tears, tantrums, traumas. All I’m getting is hassle and a fast-depleting bank account.’ Jeremy rolled his eyes.


Barry laughed. ‘Tell me about it. Thank God I won’t be going through that again for another few years.’


‘Listen.’ Jeremy leaned in conspiratorially. ‘Have you five minutes? I’ve a good tip for you if you’re interested. If you did well with AdCo, you’ll hit the jackpot with SecureCo International Plus. Are you interested?’


‘I’ll listen to what you have to say, Jeremy,’ Barry agreed.


‘Good man. Sit down there and I’ll sort out two coffees.’


Barry sat down. No harm in listening to what Jeremy had to say, and this time he wouldn’t be a wuss. If he felt it was worth while, he’d throw more than a few measly thousand at it. This time, he’d make a killing like Glen Harris had. A brand-new Beemer would go down a treat with Aimee and Melissa. His younger daughter liked swanky cars. It was crucial, she’d once told him, to keep up with the girls in her class. Was it possible she’d asked for him to buy them a holiday home abroad as so many girls in her class had one and she’d like to be able to say she was going to France or Portugal, or Spain or wherever? Melissa thought money grew on trees, he thought fondly, thinking he must ring her and check in to see what she was up to. She was on her summer holidays, and it was the first time she’d been allowed to stay at home alone without a childminder. Aimee had been having second thoughts about it after finding empty alcopop bottles on the balcony the day of Debbie’s wedding. His wife was seriously pissed off with their daughter, and Melissa knew that, if there was any more misbehaving, she was in deep trouble. He’d phone her as soon as he got to the car, he decided, clearing a space for Jeremy to place the steaming coffee cups and settling back to hear what the stockbroker had to say.





AIMEE



Please don’t let me throw up, please let me get through this OK, Aimee Davenport prayed silently as she took a deep, steadying breath and walked into the Four Seasons, her heels sinking into the luxurious deep-pile carpet as she walked towards the lounge area, where she had arranged to meet one of her biggest clients, Roger O’Leary.


Two weeks ago, she had overseen the arrangements for his daughter’s million-euro-plus wedding, her remit to showcase ‘The Best of Irish’. She had followed her brief to the letter, right down to the Royal Tara china, the Louise Kennedy crystal, the prime organic Kilkenny beef and lamb, the oysters, lobsters and salmon, the specially grown herbs. Everything had been superlative, the result of months of hard work and minute attention to detail. It had been a huge success. The O’Learys had been more than happy. Competition between the massively wealthy businessmen in the country to outdo each other, or at least keep up with each other, was intense, and Chez Moi, the events and catering company she worked for, and other such companies, were reaping the rewards of such rivalry. Aimee had received many compliments during the big day, which had been deeply satisfying.


Her boss, Ian Kelleher, the MD of Chez Moi, had sent her a gushing, patronizing email telling her to stand back and take a well-deserved bow. What a prat, she’d thought in disgust. She’d organized many such events for the company, and it was time he put his money where his mouth was and upped her salary.


Today, she was meeting Roger and some of his business associates, at his request, and she had a feeling something was in the air. He had a business proposal to put to her, he’d said on the phone when he’d called to arrange the meeting. She needed to be in tip-top form, not queasy and tired as she was feeling now. She made her way to the ladies’ room to touch up her make-up. Aimee had arrived early deliberately. It always made her feel more in control to be the one doing the greeting. She studied her reflection in a mirror, glad she had the luxurious restroom to herself.


Fortunately, she looked fine, showing no outward sign of the discomfort she was feeling. Her green eyes, fringed with a fan of dark lashes, were bright, and clear. Her high cheekbones emphasized her good bone structure, inherited from her mother. Her glossy black hair was coiled up in a classy chignon, giving her a very groomed, business-like air. The sharp grey Donna Karan suit she wore was softened by a pale lilac cami. A single strand of pearls adorned her throat, matched by two pearl earrings. Her make-up was immaculate. Understated, chic – sophistication was the look Aimee had gone for, and she’d succeeded, she thought, studying herself critically as she retouched her lipstick. No one would ever know she was below par, she decided, slipping a small mint into her mouth in an effort to quell the queasiness she was feeling.


It was on the day of the O’Leary wedding when she’d been overcome by a sudden wave of nausea, that she’d had the heart-stopping realization that she might be pregnant. It had been a bolt out of the blue, and she’d almost cried with misery that this could be happening. She hadn’t even taken a test yet. She’d bought one, but she didn’t need it to tell her what she already knew, and she didn’t want to see the ultimate proof of what she considered to be an absolute personal disaster.


Aimee felt despair engulf her as she put her lipstick in her Prada handbag and snapped it shut. She emphatically did not want another child, with all the hassle it entailed. Melissa was more than enough to deal with and, now, with her career really going into orbit, bottles and nappies and sleepless nights, not to mention childcare arrangements, were the last thing Aimee needed or wanted.


What brutal timing. Melissa was at an age where she was old enough to look after herself without supervision, freeing Aimee up considerably to concentrate on her work. Children were so time-consuming and, right now, she needed all her time to capitalize on all her hard work over the past couple of years. The rewards were coming, and she wanted to embrace them and forge ahead.


She hadn’t told Barry she was pregnant – hell, she was hardly speaking to Barry. After the disaster of Debbie’s wedding, when she had embarrassed him in front of Connie and their daughter by bringing up the cost of the bash, there had been little thaw in the Arctic relations that currently existed between them.


She wished things were sorted. She missed their intimacy, their companionship. She was dying to tell him what was going on workwise. Until the lead-up to the O’Leary wedding, Barry had always shown great interest in her career, encouraging her, motivating her. That had all changed now. It was clear that he felt she was overtaking him in the career stakes, and he was finding it hard to handle. Now, he was sullen and withdrawn and moaning about having to do the grocery shopping because she was tied up. Had it all been lip service? It looked like it. Bitterness so sharp she could almost taste it swamped her. She’d never expected that sort of behaviour from Barry. It was his respect for her career that had tipped the balance as to whether or not she would marry him. It looked like she’d made a big mistake. But he had known what she was like when they’d married; he knew her goals. If he’d wanted a dull stay-at-home wife he should have stayed married to Saint Connie. Aimee sighed. As well as their problems over her career, they had the episode on Debbie’s wedding day to overcome. True, she hadn’t behaved very well, but there was no need to hold it over her head until kingdom come. Barry needed to get down off his high horse. Connie had given as good as she’d got; she was no shrinking violet. It had stung that he’d sat beside his ex-wife in the church and left her to her own devices. That was when she’d walked out.


How would her husband feel about having another child? How would Melissa feel? She might be highly miffed to have a new arrival. And they’d have to move. The penthouse was big, but for four of them? Aimee frowned. Her guest room would have to go.


What was she thinking? Making plans as if she was going to keep it. It was very early days yet. She had options. No one would know if she decided to have a termination. Why should she have to have a baby she didn’t want? Having a baby now would be a seismic shift in her life, a shift she didn’t want. Men were so bloody lucky. They never had to deal with consequences like this; it was always the woman left holding the baby, literally. Aimee was pretty sure Barry would be horrified if he knew what she was thinking. A jagged stab of guilt assailed her. This child was his as well as hers. By rights he should have some say. But by whose rights? What about her rights? She wanted to yell, frustration, rage and despair welling up. So many women wanted to have children and couldn’t and, now, here she was, saddled with one she didn’t have any desire for. She wasn’t maternal. She was the first to admit it. When she’d had Melissa she’d blithely assumed she would cope fine. She’d never forget the terror of those first few months, every time Melissa cried – and cried she had. She’d been a colicky baby, and Aimee had been convinced she was poisoning her. Fear had been her constant companion. Was she feeding her enough or too much? Had she a temperature and was she ailing, or was she just hot? Were yellow poos normal? Was the rash on her scalp normal? It had been totally nerve-wracking and she had been on edge until Melissa was well into toddlerhood. She’d tried not to compare herself to other mothers who seemed to cope so efficiently and without worrying. All Aimee had wanted to do was to get back to work, keep her head down and let the crèche deal with all the problems.


For the first time in her life, Aimee realized how good it would be to have someone she could talk with about her dilemma. Now was the time when a friend would be someone to lean on and confide in. And the one person she knew she could have done that with and not been judged or criticized would have been Gwen Larkin, one of her oldest friends. Unfortunately, they’d had a fairly nasty falling-out the day of Debbie’s wedding.


Aimee chewed the inside of her lip. Gwen was right to be annoyed with her, she admitted grudgingly. Aimee had treated her badly, pretending she hardly knew her so she wouldn’t have to introduce her to Roger O’Leary, but she had looked a sight, with her hair falling out of the comb at the back of her head and her wearing a wrinkled jacket and shabby jeans. And her two kids squabbling. Aimee had been in full career-woman mode that day, dressed to the nines and in killer heels, for the wedding. Her affluent and well-connected client would have had good cause to wonder what sort of set Aimee mixed with had she introduced him to Gwen. Aimee had said hello, and said she’d ring some time. Gwen wasn’t a fool, she must have known Roger was a client and that Aimee was talking business with him.


Her friend really had taken the hump. There was no need for her to have turned on her the way she did, and in front of Connie and Debbie, even if she did feel hard done by. Aimee’s cheeks burned at the memory. It had been mortifying. Gwen had been like a little fishwife, practically screeching with temper and accusing her of all kinds of things.


Aimee straightened her shoulders and strode down to the lounge. She didn’t need Gwen, or Barry, or anyone. She could deal with her problem herself. And deal with it she would, once this meeting with Roger and his colleagues was over.





MELISSA



‘Oh crap! Quick, it’s Nerdy Nolan. Go into the bookshop,’ Melissa Adams urged her friend Sarah as they dawdled along, taking a short cut through the shopping centre on their way to McDonald’s.


They hastened through the entrance of Dubray bookshop, hoping against hope that their classmate hadn’t seen them. They couldn’t stand Evanna Nolan, one of the class swots, who looked down her pointy, pimply nose at them. She was a gangly beanpole with straight, greasy black hair who liked to think of herself as an intellectual, and Melissa and Sarah had been the victim of several of her acerbic put-downs in the past but, since she’d had a row with her best friend and fellow swot, Niamh Sampson, in a school debate discussing the literary merit of Jane Austen, she wasn’t quite so superior and had, in fact, on the few occasions they’d bumped into her around Dun Laoghaire, been cloyingly saccharine, which was most disconcerting.


‘Do you think that she thinks we’re nerdy enough to be friends with her now that she and Turdy Sampson have had a row and she’s got no one to hang with?’ Sarah agonized as they hastened behind a book stack, hoping against hope that Evanna would keep going.


‘Bloody hell, how majorly gross is that? You can’t be serious!’ Melissa exclaimed, aghast. It would be social suicide to be associated with Nerdy Nolan and her set. Keeping in with the cool crowd in their class was of the utmost importance if their school days were not to become a worse nightmare than they already were.


Melissa sighed deeply. It was so hard having to put on a bright, bubbly, confident façade when all the time she was petrified she and Sarah would be edged out and become social outcasts. They were barely on the periphery as it was. She wished mightily that her school days were over. The only small comfort she had was that she’d survived her first year in secondary school, and her first year as a teenager. When she went back to school in September, she’d be in second year and fourteen to boot. Fourteen seemed a hell of a lot older than thirteen.


It would be a lot different going back to school in the autumn. She wouldn’t be a new girl, plus she’d be thinner, because she was already losing weight, having heard herself described as a little fat tart at her half-sister Debbie’s wedding. Pink scorched her cheeks at the memory. That had ruined what had been the very best day of her life. Until that moment she’d actually felt completely happy. It was the first time she could ever remember having such an amazing feeling, and then that horrible drunk girl had ruined everything with her vicious remark. Who is that little fat tart? It haunted her. It took the good out of her life. It made Melissa painfully aware of every fat flaw.


‘Oh no! She’s heading our way,’ Sarah groaned as Evanna pushed open the door and walked purposefully in their direction.


‘Hi, guys. How are things? Melissa, what a seriously cool top.’ She beamed at them as though they were her very best friends. Insincerity was Evanna’s stock in trade.


What a brown-noser, Melissa thought in disgust, privately vowing never to wear her top again. If Evanna Nolan thought it was cool, it was seriously flawed.


‘Hi, Evanna,’ she murmured. Sarah ignored Evanna and kept flicking through a book she’d picked up.


‘What are you reading, Sarah?’ Evanna inquired, keeping her smile pasted to her face.


‘A book,’ Sarah said coolly. She wasn’t willing to forget being called a philistine because she’d got mixed up during a school quiz and lost valuable points because she’d answered Keats instead of Wordsworth when asked who had written ‘Ode to Daffodils’.


‘I can see that.’ The smile was starting to slip, but Evanna persevered. ‘What book?’


‘It’s called The Power of Now, by Eckhart Tolle,’ Sarah said airily.


‘Totally never heard of him,’ Evanna declared dismissively.


‘Really? He’s like a world-renowned sage and mystic. He writes about how authentic human power is found by surrendering to the Now.’ Sarah eyeballed Evanna, while Melissa tried to hide a smirk.


Evanna was gobsmacked. ‘Didn’t know you were interested in stuff like that, it sounds totally like gobbledy-gook to me,’ she rallied.


‘It takes a certain questioning mindset to appreciate it,’ Sarah sniffed.


‘Oh, I’m sure. I just didn’t think that would be your kind of thing.’ Evanna smiled sweetly.


‘There’s more to life than Ross O’Carroll-Kelly, Evanna,’ Sarah remarked pointedly, seeing the popular read poking out of her classmate’s tote bag.


Evanna blushed to her roots. Ross O’Carroll-Kelly was far from literary, and to be caught reading him was totally mortifying. ‘Oh, isn’t it a hoot?’ she twittered. ‘Have you read it?’ She turned to Melissa.


‘No,’ fibbed Melissa. ‘Not my type of book.’ Evanna blushed again, raging at having been caught reading a tome that was even worse than chick lit.


‘So, what are you guys doing for the rest of the day?’ asked Evanna brightly, changing the subject.


‘Chilling on my balcony after we have lunch,’ Melissa retorted.


‘Savage, I’ve never seen the view from your balcony, I’d say it’s awesome,’ Evanna gushed.


‘Yep it is,’ Melissa agreed.


‘So where are you going for lunch?’


Sarah flashed a warning glance at Melissa.


‘Oh . . . umm, haven’t quite decided. We might just pick up a take-out and eat al fresco at mine.’


‘Sounds perfect for a day like today. Why don’t I join you?’ Evanna suggested.


Melissa was shocked at how blatantly pushy she was. ‘Oh—’


‘We’re not quite sure exactly what we’re doing yet,’ Sarah interjected. ‘I’ve to buy some bits and pieces for my mum first. See you around, Evanna.’ She put Eckhart Tolle back on his shelf, grabbed Melissa by the arm and edged away as though the other girl was suffering from a particularly virulent form of plague. ‘Is she for real?’ she muttered as they hurried out of the bookshop. ‘If she was still friends with Turdy Sampson she wouldn’t even bother to say hello to us. Did you hear her inviting herself up to your place?’


‘I know.’ Melissa shook her head. ‘You handled it really well. How did you know all that stuff about that book by that Ekkey fella?’


‘I read it on the back of it.’ Sarah giggled.


‘I loved the “questioning mindset” bit. Did you see the look she gave you? Good buzz, you big spoofer.’ Melissa chortled.


‘Yeah, it was good, wasn’t it?’ grinned Sarah. ‘Let’s go and have a Big Mac and go and flop on the balcony for the afternoon. We’ve had a lucky escape. If she starts hanging around us in school, we’ve like totally had it.’


‘I know,’ Melissa agreed glumly as they made their way out on to the street. ‘We’ll just have to do our best to ignore her.’





An hour later, Melissa stood in the bathroom of the penthouse she lived in. Sarah was draped on a lounger outside reading OK. Melissa’s heart pounded. This was her first time, and she knew she was crossing a line that could lead to trouble if she was not very careful.


‘I’ll only do it when I eat junk,’ she promised herself, kneeling down in front of the toilet and opening her mouth. She felt sick just thinking about making herself sick. How could girls do it five and six times a day? She hated getting sick. But she’d just stuffed herself with a large portion of fries, burger, ice cream and Coke, enough to pile on the precious pounds she’d lost since the wedding.


She dithered, and then thought of those horrid words that were seared in her brain: ‘Who is that little fat tart?’ The words that had ruined the best day of her life.


It was enough. She shoved her fingers down her throat and puked.


When it was over she stood up and wiped her mouth. She caught sight of herself in the mirror. Her eyes were unnaturally bright, her cheeks were red. Melissa felt strangely exhilarated. She’d done it. She’d taken that first step. She knew two girls who were anorexic. She’d watched them fade to nothing before they were hospitalized. One was even being force fed through a tube up her nose. She wasn’t going to end up waxy as a candle, emaciated, hollow-eyed and gaunt. She just wanted to lose a stone and a half, and then she’d stop.


She wouldn’t be like the lollipop heads. She’d stay in control. She would be in charge of IT. IT would never control her, she vowed as she flushed the toilet and made her way out to join her best friend.





JUDITH



Judith Baxter lay drowsing against her pillows as the sun emerged in a shaft of piercing light from behind a drift of clouds. It shone in through the hospital windows, bathing her in unwelcome brightness. Its intensity woke her, and she sighed deeply.


She was tired and sore, the effect of the painkillers having worn off earlier, and she wasn’t due any more medication for another hour. Judith struggled out of the rumpled iron-framed bed and padded over to the window to pull down the blind. She stared out the window, glad that she had a room with a view. She was several floors up, and the panorama across the suburbs to Howth and the sea was remarkable.


She paused for a moment to study the SeaCat gliding across the glassy sea, many miles away. And it seemed, as it glided along the horizon, to sail into the sky. Usually, this optical illusion fascinated her, but today she had a headache and was restless and agitated. She was itchy all over, and she knew, because the nurses had told her, that she was having morphine withdrawal.


She was hot, bothered and irritable. She did not need a scorching sun mocking her. It was bad enough that her body was crocked, her car was a write-off, and she’d had to endure a week of sharing a ward with other patients, half of them elderly, who snored, groaned and rang their bells for nurses throughout the night so that she’d hardly had a wink of sleep.


‘Stop giving out,’ she muttered as she pulled down the blind with her uninjured hand and grimaced as a pain shot through her neck and shoulders. Her right arm was encased in a plaster cast, her neck in a brace, and her skin itched inside them. But at least she’d finally got a private room, and it was a huge relief to close the door on the madness and noise and controlled chaos of the busy teaching hospital she was in.


It was bliss to be alone and silent. Her previous ward had rarely had moments of silence. Patients came and went. Technicians came to collect blood; there was always some doctor or other trailing a bunch of students, doing rounds. Visitors seemed to come all hours; visiting times were not strictly enforced. Did hospital managements not realize how wearing it was on patients to have people in and out, even during meal times? There were patients who’d been woken at 6 a.m. You could never rest or sleep without some disturbance or other.


Her mother, Lily, had been meticulous about leaving at the designated times, and Judith was very grateful for it. Lily had shown a kindness and thoughtfulness that Judith had never thought her capable of. Her mother’s behaviour was a revelation.


She settled back into bed, trying to regain her previous state of lethargy. Sleep was so precious and gave her such relief from her pain and all her worries. She took the sleeping tablets they offered her each night and would fall asleep relatively quickly, only to wake a couple of hours later twisting and turning, trying to find a comfortable position and longing for her next dose of painkillers.


At least when she was in the coma she hadn’t been in pain, and she’d had no worries. All she could remember of her days then was a fleeting memory of peacefulness.


Sometimes she wished she hadn’t come out of it.


Judith sighed. That was an ungrateful thing to say. Her life had been spared. She could have been killed in the accident that had mangled her car beyond recognition.


Her gaze alighted on the mass bouquet Lily had brought her, and she rummaged under her pillow for the small, round, glass-encased angel that fitted in her palm. Lily had bought it for her and pressed it into her hand, saying earnestly that the angels were minding her. Judith wasn’t sure she believed in God or religion any more and, these days, she certainly didn’t believe in the mercy of God, but the little angel her mother had given her gave her some small comfort.


It was strange, she reflected: the old saying that every cloud has a silver lining was certainly true for her mother. Who would believe that Lily, the nervy, dependent, fearful woman of yore, was now staying in the house on her own, doing her own shopping, hopping on buses to visit Judith in hospital and rediscovering what it was like to live a normal life again? Until the accident, Lily would go nowhere without Judith. She wouldn’t go to mass, she wouldn’t go to the shops, she wouldn’t visit her sister unless Judith drove her. She wouldn’t dream of spending a night alone in the house, petrified she’d be burgled. It had been so binding for Judith. She’d felt like a carer, despite the fact that her mother was perfectly healthy, apart from her ‘nerves’.


If only Lily had found her courage years ago, life would have been so different for her and Judith. Judith tried to swallow the bitterness that engulfed her. It was too late for her now to have a family of her own. And what man would be interested in a fifty-year-old crock? She was stuck on the shelf, still living at home with her elderly mother, with not much to look forward to except trying to take an early retirement from work in ten years’ time.


What had she done in her life that was so awful that she was now being so horribly punished? Judith pondered, taking a sip of lukewarm 7UP. She’d looked after her sick father and, then, when he died, gone back to live with her mother. Surely she deserved some sort of reward from on high and not another massive kick in the solar plexus.


‘Thank God you survived,’ her mother had said fervently several times since she’d come out of the coma.


‘Thank God nothing,’ she’d wanted to retort. ‘Why did He let me crash in the first place?’


She rolled the little angel in her palm. Lily had told her she’d discovered an angel shop in Finglas, just across from her optician’s, when she’d gone to get a new pair of glasses after accidentally standing on her other pair. ‘Oh Judith, it’s a lovely little shop. I’d love you to see it some time,’ she’d enthused as she’d sat beside Judith’s bed, knitting blankets for children in Africa.


Just even listening to her mother it was hard to believe that Lily was the same woman. Imagine her mother getting two buses from Drumcondra, where they lived, to Finglas. Unheard of. Judith studied her mother intently. Her eyes were bright and animated. Her fingers flew over her needles. She was chatting away about her trip to the library, her walk in the park and the queues for the bus going home in the evening. Sometimes Judith wondered if she was in a different universe. And the tenderness of the little kiss on her forehead that Lily now greeted her with was far from anything she’d ever previously experienced in her relationship with her mother. All the years of hostility and sharp exchanges which had been the fabric of their lives seemed to have gently dissolved and wafted into the ether.


Lily never came to visit without some little treat for her. And always the anxious inquiry: ‘Are you feeling any better, Judith? Is the pain still bad? Will I ask the nurses to give you something?’


It was as if she was rediscovering lost mothering skills that had been buried deep for years and years. And, in spite of her pain and her torment, Judith was content to let her mother’s newfound affection and kindness act as a balm to her own deep unhappiness.


She would never have believed that she would look forward to spending time with her own, once-despised mother. Lily was so joyful that she had come out of her coma that Judith had to try hard to pretend that she was glad to be alive.


She made no such effort with her brother, Tom, and sister, Cecily. Had she not recovered, she would have gone to her maker on bad terms with both of them. She’d rowed with Cecily for being late to collect her mother on the day of the crash and rowed with Tom over their mother’s will. He probably wouldn’t have minded if she’d died, she thought sourly. More for him, when Lily passed on.


Cecily, to give her her due, had been weepily apologetic for her tardiness on the day of the crash and was constantly phoning, asking Judith if she needed anything. Judith just wished she’d leave her alone. She didn’t have the energy to deal with her sister’s guilt. They weren’t close and, after all her years of bitterness about being left to look after their mother, Judith didn’t think they ever would be. Still, it had been a comfort of sorts to know that her younger sister was upset at her near demise. She couldn’t say the same about her brother.


Tom had been all brash and hearty, telling her not to be malingering and that some people would do anything to get out of going to work. Lily had flashed him a filthy, needle-sharp look which had amused Judith in spite of her discomfort. ‘Judith was critically ill, Tom. I don’t think you realize how close to death she was,’ she had snapped. ‘Don’t be talking like that.’


‘Ah, just joking, Ma,’ he said gruffly. ‘Get off my back.’


It had been nice, though, having her mother come to her defence. She’d closed her eyes, too tired to pretend to be glad he was there, and it had been a relief when he’d gone. Whatever about having some sort of rapprochement with Cecily, not even a near miss with death would repair her relationship with her only brother, she reflected, with a strange sense of detachment.


She wondered who was running her section at work. She was in charge of a busy wages and salaries department in a big insurance company. It was a demanding job, with no leeway for error. Odd, she felt completely detached about work too. She wondered if Debbie Adams was back from her honeymoon. No doubt she was using her new married name, whatever it was. At least Judith had missed having to view the wedding and honeymoon photos. Photos of the happy couple were the last things she needed to see. What was it about Debbie Adams and her charmed life that made Judith feel an utter failure when she compared it to her own? It was irrational and unreasonable, she knew, but still, she was glad she hadn’t been around for all the wedding talk. Maybe she wouldn’t be able to go back to work. Perhaps she’d end up on disability, she thought idly, as a fly buzzed her. But what would she do with herself? Oh, she’d think about it some other time. She hadn’t the energy for it now. Judith yawned.


The phone by her bed rang. It was Lily.


‘Is there anything you’d like when I come in this afternoon, Judith?’ her mother inquired.


‘No, Ma, not a thing, thanks.’


‘And how are you today? Is the pain any easier?’


‘Yes, Ma, a little,’ she fibbed.


‘That’s good, Judith, that’s very good. I’m praying night and day for you.’ Lily sounded so earnest. And Judith could see her, mother-of-pearl rosary in her hands, sitting in her favourite high-backed chair in her sitting room, praying as the beads slipped through her thin, bony fingers, or with her hairnet on, kneeling beside her bed in her floral winceyette nightdress, face furrowed in deep concentration as she prayed earnestly to the Almighty and the plethora of saints whom Lily had great faith in.


‘Thanks, Ma, I’ll see you later then,’ Judith managed before hanging up.


‘I’m praying night and day for you,’ her mother had said. For some reason, it touched her in some deep, hard, closed-off place in the depths of her.


Two big tears rolled down her cheeks. And then it was a waterfall, as Judith cried her eyes out, wondering what was to become of her.





LILY



Lily Baxter stirred a spoonful of sugar into her cup of tea, took a mini Jaffa cake out of the biscuit tin, placed it on the side of her saucer and carried it into her small front parlour. She turned on the little transistor radio she kept on the table beside her armchair. The sound of Dean Martin singing ‘That’s Amore’ filled the room, and she smiled. She and her beloved husband, Ted, had danced to that tune on their wedding day, many years ago. It was their song. It was strange; since Judith had had her accident and Lily had been living in the house on her own, she had felt her late husband’s presence very strongly. Maybe he had got Ronan Collins to play that song on his radio programme today especially, to help her keep her chin up, she thought, firm in the belief that the dead had little ways of sending messages of love just when they were needed.


And she did need to keep her chin up. She was very worried about Judith. Her daughter was in turmoil, not just physical pain but emotional turmoil. It was as though this accident was just one blow too many. Sometimes, Lily felt her daughter was sorry to have survived it.


Don’t think like that, she said sternly to herself as the familiar flutters of fear and anxiety began their dreaded waltz. She could not go back to her old ways and give into the panic attacks and heart-stopping, stomach-knotting apprehensions that had dogged her all her life. She was strong now, she told herself, as she sipped her hot, sweet tea slowly and nibbled on the Jaffa cake. A measure of calm returned. She had amazed herself and her family with her behaviour since Judith’s accident.


She’d come up trumps, she thought, giving herself a mental pat on the back. She hadn’t fallen to pieces as everyone had expected her to do. She hadn’t gone to stay with Cecily, her younger daughter, because she was afraid of living on her own. No, she’d stayed in her own home and slept in her own bed and ventured out in the world again. She, who had depended on Judith to do her shopping, take her to mass and drive her thither and yon, was now going into the Spar supermarket in Drumcondra. She’d even taken two buses over to Finglas village to go to her optician’s when she’d broken her glasses. That had been a great day for her, even though her heart had been thumping at having to make the journey. When she’d got to Finglas, she’d relaxed. Her parents had once lived near the big church, and it was familiar territory. She’d pottered in and out of the shops and couldn’t believe she was out by herself on a little jaunt.


By now, she was an old hand at travelling to the hospital and hopped on the bus at the end of the road with increasing confidence every afternoon on her visit to her daughter.


So, there was no need for her to feel fluttery, Lily assured herself as she caught sight of Mr Ryan, one of her elderly neighbours, walking slowly down the street, pain etched on his face as he concentrated on each step, leaning heavily on his stick and stopping to rest every so often. He wasn’t that much older than she was, mid-seventies, but he was crucified by breathing difficulties and arthritis.


She was so lucky, she reflected, taking another sip of tea. She could walk sprightly, her breathing was fine and, apart from the cataract, which was now sorted after her little operation, she was hale and hearty. If she were like Mr Ryan she’d have been in a sorry state indeed and would have to have thrown herself on the mercy of Tom, her son, who rarely made an effort to see her, and Cecily, her youngest daughter, to whom she was simply a nuisance.


God had been good to her. She was managing on her own, even if it was this late in her life that she had come to the realization that she was perfectly capable of looking after herself.


Lily gave a sigh that came from the depths of her as guilt cloaked her. She had ruined Judith’s life, of that there was no doubt. By her clinging so leechlike to her daughter, Judith had had no chance of forging a life of her own and was now a bitter, discontented, fifty-year-old woman with not much to look forward to.


Lily had to do something about it. She was going to explore the possibilities of raising a loan from the bank using her house as collateral so that Judith could buy a place of her own. Her daughter knew nothing of these plans, nor did her other two children, who wouldn’t be at all happy. Lily knew that Tom was expecting a share of the proceeds of the house when she died, but he could expect. The house was left to Judith, and that was that. But she could live for another ten years. Her parents had lived well into their eighties. She could easily do the same, and Judith needed something to live for now.


She watched Mr Ryan, bent like an S hook, pause at her railings. The poor man was in a sorry state; she should offer to do the odd little bit of shopping for him when she was getting her own messages – milk, bread and the like. It wouldn’t kill her. All her neighbours had been kindness itself when they’d heard about Judith, had offered her lifts if she needed them, and told her to call them any time, night or day. Even though she and Judith kept to themselves, it had been heartening the way the neighbours on the street had rallied around her in her hour of need.


It was time for her to do a good deed or two herself. Better late than never, Lily thought wryly. A line of St Francis’s famous prayer came into her head: ‘For it is by self-forgetting that one finds.’ It had been sung on Hymns of Praise the previous Sunday, and it had really struck a chord with her for some reason. It almost described what was happening in her life.


Lily had never said that particular prayer. It made her feel guilty. Too much was expected from one. And she felt she wouldn’t be able to live up to it. She had wanted to be the comforted one, not the comforter, the consoled, not the consoler, the understood one, not the one doing the understanding. What was so awful about wanting that? It was only human, and she was far, far, from being a saint.


And yet, she reflected, here she was, doing her best to understand Judith, doing her best to comfort and console her, praying for her recovery night and day. Planning ways to help her when she came out of hospital. For the first time in her life, she was putting someone else’s needs before her own. And, in doing these things, she was finding a strength she never knew she had in her.


‘It is by self-forgetting that one finds . . .’


So, that’s what it meant, Lily thought with a sudden sense of illumination. While she was helping Judith, she was finding her own courage and strength. She’d never looked at it like that before. Lily’s angular face broke into a smile. There was so much to learn from life but, today, she’d discovered a profound truth that would help her put one foot in front of the other in the days to come. And there were going to be stormy days ahead when Tom found out that she was going to assist Judith financially. He would object, she knew that. But he could object all he liked, her mind was not for changing. Judith needed her as once Lily had needed Judith, and she would stand firm for her.


Lily turned off her radio and reached down to the little shelf under the tabletop and found her prayer missal. She knew she had St Francis’s prayer on a memorial card for one of her aunts. She found it and took a deep breath. It was not a prayer to be said lightly. Much would be expected, but much help would be given if she said it with the right intention.
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