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  Chapter 1




  A wave of nausea swept over Dee as she read the letter. She’d been expecting it, of course. The bathroom had flooded the Sunday before last. The ancient tank had finally

  given up the ghost and burst, sending hot water spewing out at a frightening rate. The old floorboards couldn’t take it and had buckled under the weight of water, devastating the room

  underneath. The fact that the room was now leased to the Happy Days crèche owned by her friend Lisa meant that, for nearly two weeks, Lisa and her assistant Martha had to crowd the eight

  children into one room and it was far from ideal. It had been an awful experience all round but now it had just got worse.




  Dee stared in horror at the piece of paper documenting the cost of a call-out on a Sunday night, of replacing the tank and the pipes – ‘they’ve had it, love’ – and

  there was another bill sitting on her desk for the installation of the new bathroom floor and dining-room ceiling.




  ‘The insurance will cover it,’ her boyfriend Conor had assured her as they mopped up after the plumber had left, and she’d nodded with a pained smile. She didn’t have the

  courage to tell him that there was no insurance; he would think she was stupid.




  It was madness, of course, but Dee had allowed the policy to lapse as there simply wasn’t enough money to go round. She had to have public and employer’s liability insurance for the

  crèche and medical insurance for Sam was imperative. The house, well, the house had been standing for the last eighty years and it would probably survive another few.




  ‘Mum? I feel sick again.’




  Dee shoved the letter into her dressing-gown pocket and led her little boy back into the bathroom. He looked pale and his lips had a blue tinge but his eyes were reasonably bright. Still,

  she’d take him to the surgery just in case. He’d been up half the night throwing up for no apparent reason and though Dee had gone over and over in her head what he’d eaten the

  previous day she still couldn’t figure out what might have upset him.




  When Lisa arrived for work, she took one look at mother and son, sent Dee for a shower, and took the little boy down to the kitchen. After Dee had dressed in her uniform of jeans and T-shirt and

  twisted her long hair into a knot, she ran downstairs. Sam, clad in clean pyjamas, was curled up on the battered sofa in the corner of the kitchen, nibbling toast and watching

  Pokémon.




  ‘Thanks,’ Dee said as Lisa passed her a mug of strong tea.




  ‘Bad night?’




  Dee nodded, rolling her eyes. ‘Awful.’




  ‘Why don’t you go and have a lie down? Once the other kids arrive and he’s distracted he’ll be fine.’




  ‘I have to do the shopping,’ Dee looked at the clock, ‘and if I just go to the local supermarket I’ll be back in time to take Sam to morning surgery.’ Dee usually

  did her shopping in the wholesaler’s twenty miles south on the outskirts of Dublin as it worked out a lot cheaper, but that was out of the question now.




  ‘I’m sure it’s nothing,’ Lisa tried to reassure her.




  ‘Still, I’d like Bill to check him. Do you need anything at the shops?’ Dee pulled a pen and pad towards her and added another couple of items to the already long list.




  ‘Plasters and some fish fingers, please.’




  ‘There are two containers of my homemade fish nuggets in the freezer,’ Dee reminded her.




  Lisa grinned. ‘Sorry, they’re just not orange enough for the kids.’




  Dee grunted and added the items to her list. She and Lisa chatted about the day ahead and then Lisa went through to prepare for the imminent arrival of three babies and four toddlers.

  ‘I’ll be back for Sam in a minute,’ she called over her shoulder and Dee nodded her thanks and crossed the room to crouch down in front of her son.




  ‘How are you doing?’




  ‘’kay,’ Sam said, not taking his eyes off the television.




  ‘Do you think you might be sick again?’




  He shook his head.




  ‘Great! Then let’s get you dressed.’




  ‘Ah, Mummy, do I have to?’




  Dee smiled. ‘No, I don’t suppose so. I’ve got to go and do the shopping and when I get back I’ll help you dress and we’ll go and see Doctor Bill.’




  ‘But Mummy, I’m fine now,’ he protested.




  She stood up and fluffed his thick mop of hair. ‘We’ll let Doctor Bill decide that. See you later, sweetheart.’




  As Dee drove the short distance to the large supermarket on the outskirts of Banford, she thanked God for Lisa. To have someone on-site on days like today was a godsend and it

  suited Lisa, too.




  Her best friend since childhood, Lisa Dunphy adored children and had trained both in childcare and Montessori. Her dream had always been to run her own crèche and it had finally occurred

  to Dee that she could both help her friend realize her dream and solve some of her own money worries at the same time.




  Lisa had been thrilled with the idea and Dee had begged and pleaded with the bank for a loan so that they could carry out the necessary work that would transform the bottom of the house into

  Banford’s most popular childcare centre. It had been the best move Dee had ever made. The dark, old house was now alive with the sound of children’s voices, Sam loved having the company

  of the other children, and the extra income helped towards the maintenance of her family home. At least, it used to, she thought, as she remembered the bill that had arrived that morning.




  She had no idea how she was going to pay it. Between her income from her catering business and Lisa’s crèche she could just about manage but there was nothing in the kitty to cover

  events like this. She would have to go to the bank or credit union and beg for help. Either that or arrange a payment plan with the plumber and builder.




  She turned into the supermarket car park and groaned as an ominous rattle came from under the car. ‘No, not now, you bloody rust-bucket,’ she growled, resolving to ask Conor to take

  a look at it later. Thank God she had a boyfriend who not only was attractive but also knew something about cars, too. In fact, although he was a farmer, Conor could turn his hand to most things

  and seemed to spend much of his free time either fixing something in her house or tinkering with the car. Sam followed him around like a lapdog and Conor always made a big deal of giving the child

  something to do and calling him his little helper.




  ‘You should make an honest man of him while you have the chance,’ Lisa often told her. ‘Men like that don’t grow on trees.’




  ‘No, they don’t,’ Dee would agree.




  She parked the car, grabbed a trolley and pushed it through the automatic doors, rummaging in her pocket for her extensive shopping list. ‘Oh, no,’ she groaned as she

  searched fruitlessly through all her pockets and bag, realizing that it didn’t matter how much she looked, the list was at home on the kitchen table. ‘Great,’ she muttered,

  heading for the fruit and vegetable aisle, ‘just great.’




  She tried to remember what was on her list, then gave up and threw a bit of everything into the trolley. If she had too much it would simply mean more cooking and freezing; they couldn’t

  afford to throw anything out. She would make a hearty soup, she decided, and freeze it in small portions for Lisa to reheat on days when Dee wasn’t around. Cheered at the thought, Dee moved

  on to the freezer section and peered dubiously into the cabinets at the range of fish fingers. She hated buying this sort of stuff but Lisa would murder her if she came back without them. ‘If

  you can feed them healthily four days out of five you’ve done an amazing job,’ she’d argue and Dee knew she was right. So she relented and bought the processed food that Lisa

  demanded but not before agonizing over all the labels.




  She was studying the tiny print on the back of a pack of waffles when a young girl appeared at her elbow.




  ‘Hi, I’m Carrie Lambe from Forever FM, can I talk to you for a moment?’




  ‘I’m in a bit of a hurry . . .’ Dee started.




  ‘Oh, please.’ The girl looked at her with large, pleading eyes. ‘This is my first stint as a reporter and no one will talk to me. I promise it won’t take

  long.’




  Dee glanced at her watch. She was making better time than she’d realized and, after all, everyone deserved a break. ‘Okay, then.’




  ‘You’re a star, thanks a million!’ Carrie switched on her tape and shoved a microphone under Dee’s nose. ‘We’re just asking people today if they have any

  opinions about food labelling.’




  Dee’s eyes lit up. ‘I have an opinion, all right; it’s a bloody disgrace.’




  Carrie nodded excitedly. ‘Really? And why’s that?’




  ‘Do you know exactly how misleading some labels are?’ Dee demanded.




  ‘Well, yes, that’s why—’




  ‘Look.’ Dee pulled a pack of chicken nuggets from the freezer. ‘Read that,’ she instructed.




  The girl frowned. ‘One hundred per cent chicken breast.’




  ‘And what does that tell you?’




  Carrie blinked. ‘That it’s made from one hundred per cent breast of chicken?’




  ‘No!’ Dee flicked over the packet and pointed at the ingredients label with its tiny writing. ‘It means that the chicken in the pack is one hundred per cent chicken

  breast.’




  ‘Okay,’ Carrie said slowly, giving her an odd look.




  ‘Read it,’ Dee was saying.




  Obediently, Carrie screwed up her eyes and studied the label. ‘Chicken forty-seven per cent – huh?’




  ‘Exactly.’




  ‘But I don’t understand. On the front it says one hundred per cent; that’s a lie.’




  ‘Not at all. It’s just clever marketing,’ Dee explained. ‘It’s telling you that the chicken in the pack is chicken breast, but what it’s not telling

  you is that less than half of the product is actually chicken.’




  Carrie wrinkled her nose. ‘So what else is in there?’




  Dee shrugged. ‘God knows.’




  ‘I had no idea.’




  ‘Because you do what most people do and read the label and believe it. You look at one hundred per cent chicken breast and think you’re buying a reasonably healthy meal.’




  Carrie double-checked that her tape recorder was working and she was getting all of this invaluable information. ‘Are there any other products that you feel are misrepresented?’




  ‘Oh, yes, but I’m afraid I don’t have time to go through them all now.’




  ‘Oh, please, I won’t keep you long,’ Carrie promised.




  Dee glanced at her watch again. ‘Tell you what, let’s talk about breakfast.’ She pushed her trolley quickly towards the aisle with the breakfast cereals, Carrie scurrying after

  her. ‘The best way for a kid to start the day is with a healthy cereal, right?’




  ‘Right.’




  ‘And cereals are sweet even before you add any sugar.’




  ‘Well, certainly the chocolate- and sugar-coated ones are,’ Carrie agreed.




  ‘No, all of them,’ Dee assured her. ‘Almost all cereals have sugar added and something else, too.’




  ‘What?’




  ‘Salt.’




  ‘Salt? In cereal?’




  Dee nodded solemnly. ‘Oh yes. So you’d give your little one a bowl of cereal with milk and sugar and then maybe a slice of toast?’




  Carrie nodded.




  ‘More salt. Not just in the butter or spread but in the bread, too.’




  ‘But that’s terrible.’




  ‘So before your kids have even left for school they’ve probably consumed their recommended daily intake of salt. Most people don’t stand a chance with this kind of

  labelling,’ Dee continued. ‘For a start, some labels talk about sodium and some about salt and they’re not the same thing.’




  ‘That’s scandalous,’ Carrie protested. ‘How can you possibly make healthy choices unless you’re a trained nutritionist or dietician or something?’




  ‘It’s hard,’ Dee agreed, ‘but there is a way.’




  ‘There is?’




  ‘Home cooking. The only way you truly know what goes into anything is if you make it yourself.’




  ‘Yeah, well, that only works if you have the time and you can cook.’ Carrie made a face. ‘I’d poison myself!’




  Dee laughed. ‘You’re not alone and some people are always going to depend on processed food, which is why there should be more restrictions on labelling.’




  ‘How come you know so much about food?’




  Dee rummaged in her bag and pulled out a business card.




  ‘Dee’s Deli Delights,’ Carrie read. ‘Oh, you’re a chef!’




  ‘A cook,’ Dee said modestly. ‘I’m self-trained. I cook all the food for the Happy Days crèche and the café in Better Books.’




  ‘Yes, I know it! They have that amazing chocolate cheesecake, do you make that?’




  Dee nodded. ‘All natural ingredients and only three hundred calories a slice,’ she said proudly. She glanced at her watch and groaned. ‘I’m sorry, but I really have to go

  now.’




  ‘Oh, of course. Listen, thanks a million, that was great.’




  ‘No problem.’




  Dee finished her shopping at break-neck speed. In little over an hour she’d returned home, put away the groceries and was walking with Sam towards the doctor’s

  surgery. It was nearly twelve and surgery would be over soon so she quickened her step, tugging Sam after her.




  He seemed fine but Dee wasn’t taking any chances. She would never forget the time when Sam was just twenty-six months old, and she had put him to bed coughing. She had assumed it was just

  another cold – he got so many – but in the early hours of the morning he had been fighting for breath. Terrified, she’d called an ambulance and prayed as they sped down the

  motorway towards Dublin. The staff in the emergency ward had quickly eased Sam’s breathing and within two days he was home again, the doctors assuring her that though it had been an asthma

  attack it had been a mild one and it was something he would undoubtedly grow out of. They had been interested to see the rough, red skin in the creases of his arms and knees and had told her that

  eczema and asthma often went hand in hand.




  Dee had gone straight to see Bill Green, her GP, and though he had agreed with the diagnosis and told her that Sam might get mild attacks from time to time until he grew out of it, she’d

  pestered him as to what she could do to prevent it. He had told her that a healthy diet with plenty of fresh fruit and vegetables might help and that she should restrict Sam’s exposure to

  additives. She could also keep a diary, noting when Sam’s skin flared up or when he started wheezing, and see if there was any pattern to it.




  Then Dee had begun a crusade, promising herself that she wouldn’t rest until she found the causes of Sam’s health problems. It turned out that dog and cat hair – some breeds

  more than others – were a trigger of some of his skin problems and also that processed food was definitely an issue. Dee spent hours in the local library researching food and the damage that

  additives could cause and began to cook everything from scratch herself, even their bread.




  Bill Green assured her that Sam would probably be fine given time and that she shouldn’t get too stressed about his condition, but Dee was determined to do everything in her power to cure

  her son. She never wanted him to go through such a horrible experience again. Her hard work paid off and with a change of diet and a bit more care around animals, Sam’s attacks became fewer

  and milder.




  ‘How are you feeling now, sweetheart?’ she asked, putting a hand down to caress his dark head.




  ‘Okay. I don’t want to go to see Doctor Bill,’ he grumbled.




  ‘But Doctor Bill’s your friend, Sam. I’m sure you’re fine, but let’s get you checked out just to be sure.’




  When they walked into the surgery, the receptionist looked up and smiled. ‘Hey, Dee, hi, Sam, how are you?’




  Dee smiled at the girl who’d become a friend over the years. ‘Not very well, Sheila.’




  ‘Oh, dear.’ Sheila shot Sam a sympathetic look. ‘Well, you timed it well, honey. Doctor Bill is just finishing up with our last patient and then you can go in.’




  Dee perched on a stool as Sam wandered over to the small play area.




  ‘What’s up?’ Sheila asked when he was out of earshot.




  ‘No idea; he’s been vomiting half the night but I can’t figure out why.’ Dee stifled a yawn.




  ‘You look terrible,’ Sheila told her.




  ‘Thanks a lot.’




  ‘You need a break. Why don’t you get away for a few days?’




  ‘You are joking,’ Dee laughed. Even if she could afford a holiday, who would take over her workload? Anyway, it would be too stressful, worrying about what was in the food Sam was

  eating, never mind the worry of him sleeping between strange sheets.




  ‘Then at least let’s have a night out,’ Sheila was saying. ‘I’ll organize it; you, me, Lisa and Lauren.’




  ‘I haven’t seen Lauren in weeks, how is she?’




  ‘Tired,’ Sheila chuckled, ‘but that’s par for the course with six-month-old twins.’ She turned her head as the surgery door opened and Bill Green shepherded out an

  elderly lady.




  ‘Okay, Mrs Doyle, you take care now, bye-bye.’




  ‘I will, Doctor, thank you.’




  Bill Green turned to smile at Dee. ‘Hello, Dee. Hey, Sam, are you coming in to see me?’ Sam nodded and offered a weak smile. ‘Ooh, you do look a bit peaky, let’s have a

  look at you.’




  Dee followed them into Bill’s office and waited as Bill did a thorough examination.




  ‘What do you think?’ she asked anxiously after sending Sam back out to the waiting room.




  Bill sat down in his chair and pulled his stethoscope off and shrugged. ‘I’d say it’s just a virus of some sort.’




  ‘He definitely didn’t eat anything out of the ordinary.’




  ‘He’s four,’ the doctor told her, smiling kindly. ‘Four-year-olds get bugs all the time.’




  ‘I suppose,’ Dee said with a tired sigh.




  ‘You need a break,’ Bill said.




  ‘So Sheila was just telling me,’ Dee said, smiling. ‘I’ll hop on the private jet and go down to the Bahamas for a few days.’




  ‘A couple of early nights and a babysitter would probably do the trick,’ he said, ignoring her flippancy. ‘Just keep him on very simple plain foods for a couple of

  days.’




  Dee nodded as she stood up. ‘Will do.’




  ‘And call me if you’re worried.’




  ‘Thanks, Bill,’ she said and went back out to reception to pay Sheila.




  ‘I’ll be in touch about that night out,’ the receptionist told her.




  ‘I’ll look forward to it,’ Dee lied. She loved going out with the girls and it had been a long time since they’d done it, but the thought of the unnecessary expense when

  money was so tight put her off.




  ‘Can we go to the playground?’ Sam asked Dee as they walked out of the surgery and turned for home.




  ‘Oh, I don’t know, sweetheart, that might not be such a good idea—’




  ‘Oh, please, Mummy!’




  Happy to see him a bit more enthusiastic, Dee relented. ‘Well, okay, then, but not for long. I have a lot of work to do this afternoon.’




  As he played on the swings and the slide in the small playground next to the beach, Dee stared out to sea and went over in her head what she had to make that day. A vegetarian quiche, a steak

  and kidney pie for the café and a beef stew for the children’s lunch tomorrow. To simplify life and her budget, Dee usually used similar recipes for both the crèche and the

  café. Although for the most part she kept the children’s menu simple she had become adept at tailoring many sophisticated dishes to suit their tastes, too.




  The owner of Better Books, Ronan Fitzgerald – Conor’s dad – was delighted with Dee’s food and his café had turned from a place for morning coffee

  to a thriving lunchtime venue largely because of her dishes.




  It was Lisa who had first suggested to him that he should buy his cakes from Dee – homemade and local, she’d told him – and a few days later, he’d called and they’d

  struck a deal. He had steadily increased his order as the months had passed and now Dee was his largest supplier. While Dee was thrilled with this development – she needed every penny she

  could get – it was also a lot of hard work. Conscious of how little time she was spending with Sam lately, she’d taken to getting up at six and doing some of the cooking before Sam

  woke.




  Planning was the key, she’d found in this business, and the freezer was her greatest tool. She always cooked greater quantities than she needed and then froze some of the food in small

  portions so that there was always something healthy for Lisa and the children and for her and Sam, too, on the rare occasion that she took a day off from the kitchen. Though Saturdays and Sundays

  were largely her own, she usually did some baking while Sam ‘helped’.




  Dee’s thoughts returned to the bill she’d received that morning and she sighed wearily. Every time she seemed to get her head above water, something seemed to

  happen and it usually involved money or, rather, the lack of it. The house absorbed most of her income, but Sam’s medication and creams and his frequent visits to the doctor added up, too. As

  she watched him climb up the slide she also realized that he would need a new pair of shoes before long; that would be another forty euros or so which she couldn’t afford. Glancing at her

  watch, she called to her son. It was time to get back to the kitchen and earn it.




  Lisa was in the dining room on her hands and knees cleaning up after lunch when they got back. ‘So, is everything all right?’ she asked Dee.




  ‘Yes, it’s just a bug.’




  ‘Poor little man.’ Lisa smiled affectionately at her godson. ‘Why don’t you go and play with Tom and I’ll bring you some milk and crackers?’




  ‘Thanks,’ he said with a grin and skipped off to join his best friend.




  Lisa got to her feet and she and Dee went back out to the kitchen.




  ‘You look like you could do with a cuppa,’ she said.




  Dee yawned. ‘I think I’m going to need a gallon of tea if I’m to keep going today.’




  ‘Why don’t you lie down for an hour? You’ll be a lot more productive if you’ve had a rest.’




  Dee rubbed her eyes. ‘But I haven’t made anything for lunch yet—’




  ‘There’s a plate of ham in the fridge and that lovely soda bread from yesterday, that’s more than enough.’




  ‘But—’




  ‘Dee, just go.’




  Dee saw the determined look in her friend’s eye and gratefully capitulated.




  She gave Lisa a quick hug and made for the stairs. ‘Call me if you need me.’




  ‘We’ll cope.’




  Dee collapsed on to her large bed and pulled the duvet up around her. Closing her eyes she tried not to think of all the jobs she should be doing. Lisa was right; she’d get a lot more done

  if she had a catnap, just a little one, an hour at the most . . .




  





  Chapter 2




  Ronan and Julia Fitzgerald worked in companionable silence as they got ready for opening at ten. It was a beautiful spring morning and the sunshine lit up the pretty

  café with its yellow curtains, faded floral cushions and pine floors. The eight tables were draped in blue and white check oilskin cloths and four tall stools stood at the bar for those who

  came in for a quick cuppa and a gossip. Ronan glanced at his watch. ‘You’re going to be late, love.’




  ‘I am,’ she agreed, and hurried to get her bag, cardigan and keys from the counter. ‘Right, is there anything else you need me to do?’




  ‘No, you go. Zoe will be here in a minute.’




  Julia looked at him from under raised eyebrows. ‘The day that girl’s on time I’ll eat my hat. Now, I’ll be going to the shops later, do you need anything?’




  ‘No, love.’




  ‘And if you want to go home for lunch there’s some salad—’




  ‘I’ll have something here,’ he said hurriedly.




  ‘And don’t be late home this evening,’ she warned.




  ‘Of course I won’t,’ he said affronted.




  ‘Okay, then, see you tonight.’




  ‘Glasses.’ Ronan held up her spectacles and she hurried back to him, planting a kiss on his cheek.




  ‘Thank you, darling.’




  Ronan chuckled as she hurried off. Julia ran herself ragged between helping out at the church, working at the nursing home and looking after him, but if it made her happy then that was fine by

  him. He was grateful that she was such a busy woman. If they worked together too much they drove each other mad. Ronan was too relaxed and easygoing as far as Julia was concerned and she too

  critical and demanding in his view. Anyway, a bit of space was always a good thing for a marriage, Ronan thought. It was also quite pleasant working alongside a pretty young thing like Zoe. He

  liked to be surrounded by young people. They didn’t moan or whinge the way his age group did, or if they did, it was in a light-hearted sort of way. Ronan had no doubt that Zoe’s pretty

  smile and sunny disposition was very popular with his customers and not just the male ones.




  ‘Hiya, boss.’




  He looked up to see the young lady in question slipping in the back door and tossing her backpack behind the bar. ‘Morning, Zoe, how are you today?’




  ‘Don’t ask.’ She pulled a face. ‘I was out last night.’




  ‘Ah, feeling a little delicate?’




  ‘Let’s say I’d prefer if you didn’t put on your big-band CD today.’




  Ronan chuckled as he went behind the bar and opened the fridge. ‘I have the perfect cure for you,’ he said, extracting tomato juice, a lemon and an egg.




  Zoe looked on suspiciously. ‘Are you trying to kill or cure me?’




  ‘You’ve a full day’s work ahead of you; of course I don’t want to kill you. So what was the occasion?’




  Zoe pulled herself on to a high stool and dropped her head on to the counter. ‘It was Tracey’s birthday so we decided to have a few drinks and then we went on to a club in town and

  bumped into a few mates and, well, it’s all a bit of a blur after that.’




  ‘How did you get home?’ Ronan asked, trying not to sound too much like her father.




  ‘Someone poured us into a cab,’ she assured him, a smile playing around her lips. ‘Don’t worry, boss, I didn’t take any lifts from strangers.’




  ‘Glad to here it. Now, try this.’ He banged the foaming mixture down in front of her making her wince.




  ‘I’m not sure I can.’




  ‘Hold your nose and down it in one. Trust me, you’ll feel better.’




  Zoe sighed. ‘That wouldn’t be hard.’ She raised the glass and lowered half of it before coming up for air, her face twisted in disgust. ‘That is bloody awful!’




  ‘It will be worth it,’ he promised, glancing at the clock. ‘Now, are you ready to open up or do you need more time?’




  ‘No, no.’ Zoe stood up and waved him away. ‘I’ll be fine, I just hope it’s a quiet morning.’




  ‘Thanks a lot,’ he said dryly, heading into the shop.




  Zoe grinned. ‘Ah, sure it’s not like you need the money, boss!’




  ‘That’s right,’ he called over his shoulder, ‘I’m just here for the fun.’ He smiled to himself as he went to unlock the shop door of Better Books. It was true

  he didn’t need the money. When he took early retirement from the civil service he had enough put aside to live a very comfortable life indeed but he wasn’t the sort of man to sit back

  and watch the world go by.




  Returning to live in his home town and taking over the local bookshop was exactly the challenge he’d needed. He loved working here and enjoyed the eclectic mix of people who came through

  his door. It attracted all sorts from the young girl looking for a juicy romance, to the academic in search of a book of poetry, to the art collector attracted by the prints and landscapes that

  graced the window and walls.




  The tea shop had been Julia’s idea as there was such a large, open space at the back of the shop and now the café brought in more money than the bookshop with a steady flow of

  customers throughout the day and a positive frenzy some lunchtimes. All in all, it was a thriving business and a valuable asset but Ronan wouldn’t dream of selling it. He was only sixty-one

  and in good health so hopefully it would be a long time before he would have to consider that.




  Ideally he’d love to pass it on to his son but Conor had no interest in taking on the business. He was a farmer and Ronan had never seen a man who enjoyed his job more. Though there had

  been no farmers in the family and Conor had largely grown up on a housing estate near Dublin, the outdoor life seemed to be in his blood. Conor reminded Ronan a lot of his own father – a

  solid, bear of a man with a quiet voice and a rather dry sense of humour.




  Today was Conor’s thirty-second birthday and Ronan was half hoping it would be marked with an engagement. For as well as being a wonderful cook, Dee Hewson was also his son’s

  girlfriend. Ronan had to applaud his taste. Quite apart from being a very pretty girl with serious brown eyes and a fine figure, Dee was both kind and clever. Ronan had no idea how she managed to

  run that house, a business and raise a child and he admired her hugely.




  Julia, however, didn’t share his views. While she acknowledged that Dee was a great cook and a loving mother it was clear that she was suspicious of Dee’s single-parent status. It

  was quite common these days, Ronan pointed out, and they had no idea of the history concerning Sam’s father, but Julia dismissed his arguments. ‘She’s hiding something,’ she

  said. ‘I bet he’s a married man. She wouldn’t be the first to get pregnant in an attempt to get a man to leave his wife.’ The fact that all of this conjecture had no basis

  in reality made no difference to Julia and so Ronan gave up arguing the point. He did, however, make it very clear to his wife that she’d better not meddle in their son’s love-life.

  Ronan had never seen Conor as comfortable with a woman before and he was wonderful with the little lad.




  The bell on the door jangled noisily and Ronan turned to greet his first customer of the day. His smile broadened when Vi Valentine staggered in, weighed down with canvases.

  ‘Vi, I wasn’t expecting you! I thought you were in Youghal doing seascapes.’




  ‘It rained and you know how I hate the bloody rain. Still, I got some nice harbour scenes before the weather broke.’




  Ronan relieved her of her load. ‘Let’s take them through to the back and I’ll get you a cuppa.’




  Vi followed him into the café and waved at Zoe. ‘Hello, darling, how are you?’




  ‘Don’t talk too loudly,’ Ronan warned, ‘Zoe’s a little sensitive this morning.’




  Vi laughed. ‘Good for you, girl. Oh, to be young again.’




  ‘I’d say you were a wild woman.’ Zoe grinned.




  Vi’s green eyes twinkled. ‘I’ve had my moments.’




  ‘Vi, these are wonderful,’ Ronan marvelled as he stood the four canvases against the wall and studied them.




  ‘I am quite pleased with them,’ Vi said modestly. ‘There’s something wonderful about the light down there at this time of year; quite, quite beautiful.’




  ‘Is that where you come from, Vi?’ Zoe asked curiously.




  ‘Lord, no, I was born and raised in Banford.’




  ‘But I thought you only moved here a couple of years ago.’




  ‘Moved back here,’ Vi corrected.




  ‘There must be something about this place,’ Zoe marvelled.




  With her café-au-lait skin, blonde afro hair and hazel eyes, Zoe was a perfect mix of her Irish mother and Ethiopian father and it was a shock to most people when they heard her strong

  Dublin accent. When her family moved to Banford – Zoe’s dad had accepted a position as registrar in the local private clinic – she had been horrified at the thought of moving out

  of the city and had said she’d find herself a flat in Dublin instead.




  As it turned out, though, Banford had worked its magic on her and she hardly went near Dublin these days. Her original plans to go to Dublin City University to study marketing had been scrapped

  and instead she came to work for Ronan and put her studies on hold.




  She looked wistfully at the paintings. ‘I wish I could paint.’




  Ronan nodded at the walls of the café.




  ‘You can have a go in here if you like; it could do with a fresh coat.’




  ‘Ha ha.’ Zoe made a face at her boss. ‘Coffee, Vi?’




  ‘Yes, please, and a scone would be nice, too,’ she added.




  ‘Sorry, Dee hasn’t been in yet.’ Zoe looked worriedly at the clock.




  ‘I’ll give her a call,’ Ronan said and left them to chat.




  ‘Sorry, Ronan,’ Dee answered her phone, breathless, ‘just loading up. I’ll be with you in five.’




  ‘Okay, love, I was afraid that Sam might be sick again.’




  ‘No, he’s as right as rain this week.’




  ‘That’s good. I’ll see you soon.’ He hung up and went back to join the two women in the café. ‘She’s on her way. So Vi,’ he said, pulling out a

  chair and sitting opposite the artist, ‘what price are you putting on these?’




  ‘One hundred?’ Vi suggested, taking a sip of her coffee.




  ‘Too low,’ Ronan retorted. ‘Way too low.’




  ‘Absolutely,’ Zoe agreed as she placed a coffee in front of her boss. ‘You could easily get twice that.’




  ‘You think?’ Vi said doubtfully.




  ‘If the paintings are displayed properly, I’m sure they’ll sell in no time.’ Ronan tugged on his white beard as he pondered how he could rearrange his stock to showcase

  Vi’s work to full advantage.




  ‘So why did you leave Banford?’ Zoe asked Vi when Ronan had to go through to the shop to tend to a customer.




  ‘Itchy feet,’ Vi said, smiling.




  ‘And where did you go?’




  ‘Here and there.’




  ‘You’re very mysterious,’ Zoe said with a grin.




  ‘I don’t mean to be, there just isn’t much to say. I’ve had quite a boring life.’




  ‘Were you always an artist?’




  ‘Lord, no,’ Vi laughed. ‘I only started painting a few years ago.’




  ‘And yet you’re so good!’ Zoe shook her head.




  ‘Well, thank you!’




  ‘Can you give me a hand?’ Dee said, staggering in the door of the bookshop, her face hidden behind a pile of plastic food containers.




  Ronan rushed to her aid and brought the food through to the café.




  ‘Hi, Zoe.’ Dee followed him through.




  ‘Hey, Dee.’




  Ronan poured Dee a cup of tea and she took it over to Vi’s table.




  ‘I didn’t think you were due back for another week,’ Dee said.




  ‘Hello, darling! Rain, I’m afraid,’ Vi replied.




  ‘Oh, hard luck.’




  ‘She didn’t do too badly.’ Ronan gestured at the paintings leaning against the wall.




  ‘Oh, Vi,’ Dee breathed, ‘they’re fantastic.’




  ‘Well, thank you,’ Vi said with a regal nod.




  ‘I think I might buy one,’ Ronan announced. ‘That stormy scene would look very nice over our fireplace.’




  Vi and Dee exchanged a look. ‘It’ll never happen if she has anything to do with it,’ Vi muttered when Ronan had wandered off again.




  ‘I’m sure it will,’ Dee said not altogether convincingly.




  Vi and Julia were complete opposites who had never got on. Julia sneered at Vi’s hippy clothes and made comments about mutton and lamb and Vi called Julia a do-gooder who stuck her nose in

  where it wasn’t wanted.




  ‘I can’t believe she’s Conor’s mother,’ she would say to Dee. ‘He obviously inherited all of Ronan’s genes.’




  Privately Dee agreed, but she wouldn’t dream of saying so; it would be very disloyal to Conor. She drained her cup and stood up.




  ‘Going already?’ Vi looked disappointed.




  ‘Sorry, I must get back to work.’




  ‘Will we see you tonight?’ Ronan asked, walking with her to the door.




  ‘Sure,’ Dee said, stretching up to kiss his cheek. ‘See you then.’




  ‘Birthday tea?’ Lisa giggled. ‘I haven’t been to one of them since I was twelve.’




  ‘Shut up and pass me the garlic.’ Dee continued to chop onions.




  Lisa rummaged in the vegetable rack behind her. ‘I’d have thought you’d be baking a cake, not making chilli.’




  ‘I’ll leave that to Julia.’




  ‘And what does Conor think of this? I mean he’s thirty-two, for God’s sake.’




  Dee shrugged. ‘He’s like his dad. They go along with whatever Julia wants because it’s easier that way.’




  Lisa rolled her eyes. ‘Men; they do anything to avoid hassle, don’t they?’




  ‘You can’t really blame them; I mean, it is Julia we’re talking about.’




  ‘She is a total control freak.’ Lisa helped herself to a muffin from the cake tin on the table. ‘I don’t know how they put up with her.’




  ‘Ronan just switches off. In fact, they both do,’ Dee said as she peeled and crushed four cloves of garlic. ‘They tell her what she wants to hear and then do their own thing

  anyway.’




  Lisa looked unconvinced. ‘You’re still all going to a birthday tea at seven,’ she pointed out.




  Dee chuckled. ‘True, but what harm is it? I’ll probably be just as bad when Sam’s grown up. By the time he’s sixteen he’ll be dying to move out!’




  ‘He won’t move far, though. He’ll be back to eat and to drop off his washing.’




  ‘No way,’ Dee retorted, ‘he can look after himself.’




  ‘Yeah, sure, I believe you.’




  Dee sighed as she poured some olive oil into a large frying pan and turned on the gas. ‘Yeah, who am I kidding? I’ll probably be even worse than Julia. You know, she still irons

  Conor’s shirts.’




  ‘She doesn’t!’




  Dee nodded. ‘He says it keeps her happy, so why should he object.’




  ‘I don’t know how she gets time to do it all. I mean, there’s the nursing home, the parish council, the Women’s Institute.’




  ‘The church flowers,’ Dee reminded her.




  ‘And she cooks, cleans and irons too!’ Lisa shook her head. ‘What a life. You know, when you and Conor marry he’ll probably expect you to do all of that.’




  ‘Who said anything about marriage?’ Dee scraped the onions and garlic into the pan and stirred.




  ‘Maybe that’s what this tea is all about,’ Lisa said, her eyes lighting up. ‘Maybe he’s going to propose!’




  Dee looked at her, horrified. ‘In front of his mum and dad?’




  ‘Ah, so you don’t mind the idea of a proposal, it’s just how and when he does it you’re worried about,’ Lisa surmised.




  ‘Lisa, haven’t you got a nappy to change or puke to clean up?’




  Lisa glanced at the clock and jumped to her feet. ‘Damn, I didn’t realize what time it was. I’d better go or Martha will murder me. She was supposed to go home ten minutes ago

  and she’s got a hot date this evening – just like you!’




  ‘Get out.’ Dee shook her spoon at Lisa’s fleeing back but she was smiling as she stirred the mince into the pan.




  Lisa always made her smile. She teased and joked continuously but there was no malice in her and Dee had never seen anyone as good with children; such a shame that she had none

  of her own. And despite her constant smile and effortless good humour, Dee knew Lisa would give anything to have children.




  It was never going to happen with Ger; at least, Dee shuddered, she hoped not. Ger Clancy was a waste of space and it was clear to everyone except Lisa that he was just using her. Lisa, however,

  couldn’t do enough for him. She talked about Julia waiting on Ronan and Conor but she was worse. She would love nothing better than to move in with Ger and to clean up after him. Dee

  couldn’t understand how an otherwise clever girl could be so gullible. Ger never took her out, saying he preferred to keep Lisa all to himself – but it was because he was mean. He said

  he preferred her cooking to any restaurant rubbish – but he was mean. And the couple of times Conor and Dee had met them for a drink, Ger had rigged it so that he only ever bought a round

  when the girls weren’t having anything – he was mean.




  Dee couldn’t stand it. Ger had a reasonable job working in the council, he had his own house, and yet he lived off Lisa at every opportunity. Conor went mental one night when they went on

  to the local Chinese restaurant and Ger had chosen the cheapest food on the menu and then produced a calculator when they were splitting the bill. ‘He argued with me because I’d had the

  spring roll and he’d only had the soup and it was twenty-five cents cheaper – twenty-five cents!’ he’d told Dee.




  Dee chuckled as she added chilli powder, chopped tomatoes and tomato purée to the pan. Maybe Sheila was right and they should have a night out. Lisa might meet someone

  nice and finally dump Ger. Though that was unlikely in a small town like Banford where everyone knew everyone else and there were few eligible men available. Still, they could always go into Dublin

  city and really do something special. Maybe Sam could even spend the night with Aunt Pauline; surely one night with the old dragon wouldn’t kill him?




  Anyway, she had noticed that Pauline was slightly less austere when Sam was around. She certainly wasn’t the strict disciplinarian that Dee remembered from her childhood. Pauline had taken

  over when Dee’s mother died of breast cancer when she was only nine and she was a very different person from her softer, younger sister.




  She shivered slightly as she remembered times when all she’d wanted was a cuddle and what she’d got was a sharp direction to ‘pull herself together’.




  Her dad hadn’t been much better. He’d been devastated when he lost his beloved wife and had been too caught up in his own grief to notice or care about his young daughter’s

  feelings. As the years had passed, Arthur Hewson had become more remote, if that was indeed possible, and by the time he died just after Dee left school, she didn’t feel as if she’d

  lost a father; rather, she felt as though she’d buried a loved but distant relative.




  The phone rang, interrupting her reverie and, wiping her hands on a dishcloth, she hurried to answer it. ‘Hello, Happy Days Crèche, can I help you?’




  ‘Oh, hi, may I speak to Dee Hewson, please?’




  ‘Speaking.’




  ‘Dee, hi, my name is Don Reilly, I work for the Daily Journal. I wonder if I could talk to you about your comments on Forever FM?’




  





  Chapter 3




  It was almost five past seven when Dee rang the doorbell of the Fitzgeralds’ handsome detached house in its own grounds on the hill overlooking Banford. As she waited,

  she turned to look at the twinkling lights of the village below with the harbour silhouetted in the background and breathed deeply. She loved living here. It was a small town where everyone knew

  everyone, but the anonymity of Dublin was less than thirty minutes’ drive away; definitely the best of both worlds. The door was thrown open and Dee whirled around to see Julia smiling at

  her.




  ‘Dee, darling, there you are. We thought you’d got lost.’




  ‘Sorry, Sam was—’




  ‘Conor and Ronan are in the living room, go on through.’ Julia strode back down the hall towards the kitchen.




  Dee sighed and went in search of the two men. They were standing by the fireplace drinking beer and chatting and in the moment before they spotted her, she had a glimpse of the unspoken

  closeness between father and son.




  ‘Dee!’ Ronan turned and smiled and came over to hug her. ‘Don’t you look lovely?’




  She laughed. She had just swapped her customary jeans for a denim skirt so this was a slight exaggeration.




  ‘What will you have to drink?’




  ‘One of them, please.’ Dee nodded at their cans. ‘Hey, birthday boy, how are you?’ she said, smiling at Conor when Ronan had left them.




  ‘I’ll be better once I’ve had my birthday kiss,’ he murmured, pulling her into his arms.




  Dee turned up her face to oblige and marvelled, as she always did, at how tiny he made her feel and, at five foot seven and nine and a half stone, that was an achievement. He was only three

  inches taller than her but he was broad and thickset and substantial, the kind of man that made you feel safe. She kissed him gently on the lips and when she drew back he protested.




  ‘Is that it?’




  ‘For now,’ she murmured, and handed him a gift as his dad returned with her drink.




  ‘Here you go, love.’




  ‘Thanks, Ronan.’




  ‘This is great, Dee, thanks.’ Conor kissed her again and held up the shirt for his father’s inspection. ‘What do you think, Dad?’




  ‘Very nice.’




  ‘And the DVD, is it the one you wanted?’




  ‘It certainly is. You should come over tomorrow night, Dad, and watch it with me.’




  ‘I’m sure you’d prefer to watch it with Dee.’




  She shuddered. ‘Oh, no, I couldn’t watch one of those blood and guts films; it would give me nightmares for weeks.’




  ‘So are you doing anything tonight?’ Ronan asked the couple.




  Dee looked at Conor. ‘What do you think? Would you be up for a wild night out in Banford’s hotspots?’




  Conor shook his head worriedly. ‘It is a week night.’




  ‘Live dangerously,’ she urged.




  He grinned. ‘Okay then, a pint in Casey’s it is.’




  ‘You’re as mad as each other,’ Ronan said.




  ‘Want to come along?’ Dee asked.




  ‘Come where?’ Julia bustled in. ‘Tea’s ready.’ She looked pointedly at the beer can in Dee’s hand.




  ‘The pub,’ Conor said, leading the way into the dining room and smirking at the array of tiny sandwiches and cream cake on the table.




  Dee smothered a giggle and avoided his eyes. ‘This looks lovely, Julia, thank you.’




  ‘I’d have preferred steak and chips,’ Ronan murmured.




  ‘What was that?’ Julia’s eyes glittered.




  ‘Nothing, dear.’




  Julia proceeded to pour stewed tea into tiny china cups as her son picked up two ham sandwiches and bit into them together. ‘Conor, really!’




  ‘It’s my birthday,’ he pointed out, helping himself to two more.




  Julia’s eyes misted up. ‘Thirty-two years ago today; I can’t believe it. Your father cried when he saw you.’




  ‘Yeah, you were such an ugly little bugger.’ Ronan loaded up his plate.




  ‘He was not,’ Julia said stoutly, ‘he was a chubby little chap with a mass of black hair and the most wonderful dimples.’




  Dee grinned at Conor. ‘Have you any pictures, Julia?’




  ‘Yes, of course!’ Julia was on her feet.




  ‘She’s joking, Mum,’ Conor said.




  Julia sat down again. ‘Very funny.’




  ‘I’m sorry, Julia,’ Dee apologized. ‘I’m sure he was gorgeous. Not like Sam; he was all wrinkly and as bald as a coot.’




  Ronan laughed. ‘I’ve never understood all of this business of “Oh, he looks just like my father” or “He’s got my mother’s eyes”. The only person

  babies ever resemble is Churchill.’




  Conor stuffed another sandwich into his mouth and reached over to cut the cake.




  ‘Wait!’ Julia stopped him, ‘We have to sing “Happy Birthday”.’




  ‘Oh, Mum, for crying out loud.’




  But Julia was already sticking candles in the cake. ‘Lighter, Ronan.’ Her husband obediently handed over his lighter and Julia lit the candles. ‘Now.’ She smiled tenderly

  at her son. ‘Happy birthday . . .’




  ‘Peanuts?’ Conor asked as they climbed on to two barstools in Casey’s.




  ‘Oh, yes please.’ Dee was ravenous as she usually was after eating at Julia’s. She had only nibbled on one of the ‘plastic’ ham sandwiches and had pushed the

  birthday cake around the plate hoping the woman wouldn’t notice. If only Julia had bought a cake instead of insisting on making her own. Dee had watched in astonishment as Ronan and Conor had

  polished off two portions each. The Fitzgerald men had obviously been born with cast-iron stomachs and no taste buds. Conor bought them two packs of nuts each and grinned at her as he raised his

  pint. ‘If your son could see you now!’




  Dee laughed. She always tried to eat healthily in front of Sam and was careful not to eat things around him that he couldn’t. Peanuts were definitely on that list. ‘I think

  he’d forgive me on the grounds that I’m starving. Oh! I forgot to tell you my news. Remember that reporter who stopped me in the supermarket last week?’




  He nodded.




  ‘Another journalist from the Daily Journal is doing a follow-up article and he wants to interview me.’




  Conor grinned. ‘You’re going to need a manager or an agent at this rate.’




  ‘I doubt that. Still, at least the papers are interested in the issue. Maybe it will make a few people think twice before they throw something into their trolley. It really annoys me that,

  because of clever packaging, people bring home something they think is relatively healthy.’




  ‘You have mentioned that one or two hundred times before.’




  Dee opened her mouth to protest but Conor held up his hand. ‘I’m kidding! I think you’re right and I think it’s great that you care so much about stuff like

  this.’




  ‘I never bothered until I became a mother. I used to live on takeaways and microwave meals before Sam came along.’




  ‘So when are you going to meet this journalist?’ he asked.




  ‘He’s dropping by tomorrow morning.’ She made a face. ‘He wants to see me at work in the kitchen.’




  ‘You know, this could be good exposure for the café.’




  ‘Gosh, yes, I never thought of that. I must make sure to drop the name into the conversation a few times.’ Dee finished her peanuts and stifled a yawn.




  ‘You look tired,’ he said, stretching out a hand to push her hair out of her eyes.




  She turned her face and kissed his hand, smiling at him. ‘Not too tired.’




  He smiled back, his hazel eyes dark in the dimly lit pub. ‘Who’s babysitting?’




  ‘Paula.’ The seventeen-year-old next-door neighbour was always broke and only too happy to look after Sam.




  ‘Great, so I don’t even have to walk her home.’




  ‘Just watch her climb over the wall. So would you like another drink here or shall we have one at home?’




  Conor shook his head as she yawned again. ‘I think we’d better go.’




  ‘I’m sorry,’ she said as they strolled back to her house, his arm wrapped around her waist. ‘This isn’t much of a birthday celebration, is

  it?’




  He stopped and cupped her face in his hands. ‘It’s perfect.’ He kissed her, gently at first and then more urgently. He tugged at her shirt and moved his hand across the smooth

  skin of her back and she moaned softly as he pushed his fingers under the waistband of her trousers. She pushed him away, smiling. ‘Stop, or we’ll be arrested.’




  ‘It would be worth it,’ he murmured, pulling her close again.




  ‘Could you imagine your mother,’ she said, into his ear before kissing his neck.




  ‘My mother can go and—’




  ‘Dee? Dee Hewson? I thought it was you!’




  Dee pulled away from Conor and smiled at the little man standing behind him. ‘Uh, hello, Mr Dunne, how are you?’




  ‘Fine, thanks. Nice evening for a stroll.’




  ‘Yes, yes, it is.’




  ‘I was just wondering if there’s any fish pie on the menu tomorrow,’ he asked hopefully and winked at Conor. ‘She makes a wonderful fish pie.’




  ‘Yes; yes, she does,’ Conor said. ‘She’s very good with her hands.’




  Dee stepped on his foot. ‘Not tomorrow, Mr Dunne, but I’m making some for Friday.’




  ‘Oh, okay then.’




  ‘Tomorrow is steak and kidney pie; you should try it.’




  ‘Maybe I will. Well, goodnight then, safe home.’




  ‘Goodnight, Mr Dunne.’ She turned her face into Conor’s shirt collar and groaned. ‘It could only happen in this town.’




  ‘It’s just as well he came along when he did; another five minutes and he might have found you in a very compromising position.’




  Dee laughed up at him, her eyes twinkling. ‘You’re all talk, Conor Fitzgerald.’




  He turned for home, tugging her after him. ‘We’ll see about that!’




  When they let themselves in the back door, the kitchen was empty and the small TV in the corner was on but silent. Dee frowned. ‘I’ll just go and check if

  everything’s okay.’ As she got to the landing, Paula was just coming out of Sam’s room. ‘Is he okay?’ she asked, suddenly worried.




  Paula nodded and smiled. ‘He had a bad dream, but he’s asleep again now.’




  Dee let out the breath that she hadn’t even realized she was holding. ‘Did he say anything?’




  ‘Nothing that made sense.’




  ‘Did he have anything to eat before bed?’




  ‘Just one of your cookies and a glass of milk. Honestly, Dee, he’s fine.’




  They went back downstairs and Dee went to her bag for her purse. ‘Thanks, Paula,’ she said, handing over the money.




  ‘Any time; he’s a little pet. ’night.’




  Conor watched from the door as the girl hopped home across the wall and then he came back inside and locked up. ‘Is he okay?’




  ‘Just a bad dream,’ Dee said. ‘It’s probably something he ate.’




  ‘I’m sure he’s fine.’ He drew her into his arms. ‘Now, where were we?’




  Dee stepped back. ‘I just want to look in on him. You get us some drinks and I’ll be back in a minute.’




  ‘Fine,’ Conor said, and after fetching a beer from the fridge, he settled back on the sofa with the remote control.




  Dee crept into her son’s room and sat down on the edge of the bed. He didn’t stir, one hand flung out over his head, the other tucked under his chin. His cheeks

  were flushed and looked damp, and Dee laid a hand across his brow. He was warm but not hot, she decided. Still, to be safe, she pulled back the covers and felt his tummy. Sam turned over in protest

  at the feel of her cool skin against his and she took the opportunity to lift his pyjama top and examine his back. Despite the muted glow from the night light she could see that his skin was clear

  and, feeling slightly silly, she pulled his top back down, tucked the sheet loosely around him, and left the room.




  Guiltily, she hurried back down to Conor. This was really turning out to be a very poor excuse for a birthday. As she walked into the kitchen she began to undo the buttons on her shirt.

  ‘Okay, birthday boy, I hope you’re ready for your pres—’ Dee pulled up short at the sight of Conor sprawled on the sofa, snoring quietly. ‘No way!’ she murmured,

  kicking off her shoes and climbing carefully on to his lap. She started to open the buttons of his shirt, dipping her head to follow her fingers with her lips. ‘Hey, birthday boy, you ready

  for your present?’




  Conor smiled but didn’t open his eyes as his hands slid around her. ‘Oh, yes.’




  





  Chapter 4




  Lisa settled the toddlers on the floor with blocks and shapes before going into the baby room. Martha was burping one baby, there was another gurgling under a play-gym, and the

  third was asleep in the crib. ‘Keep an eye on my lot, will you? I’m just nipping out to the kitchen. Do you want anything?’




  ‘Yes, food,’ Martha begged, ‘I never got breakfast.’




  ‘No problem. Dee’s cooking up a storm this morning.’ Lisa hurried through to the kitchen and sniffed appreciatively as she pushed open the door and was hit by a blast of heat

  and a host of wonderful aromas. ‘God, I was hungry before but now I’m positively drooling!’




  Dee laughed as she lifted a tray of scones out of the oven and set them carefully on the hob. ‘This journalist is due at eleven and I want to get as much done as I can before he gets

  here.’




  ‘What are we allowed eat? Martha hasn’t had brekkie and lunch is a long time away.’




  Dee nodded over at the other counter. ‘There are apple sponges and blueberry muffins and, if you fancy a healthier option, there’s some soda bread on the table. Or the fruit is ready

  for the children’s snack; you could always have some of that.’




  ‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ Lisa said, fetching the butter from the fridge and hurring towards the breadboard. ‘Who’s going to do the delivery to the

  café?’




  ‘Conor said he’d drop by and pick it up.’




  ‘Oh, I forgot to ask, how did the birthday tea go?’ Lisa popped a piece of bread in her mouth and buttered some more to take inside.




  ‘Brief, thankfully, and then Conor and I just went for a drink.’




  ‘What did you give him for his birthday?’




  Dee suppressed a grin. ‘A DVD and a shirt.’




  ‘Is that it?’




  ‘Yes, why?’




  ‘It’s not exactly romantic, Dee.’




  ‘And I’m not exactly rich,’ Dee reminded her.




  ‘You don’t have to spend a lot of money, just get something a bit more personal.’




  ‘Why? He wanted the DVD, and he likes to receive clothes because he hates going shopping.’




  ‘Very practical,’ Lisa murmured. ‘Right, I’d better get back to work. Thanks for this.’ Clutching her plate of food, Lisa left and Dee finished packing up the

  café’s order and started to clean down the worktops. Once the interview was over she would be free for the afternoon and if the weather held, she could take Sam down to the beach to

  play in the rock pools.




  Of course there were a lot of other jobs she could be tackling today but she liked to spend time with Sam whenever possible. He didn’t have a dad to take him fishing or to football matches

  and, though Conor was great with him, she felt it was up to her to make sure he didn’t miss out. His health placed enough restrictions on him as it was. There were foods he couldn’t eat

  and places he couldn’t go – some of his friends had dogs or cats. Still, it was a small price to pay if it meant he stayed healthy.




  Dee vividly remembered times when her son had struggled to breathe, was racked with coughing, or was crying pitifully because his skin was red and raw. She hated having to say no when he wanted

  to go somewhere or do something that she knew would only result in pain for him.




  She would always talk to him about it, explain that he couldn’t do the same things as other children and, an intelligent child, he usually accepted the logic. Dee shivered, however, at the

  memory of the sometimes resentful looks he shot her whenever she had to say no.




  There was a rap on the kitchen door and Conor stuck his head in and smiled at her.




  ‘Morning.’




  ‘You’re late.’ She shoved a large carton of food into his arms. ‘Be careful with this, it’s the curry.’




  ‘Good morning, Conor, how are you, Conor, thanks for helping me out, Conor,’ he retorted.




  She grinned and reached up to kiss him. ‘Sorry, I’m just a bit jittery at the thought of being interviewed.’




  ‘You’ll be fine,’ he assured her before turning to carry the food to the jeep. ‘What time is he coming?’ he asked when he came back for the rest.




  ‘Eleven. I hope he doesn’t think I’m some kind of expert. I won’t have a clue if he starts asking me about additives or colouring.’




  ‘You know a hell of a lot more than most people,’ Conor pointed out.




  She helped him carry the last of the food outside and then stood watching as he climbed back behind the wheel. ‘Drive carefully.’




  ‘Don’t worry, I won’t spill the curry.’




  ‘That’s not what I meant.’




  ‘I know.’ He smiled. ‘Good luck with the interview. I’ll see you later.’




  Dee waved him off and went back inside. Looking around the large kitchen she was satisfied that it was clean and realized that she should probably go and tidy herself up.




  Upstairs, she quickly changed into a pair of black combat trousers and a purple long-sleeved T-shirt. She released her hair from its tight knot, brushed it thoroughly and

  decided to leave it loose. A touch of lip gloss and she was ready.




  On her way back to the kitchen, Dee made a detour to check on Sam. When she went into the Happy Days dining room which doubled up as the arts and crafts room, she saw her son at the table with

  Tom, up to his elbows in paint and glitter. Lisa was on her knees beside them, glueing cotton wool on to multi-coloured card.




  ‘What are you making?’ Dee asked, crouching down beside Sam and peering over his shoulder.




  ‘Sheep.’




  Dee looked from the yellow and green soaked wool to Lisa. ‘Sheep?’




  ‘They’re magic sheep,’ Lisa affirmed, ‘they can be any colour they want.’




  ‘That’s convenient,’ Dee smirked.




  ‘What’s convenient mean, Mum?’ Sam asked.




  ‘It means it’s handy,’ she explained, studying his hands and arms for any tell-tale signs of irritation. ‘You okay, sweetheart? Having fun?’




  He nodded without looking up, intent on the job at hand. After complimenting Tom on his creation and going to admire the artwork of the three little girls who were busy painting, Dee said

  goodbye and went to the door.




  ‘Good luck,’ Lisa called after her.




  ‘Thanks,’ Dee said, jumping slightly as the doorbell rang.




  ‘Well, go on, answer it,’ Lisa urged.




  ‘Right, okay, see you later.’




  Dee hurried to the door, opened it, and smiled nervously at the incredibly tall, thin man on her doorstep.




  ‘Dee Hewson?’ She nodded. ‘Don Reilly from the Daily Journal.’ He stuck out a hand and smiled. ‘Any relation to Bono?’




  Dee took it and smiled. If she had a euro for every time someone asked that.




  ‘Unfortunately not. Come on in. Did you find us okay?’




  ‘Hard to miss,’ he said, nodding at the large, colourful sign in the garden.




  ‘Oh, right.’ Dee grinned. ‘My friend Lisa runs the crèche, she has the bottom of the house, with the exception of the kitchen, hence the décor.’ She waved a

  hand around at the brightly coloured murals and the children’s photos and artwork which covered the walls.




  ‘It’s a huge house, must cost a fortune to heat,’ he remarked.




  Dee sighed. ‘It does.’ She led him through to the kitchen and pointed towards the heavy oak table. ‘Why don’t you take a seat and I’ll make some tea. Or would you

  prefer coffee?’
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