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Chapter
One

 


Thirty was a
good age to get married, Georgina reckoned. Anything younger was
ridiculous. She was still only twenty-five and planned on enjoying
at least five more years of freedom. And that wasn’t just sour
grapes because she didn’t have a man! Half her school year was
already either married or pregnant and she was so glad she hadn’t
the misfortune to be either. These days it was all about getting
your career on track. Committing to a man could wait. She’d seen
girls her age give up promising careers because they’d had their
heads turned by some fellow they’d met in a pub. Those same fellows
had promised the earth but had delivered sweet little all. Her own
mother had always encouraged her to be financially independent and
use her education to open new doors in her life. Georgina was
determined to carry out her wishes.

Her fingers
flew across the keyboard of her laptop as a lone tear escaped down
her cheek. Thinking about her mother filled her with huge sadness.
To lose her best friend in the whole world at such a young age had
been a devastating experience, leaving her feeling raw and
extremely vulnerable. She often wondered what she had done to
deserve losing her mother to such a sudden illness. Even now, when
she bought a new dress or was invited to a wedding, she itched to
pick up the phone to tell her mum all about it. It wasn’t the same
telling your dad about the new Coast dress you’d picked up in the
sale for a song in Brown Thomas. Or about that guy you saw in
Wilbury’s nightclub who’d tickled your fancy. No, it wasn’t the
same at all. Fathers weren’t interested in that sort of thing.

 


Georgina
continued to type her story for the following week’s features
pages. It was about single women who didn’t need a man. She loved
inter- viewing single, successful women for the paper as it made
her feel a little better about her own situation. And female
readers loved features like that too. It was so liberating. She
glanced at the clock on her screen. Time was marching on and she
wanted to email her copy to Denis, the editor-in- chief, before he
left for the evening. Then she was going to have another read of
the office notice advertising a vacancy for news reporter.

She’d been in
features for a few years now and fancied a change. She’d loved her
time writing about women who had set up their own businesses, or
women who worked from home, or women who worked in male-dominated
fields like engineering or architecture, but she was getting bored
with writing all the other stuff, like how to slim for summer or
how to lose a stone in a month or the latest motivation classes
being held in town. These seemed to be the most popular women’s
features, but she was tiring of fad diets and experimenting with
anti-cellulite cream to see if it really worked. It was time to
move on.

 


‘Hey, Georgina!
Are you nearly finished writing that piece? We’ve got that fashion
show to attend tonight, remember?’

She swung her
chair around to face her best friend and work colleague, Val
Sharkey. Their strong friendship dated back to when they’d met at
the library book club in Bandon, a small town in West Cork.
Afterwards, when most of the book club’s older members went home,
they would hit Larry’s Bar for a drink and a gossip. The Thursday
evening book club had only lasted a few months, whereas their
friendship had lasted years and had even led to both girls working
with the same newspaper. Georgina left college with a diploma in
journalism and subsequently got a job in features with the Weekly
News in Bandon. She had only been in the post a couple of weeks
when she’d heard that Denis was looking for a right-hand woman. She
knew the perfect person for the job! Thirty-year-old Val had
applied and got the PA job immediately.

After a slow
start breaking into the media market, the Cork tabloid had
gradually won acceptance and was now highly regarded in the
locality and surrounding areas for its excellent coverage of news,
features, fashion, sports and events. The storylines were shorter
and sharper than its competitors and the paper was maintaining a
steady readership.

Georgina had
been reporting on the lighter side of life since she’d joined the
paper, but was now ready for something a bit grittier. She wanted
to be on the ground, getting into the action of things and bringing
exciting stories to the front page.

 


‘Ah, come on,
give me a peek?’ Val wheeled her swivel chair over to Georgina’s
desk. ‘“Single, sexy and successful – meet the girls who don’t need
a man,”’ she grinned, reading the headline. ‘Writing about you
again?’

‘Val Sharkey,
will you get away and let me finish this blooming thing? I’m
writing about you actually!’ She gave her colleague’s chair a quick
push, sending her flying across the small space between their
desks. The chair came to a sudden stop as it hit the steel filing
cabinet, sending the post trays crashing to the floor. A thunderous
bang ensued, causing several pairs of curious eyes to glance
towards their corner of the open-plan office. Both girls erupted
into laughter.

‘Well, I’m
certainly single, whatever about the successful and sexy bit,’ Val
sighed dramatically.

‘Although I’m
not sure I’d qualify as a girl who doesn’t need a man! I haven’t
quite given up the chase yet.’

‘Don’t I know
it?’

 


‘Listen,’ Val
changed the subject, ‘you haven’t forgotten about tonight’s fashion
show, have you? The VIP tickets were sent into the office ages ago
so we’ll be in the front row with the champagne flowing. One of the
perks of working for a paper, don’t you think?’

Of course
Georgina hadn’t forgotten. She was looking forward to a night of
glamour and spotting the new season’s trends. Cork’s leading models
would be taking to the catwalk, showcasing the latest styles from
the best boutiques around. Georgina could think of no better way to
spend her Friday evening and it would certainly beat another night
at home with just the ironing for company.

 


‘Give me two
minutes to finish up here and I’ll walk out with you,’ she told
Val, typing furiously to get the final few lines onto the screen in
front of her. She could always read the vacancy notice at home
later. She quickly read over her finished copy, tweaking where
necessary to make it flow a little better. Too late now if there’s
anything wrong, she thought, before pressing the send button. Now
she was ready to party.

‘OK, Val,
that’s me done for the week. Ready to get out of here?’

‘More than
ready,’ her friend enthused, shoving her diary into its leather
case. ‘I’ve to hurry home to Jodi. She’s having a little friend
over for the after- noon and I promised I’d be back in time to make
her favourite dinner. To be honest, I’d try anything to make her
eat a bit more. Her appetite is dreadful lately.’

 


‘Is the poor
little mite under the weather, Val?’ Georgina took the interview
document and application form from the desk and put them into her
huge handbag.

‘Her form seems
OK but since she started playschool she seems to be tired all the
time and isn’t eating nearly enough. She’s got loads of new friends
though so at least that’s something.’ Val pulled her parka jacket
snugly around her, the cold air stinging her face as they left the
office and walked along Market Street toward their cars. Neither
had been in early enough that morning to get a spot in the staff
car park so had no choice but to park out on the New Road.
‘Although,’ Val groaned, ‘guess what she wants for Christmas?’

‘The latest
Barbie car?’

‘No, if only it
was that easy. She announced last night that she wants a
daddy!’

‘Shit, Val,’
Georgina said, turning to face her friend. ‘How did you handle that
one?’

‘Not very well
to be honest. I told her she’d have to put it in her letter and see
what Santa could do.’

Georgina shook
her head quietly. It wouldn’t be easy for her friend to bluff her
way out of that one. She clearly remembered that fateful morning
when she’d gone with Val to the chemist to buy a pregnancy
test.

A short time
later, Val’s world had come crashing around her when two clear blue
lines had appeared in the little window of the test wand. There was
no doubt about it. The result was positive! Val blamed herself
completely for sleeping with a virtual stranger she’d met on
holiday. Obviously one too many sangrias had clouded her judgement.
Typically though, he’d disappeared home on a plane without even
asking for her phone number. All she knew was that he was from
Galway but had no idea what part exactly. Neither had she any
intention of tracking him down to give him an opportunity to laugh
in her face.

The first few
months of her pregnancy had been terrifying but over time she’d
managed to cope. Once she could see through the mist of her plight,
she’d grown accustomed to her fate and as soon as Jodi appeared,
she felt like one of the luckiest people alive, falling helplessly
in love with her tiny bundle of joy. With the help of her extremely
supportive parents, she’d managed to pick up the pieces of her
life. She had returned to her job as PA to a banking director in
Cork city. Her world seemed a million miles away from the carefree
twenty-something’s she worked with. She learned not to feel sorry
for herself and still tried to socialise whenever she could, but
never lost sight of her role as a mother.

And now working
with the Weekly News, she enjoyed the diversity and challenge of
her position as PA for an extremely busy man in an exciting
environment. She was more than capable of stretching her talents a
little more but so far the time had never seemed right to suggest
it to her boss. One day perhaps.

‘Could you not
have distracted her, Val, by suggesting she ask for a puppy or
something?’ Georgina remarked, interrupting her thoughts.

‘Ah I’ve weeks
to find someone yet,’ Val’s dark eyes twinkled merrily, but inside
she found herself wondering what life would be like if Santa did
happen to grant Jodi her wish! ‘How hard can it be to find love
around here? You can help me search if you like, Georgina,
considering you’re so deter- mined to stay single yourself,’ she
added jokingly. She wasn’t going to let herself get stressed over
Jodi’s request. After all, the child was only four and would soon
forget all about it.

‘I suppose we
could always put an ad on the paper . . . man wanted urgently; must
be handsome and rich and answer to Daddy!’

‘Now you’re
being ridiculous!’ Val laughed, rubbing her hands together to keep
out the biting cold.

‘I’ll drive
tonight if you like,’ Georgina offered.

‘What time
should we leave?’

‘Can you pick
me up at quarter to seven?’

‘I’ll try my
best but I’ve to get dinner for everyone when I get home.’

‘Why not let
Kate cook a meal for a change? She’s not a baby anymore for
goodness sake!’ Privately Val felt that her friend did far too much
running around after her family.

‘Oh she’s
absolutely hopeless around the house. It’s easier just to get on
with it myself. Look I’ll be there as soon as I can. I won’t let
you down,’ Georgina promised, her voice sounding tight.

Val’s words
stuck in her mind however as she drove home, swerving towards the
ditch as she came head to head with a huge truck. Both vehicles met
on a bad bend with the truck taking over a large portion of the
road, leaving barely enough room for her to pass. Her neck ached as
she concentrated on her driving, manoeuvring twists and turns on
the dark October evening. She suddenly longed to climb into bed for
an hour before getting ready to go back out again. But there
wouldn’t be time of course. God only knew what state the house
would be in when she got there. Running late that morning, she
hadn’t had time to tidy the kitchen or clean out the coal fire
before she’d left the farmhouse, and she knew it would be in the
exact same state when she got back. If not worse. She missed her
mum so much. What she wouldn’t give to have her back in her
life.

Pulling into
the back yard, she pursed her lips in annoyance when she noticed
the house in complete darkness apart from a small desk lamp shining
from her brother’s bedroom window. Wouldn’t Luke or her father be
inspired to turn on a few lights at least? Taking the post from the
letterbox outside, she hurried into the warm house and flicked on
the light in the back hallway and kitchen. Continuing through to
the living room, she switched on the soft lamps there. Now, at
least the house looks lived in, she thought, pulling across the
curtains and blocking out the dark velvety sky.

‘Turn the music
down, Luke,’ she called upstairs, knowing very well her words would
be drowned in the din. ‘Dad, where are you?’

There was no
answer. She dropped her jacket on to the newel post at the end of
the stairs and went back into the kitchen to make a start on
dinner, pulling the door closed behind her. Flicking the oven on to
heat, she opened the fridge to take out the beef casserole she’d
pre-cooked the previous night. Sliding the casserole dish into the
oven, she snapped the door shut and looked wearily at the
untidiness around her. The table was strewn with newspapers and
schoolbooks. She shoved them all to one side before setting the
table for dinner. Ignoring the pile of laundry waiting to be
transferred from the basket to the washing machine, she hurried
upstairs and made both her and her father’s beds. She sighed with
relief when Luke’s music ended and she heard his heavy footsteps on
the stairs.

Running back
down to the kitchen a few minutes later, she pushed up her sleeves
and began to wash and peel potatoes before putting them on to boil.
She glanced at the clock and, seeing how little time she had left,
shot back up to her room again and quickly stripped off her
clothes. Now what was she going to wear to the fashion show? She
couldn’t just turn up in any old thing, she thought, flicking
through the hangers in her wardrobe to see what she could spot. The
whole town’s female population would be out tonight in their
finest, eyeing each other up and down. The competition would be
fierce. Unable to decide what to wear, she caught sight of her pale
face in the mirror and groaned. She pulled on her towelling
dressing gown to keep herself warm while she touched up her
make-up, eyeing her hair critically, wishing she had time to
shampoo it. It wasn’t an option at this late stage. Quickly
applying a fresh coat of foundation on top of what remained from
earlier, she grimaced as she considered the damage she was doing to
her skin.

‘The pot is
boiling over, Georgina!’

Pulling open
her bedroom door, she called to her brother. ‘Turn the heat down
under the spuds for crying out loud. It’s not rocket science.’

‘What number
will I turn it to?’

‘Two.’

Good God, she
thought, he’s seventeen and he doesn’t even know that much.
Returning to the task at hand, she hurriedly outlined her lips and
eyes with pencil before applying strawberry lipstick, dusky eye
shadow, waterproof mascara and the latest blusher from MAC. She
scrunched some mousse into her curly blonde hair to try and make it
look somewhat presentable. ‘There’s a terrible smell of burning
down here,’ Luke shouted up to her again.

Hurrying to the
kitchen as quickly as she could, she dashed to the oven to
investigate. There was nothing to panic about, merely some juice
after escaping from the casserole and sticking to the base of the
oven.

‘Set the table
for three, Luke,’ she instructed, realising she’d have to skip
dinner herself if she was going to be on time for Val.

‘Something’s
burning,’ her father commented, appearing into the kitchen.

‘Hello to you
too, Dad!’

Throwing his
eyes to Heaven, her father, Mike, retreated into the back hallway
to remove his wellingtons and plaid jacket. By the time he’d washed
his hands and returned to the kitchen, Georgina had disappeared
upstairs again. The smell of burning had faded, replaced by the
delicious aroma of sizzling beef. Completely oblivious to the
pressure his eldest daughter felt under, Mike took The Farmer’s
Journal from the table and sat into the rocking chair to have a
relaxing read while he waited for dinner to be served.

Georgina just
about collected Val on time. With seconds to spare, they settled
into front seats just as the show was about to start. Among the
local media, the girls watched with interest as the models paraded
and twirled on the carpeted podium. Georgina was glad she’d worn
the fitted mauve number she’d spent a small fortune on in Richard
Alan. She’d also worn it at the last office Christmas party. It
made her feel sexy and gave her extra confidence.

‘Very
professionally organised for a local event, isn’t it?’ she
whispered in Val’s ear, as the photographers flashed frantically
from every different angle. ‘It’s a great store.’ Georgina
remembered the gorgeous coat her sister, Kate, had bought there the
previous Saturday. She’d been meaning to visit the shop herself but
just hadn’t been able to make the time yet. ‘And Element is a great
name, don’t you think? They seem to have stuff for both work and
play.’

‘Yeah, did you
see that last Gucci-type belted trench coat?’ she added. ‘It’d be
great on you. Why don’t you ask the girls to put it by for
you?’

‘Maybe I will,’
Georgina replied, unsure whether she’d have the occasion to wear
something so chic.

Val was always
dressed in the latest designs (layered looks were a firm favourite
at the moment) and accessories. She had a lot more nerve and
imagination than Georgina when it came to fashion. With her keen
eye, she was always on the look out for new trends. That was
probably why she invariably looked so glamorous, rarely wearing the
same thing twice. Being an avid reader of Vogue, she knew the names
of all the international designers as well as the upcoming Irish
ones. She should really be involved in fashion, Georgina thought
privately. A girl with her eye for style was simply wasted as a
PA.

She glanced
longingly at the trench coat once more, envying the model’s
confidence as she twirled gracefully on the red carpet, buckling
the belt and pulling it tight around her tiny waist before
disappearing behind the screens. She looked so graceful and
elegant. Just watching her move made Georgina wish she could lose a
half stone.

After the show
had wrapped up, Georgina and Val chatted excitedly as they left the
hall. They couldn’t wait to hit a nearby pub and catch up on all
the latest gossip. It would be a perfect end to the evening. Val
looked at her watch. They’d need to hurry to be in time for last
orders in Larry’s Bar.

The girls
linked arms and strolled towards Georgina’s VW Beetle, huddling
together to keep out the biting cold. As there hadn’t been any
parking spot out front when they’d arrived, Georgina had parked
around the back of the Town Hall, near the entrance to the
playground. They picked their steps carefully, making their way
along the darkened laneway towards the unlit car park, and screwing
up their noses at the unmistakable smell of urine. What a
stench!

‘God, it’s
really dark down here. We could do with a few stars in the sky to
provide some light,’ Georgina commented, her eyes unaccustomed to
the darkness. She was anxious to get back to the safety of her
car.

‘Hang on, what
was that?’ Val asked, stopping suddenly when she thought she heard
a cry a short distance away.

‘I don’t hear
anything,’ Georgina replied, straining to listen for a moment, a
sudden shiver running through her.

‘There it is
again,’ Val said, immediately alert as a high pitched scream
reached her ears. ‘Let’s see what it is,’ she whispered, pulling
Georgina behind her as she continued along quickly. ‘It seems to be
coming from the playground.’

‘Do you really
think we should?’

‘Hey, you’re
the one who wants to be a news reporter. What if we hear tomorrow
there was a child in trouble after falling and we were too afraid
to help?’

‘OK, wait for
me,’ Georgina whispered loudly, rushing after her friend. Her body
trembled as she felt her way along the railings towards the gateway
to the playground.

As they stepped
inside the stone entrance, the shouts became louder and even more
terrifying. Though the lighting in the playground was poor, it was
bright enough for the girls to make out the horrible scene
unfolding before them. A group of teenagers clad in hooded tops
huddled in a circle as they battered another young lad
senseless.

The girls
glanced at each other, sensing each other’s fear. Clutching hands
tightly, they hesitated before moving any closer. But an agonising
wail coming from the centre of the group forced them to react.

‘For God’s sake
leave him alone,’ Val shouted, rushing forward to help. The
screaming stopped momentarily and the hooded group turned swiftly
around to face their intruders.

‘Fuck’s sakes,
lads, it’s our lucky night. Two fucking birds to entertain us,’
somebody shouted.

Georgina
grabbed Val’s jacket and pleaded. ‘Let’s get out of here, please.
This could get dangerous.’ Val stood her ground however, refusing
to be scared by brats who looked barely more than fifteen or
sixteen.

‘Leave him
alone,’ she warned, ‘or I’m calling the cops.’

One member of
the group glanced at the two girls before running towards the
perimeter wall and shimmying up a pipe. He hauled himself over a
ledge and tiptoed across a metal girder before jumping onto the
footbridge below. Within seconds, he had disappeared.

‘Go on! Call
them then,’ a voice goaded, pulling away from the group and
striding confidently towards the girls. He glanced backwards to
shout instructions to the others. ‘Keep fucking kicking, lads. Make
him cry like a baby! He needs to learn his lesson this time.’ He
turned his attention to Val.

‘Seems like
your little bitch friend is terrified,’ he snarled, making a sudden
run for her. He grabbed her long hair and yanked her towards him.
‘Get the other one, Ecko,’ he shouted to one of his mates.

Val struggled
to push him away when she felt his hands on her throat. She cringed
in disgust when he spat on her face. His venomous laughter rang
loudly in her ears. She lashed her foot out suddenly but despite
her best efforts was unable to connect her stiletto boot with his
body.

The lad in the
centre continued to groan in pain. He’d been pulled roughly to his
feet by now. This time they viciously hit him with their fists,
harder and harder each time, laughing cruelly when their blows
connected severely with his bruised body or head. He finally fell
to the ground but this didn’t deter his assailants. His screams
were reduced to an agonizing whimper.

‘Don’t fucking
let him up yet,’ Val’s assailant ordered. The tallest of the group
jumped on the other boy’s fingers with his whole body weight,
laughing a deep menacing laugh as he watched the smaller boy
shrivel on the ground. There was nothing Georgina could do for Val
unless she succeeded in getting help. But she’d only taken two
steps towards the gate when she too was yanked by her hair. Her
mouth went dry. Her pulse thumped loudly in her neck. She felt
herself being dragged roughly back- wards, her heels sticking in
the rubber surface on the playground. Though she couldn’t see her
assailant, she could feel his arm around her neck in a grip- like
headlock. She tried to bite him, but only succeeded in tasting the
thick sleeve of his jacket instead.

‘Fucking bitch!
She tried to bite me. Looks like this bitch is gagging for it! I’ll
give you something to chew on in a minute if that’s what you’re
looking for.’ He pushed his body up against Georgina, gyrating
against her.

‘Leave it
fucking out, Ecko,’ his mate warned.

‘These are a
fucking waste of space! Don’t go down for them.’

Ecko gave a low
sneering laugh. ‘Why can’t you bitches mind your own fucking
business? Do you want a thumping like him?’ He pulled Georgina
around again, forcing her to look at the vicious group who had
almost finished with the whimpering mess that lay curled on the
ground.

‘That’s enough,
lads, he’ll fucking pay on time from now on. Let him go. But, I’m
telling you if we don’t have the money this time fucking tomorrow .
. .’ The warning left little to the imagination as the smaller lad
struggled from the ground, clutching his body in pain as he
stumbled towards the gate, making as hasty an exit as was
physically possible.

Ecko’s mate
released his hold on Val slightly, tightening it immediately when
he felt her trying to ease from his grasp. The hooded group slowly
made their way over, gathering in a tight circle around the
girls.

‘See this,’ one
of them shouted, pulling his sleeve up and down repeatedly showing
off tell-tale syringe marks. ‘Maybe you’d like a shot of
something?’

‘You’ll regret
this,’ Val screamed.

‘Who the fuck
do you think you are threatening? I think you two whores need to be
taught a lesson. We’ve got fists and you’ve got faces . . .’ Ecko
growled, his deep voice filled with venom as he moved uneasily from
side to side.

‘Help! Help!’
Val screamed, suddenly noticing people crossing the bridge
overhead.

Georgina’s
attempt to scream was muted as Ecko covered her mouth with his
hand. ‘Shut the fuck up, bitch.’

‘Quick, let’s
get out of here,’ one of the others warned in a high-pitched voice.
He moved swiftly when he spotted a burly Garda on the
footbridge.

‘The
shades!’

‘You lot go,
but pass me that bin lid first,’ the main man instructed the
others. ‘Ecko, keep a hold of her until the lads are away. You,’ he
warned, holding the bin lid against Val’s face ‘will get this in
the fucking mush if you open your mouth once more.’

Georgina’s
struggle to breathe was becoming more difficult as Ecko’s palm
remained firmly against her mouth. Her eyes strained to see how
near the Garda was. Would he ever hurry up?

Ecko kept his
whole body weight firmly pressed against her, the sharp stones
piercing her back as he pinned her right up to the wall. She prayed
that help was near. Her fear was intensified by the growing
suspicion that holding her hostage was increasingly arousing
Ecko.

‘Follow me and
drag them with us towards the edge,’ the leader of the gang
ordered.

Georgina gasped
when Ecko removed his hand from her mouth. She winced in pain as he
doubled her arm behind her back and pushed her roughly in front of
him towards the river. Her eyes were wide open but every sound she
uttered earned her a sharp blow to the head from Ecko’s
knuckles.

‘Shut the fuck
up . . .’ He gave her another thump, this time just above her
ear.

‘What’s going
on here?’

Finally a
welcome flashlight shone by the play- ground’s entrance.

‘Over here,’
Georgina called, unperturbed by her assailant now that help was
finally at hand.

Val fell to her
knees when she was pushed roughly to the ground. Throwing the bin
lid in the Garda’s direction and calling to Ecko to follow him, her
assailant quickly scarpered over the wall. Though she could no
longer see them, Georgina could hear them scuttling underneath the
bridge.

‘Val, are you
OK?’

She picked
herself up from the ground and wiped her sleeve across her face,
shuddering at the thoughts of her mouth being covered by Ecko’s
filthy hand. Her whole body shook uncontrollably.

‘Is everyone
alright here?’ The Garda hurried towards them.

Val nodded,
unable to speak. The reality of what had just happened began to
sink in. Together they made their way from the edge of the
playground towards the glare of the flashlight.

‘They were just
kids, Georgina.’ Val finally found her voice.

‘Dangerous kids
though, and obviously high on something. Did you see the state of
that fellow’s arm?’ Georgina replied shakily, clutching Val
tightly.

Val nodded
again, her body trembling from head to toe.

‘What
happened?’ The Garda shone the light in their faces to see if he
knew them.

Val’s teeth
chattered as she nudged Georgina to do the talking.

‘If you hadn’t
showed up when you did, God only knows what might have happened.
Some young lad was being beaten to a pulp by a hooded gang.’

‘Luckily for
you girls, a passer-by heard the commotion and rang the station
straight away. It wasn’t very sensible what you did though,
tackling those brutes like that. They could have pulled a knife or
anything . . .’ his voice trailed off.

His words,
however, were enough to make Val speak up again. ‘And what were we
supposed to do? Walk right past while somebody got the head beaten
off him? He was only a child!’

‘I know how you
feel, but you have to think of your own safety too. It’s better to
dial 999 and get help.’

‘If it was my
child on the ground, I’d be damn glad if someone came to his or her
rescue,’ Georgina insisted.

The Garda
nodded. ‘Would you want them to lose their life in the
process?’

Georgina stared
hard at him. ‘So they just get away with it?’

‘We are closing
in on these lads. I take it they disappeared?’

Both girls
nodded.

‘Some jumped
the back wall and headed through the trees towards the Town Hall.
The main two thugs cleared that wall there. I heard them in the
water, probably making their way along the bank of the river,’
Georgina added.

‘Hooligans,’
the Garda said, shaking his head.

‘I’ve radioed
ahead to order a search along the bank so I’m sure . . .’

‘You should
have seen what they did to that kid.’ Val was furious and refused
to let the subject drop.

‘He didn’t look
any more than thirteen years of age. Where the hell do his parents
think he is at this hour of the night? Or do they even care?’

‘Hmm, that’s a
big part of the problem,’ the Garda commented. ‘Will you two girls
come down to the station please? I’ll have to take a statement.
That’s presuming you’re going to file a report.’ He glanced from
one to the other, admiring their determination.

The girls
shrugged.

‘Will it do any
good?’ Georgina asked, suddenly frustrated by his nonchalant
attitude.

‘Of course it
will. Every report is followed up. Although, I’m sure I can guess
your reply when I ask you for a description. Average height,
average build hoods up all the time to keep their faces
hidden?’

‘We’ll file the
complaint anyway,’ Val said firmly, her whole body aching.

‘They were
calling one guy Ecko,’ Georgina said hopefully.

The Garda
nodded with interest. He’d heard that name before. ‘We’ll get it
all in writing then,’ he suggested again.

‘My car is just
parked over there.’ Georgina pointed to the car park beyond as they
crossed over the bridge.

‘I must get on
to the town council to get the lights fixed over there,’ the Garda
muttered, shaking his head. ‘In the meantime I’ll walk with you as
far as your car and then meet you at the station.’

Georgina’s
teeth chattered and she hunched her shoulders into her neck,
clutching on to Val tightly as they scurried back to the car. It
was reassuring to have the Garda walking a couple of paces behind
them. Pulling her comfortable old padded jacket from the back seat,
she put it on and tried to get some heat back into her shaking
body. Sitting into the driver’s seat, she fumbled with the keys as
she tried to get them into the ignition. As soon as Val was safely
inside, she pressed the button to lock the doors.

Their chaperone
strolled towards the entrance to the car park waiting on their car
to exit before leaving to walk the short distance to the
station.

‘Bastards,’ Val
scorned, pulling on her seatbelt and clicking it into place. ‘I
can’t believe we weren’t able to defend ourselves.’

‘They had false
strength, Val. Your man, Ecko couldn’t stand still for a minute.
God knows what they were on!’

‘Did they hurt
you a lot?’ Val asked, keenly aware that something else may have
been bothering her friend.

‘I’ll probably
have bruises tomorrow alright,’ she sighed. ‘I was terrified, Val.
I can’t believe they made me feel like that. I always thought I was
made of tougher stuff. And I was scared he was going to do
something awful . . .’

‘Shh, love,’
Val soothed. ‘Nobody can say how they’ll react in a situation like
this. I felt brave at first, but when your man had me pinned
against the wall, I was terrified. I kept thinking of Jodi.’

Georgina’s
hands shook as she tried to turn the key to start the engine. ‘I
know what you mean, Val. Your man Ecko was rubbing himself against
me and was getting all aroused and I really thought he was going to
. . .’ She burst into tears.

‘Oh, my God,’
Val was horrified. ‘I didn’t realise that happened. That’s much
worse than I thought. You poor love.’

Georgina’s
sobbing subsided slightly, and through tears and gulps she tried to
convince Val that she was fine. But she still couldn’t stop
shivering.

‘I’ll drive.
You slide over here and I’ll run around to the driver’s seat,’ Val
offered.

‘No, I’ll be
fine, just give me a minute. That guard will have a cold arse
standing waiting for us, won’t he?’ Georgina gave a nervous giggle
and took a tissue from the glove compartment as she proceeded to
dab her eyes carefully. What a sight I must look now, she
thought.

‘That’s more
like it,’ Val encouraged, relieved to see her friend lightening
up.

After an
exhausting twenty minutes or so reliving the events of their
evening in the Garda station, Georgina and Val finally got back
into the car to go home.

‘I’m sure that
was a pure waste of time.’ Val leaned her head against the headrest
and closed her eyes.

Georgina nodded
in agreement, deep in thought as she manoeuvred her silver car
through the high metal gates and out of the Garda station car
park.

‘I think we’ve
missed last orders,’ she turned to Val with a half smile.

‘The only place
I want to go is home. I don’t know about you but I’ve had more than
enough excitement for one night.’

‘If I get that
news reporter job, Val, I’m going to try and expose this sort of
thing. Judging from what the Gardai said, it’s almost definitely
drug related. And as you said earlier, they were barely more than
kids.’

Val stared at
her friend, surprised by her determination. ‘But you were as
frightened as me out there, more in fact. How can you want to go
back for more?’

‘Because, Val,’
she explained, ‘when I go home tonight, Luke will be there. And
I’ve just realised that I don’t know very much about his life
anymore. I can’t be sure what he’s up to every minute of the day or
night – not like when he was younger.’

‘Luke has more
sense than to get involved with a crowd like that,’ Val assured
her. ‘He’s never brought any trouble home. He’s not like that.
Don’t make him guilty just because he’s around the same age as
them.’

‘I hope you’re
right, Val, I really do, but since Mum died he does have a lot of
freedom,’ Georgina pointed out.

Turning the
heat up as high as it would go, she drove out the Clonakilty road,
making a left turn at the GAA pitch and heading for Strawhall and
the safety of home.

 



Chapter
Three

 


Georgina was
trying to balance the portable phone between her ear and her
shoulder while struggling to pull the heavy saucepans off the heat.
‘Hang on there, Val, the dinner is boiling over the . . . oh, damn
and blast, the hob is destroyed.’

Sizzling water
escaped over the lid of the pot, clinging to the hot ceramic
surface. She dropped the phone for a moment and lifted the boiling
potatoes onto the draining board, wincing when the hot water
scalded her hand.

‘Where are the
other two? Can’t they watch a boiling pot?’ Val snapped agitatedly
when Georgina came back on the line, annoyed that her friend
couldn’t even talk on the phone. She really wanted to find out if
she was OK after the previous night’s ordeal.

‘Needless to
say, Kate’s in town shopping. Where else would she be on a Saturday
morning?’ Georgina replied, her voice laced with sarcasm. ‘No doubt
she’ll walk back in the door just as dinner is ready. As for Luke?
He hasn’t even surfaced yet. He sleeps around the clock at
weekends. Listen, can I buzz you back later? I’ve just burned my
hand with the blooming pot.’

Georgina
dropped the portable handset on to the counter in desperation,
fuming inwardly as she looked at the mess before her. Pushing stray
blonde curls back from her face, she took the other boiling pot
from the hob. As she wiped the surface and placed the pots back to
simmer, the overflowing basket of ironing caught her eye from the
corner of the room. ‘For crying out loud,’ she screeched, throwing
her hands in the air. ‘Is there no end to the madness?’

The family
portrait, standing among the array of photographs on the old
sideboard, brought a sudden stop to her little rant.

‘I’m sorry if
I’m letting you down, Mum,’ she whispered, picking up the framed
print, and tracing her mother’s delicate features with her finger.
‘But it’s just not fair anymore. Why am I left to do every- thing?
If you’d been here last night, I’d have cried in your arms. I
couldn’t tell Dad because I didn’t want him to worry.’

Wiping the dust
from her finger, she replaced the photograph, feeling a familiar
emptiness surge through her body. It was always like this when
some- thing bad happened. The loss of her mother seemed more acute
somehow. Quickly dusting the edge of the sideboard with the cuff of
her fleece, she averted her eyes from her mother’s gentle smiling
face.

For the past
six years, Georgina had been struggling to help her father with her
younger siblings. She’d had to grow up overnight and assume the
role of a parent following her mother’s death. Heartbroken at
nineteen, she’d picked up the pieces as best she could, but the
dark days following her death would remain ingrained in Georgina’s
memory forever. After she’d passed away, her father had insisted on
bringing Mum home one last time. Her solid oak, satin-lined casket
lay in the parlour and all their neighbours, family and friends had
called to pay their respects. Georgina had been over- whelmed by
the number of people trailing through their home and staring at her
mother’s cold body while paying their respects. She had desperately
wanted them to leave. Laid out in the casket, her face swelled, her
lips covered in dark red lipstick and her hair parted on the wrong
side, she hadn’t looked like her mother. Georgina would never
forget the unnatural emptiness she’d felt when the lid was clasped
shut on the coffin for the last time. Her favourite song played
gently over and over in the background, wreaths and flowers strewn
all over the house and half full glasses and teacups on every
table, mantle and shelf. Georgina had kissed her mother’s waxen
cheek, held her cold hand in her clammy palm and spoken softly to
her, whispering endearments in her ear. But it hadn’t eased the
knife- edge pain that cut through her chest. She couldn’t feel any
release, nor could she associate this corpse with her beloved mum.
This wasn’t the woman who’d picked her up when she’d fallen,
listened to her worries, hugged her tight and told her how much she
loved her, over and over again. Most of all, the corpse didn’t look
like her friend and she and her mum had been the best of friends.
There hadn’t even been time to say goodbye. She’d merely collapsed
as she’d crossed the farmyard with a bundle of freshly dried
laundry in her arms, slipped into unconsciousness and died a few
hours later.

Georgina slowly
returned to the dinner preparations, shaking the sorrowful memory
from her mind. This Saturday was no different to any other.
Fashion- mad Kate had disappeared into town for the morning to
browse through the boutiques that Bandon had to offer. She would
invariably return with bags filled with the latest trends. At this
very minute she would probably be sitting together with her college
friends in the window seat of Prego’s coffee shop, giggling and
chatting without a care in the world. Those girls could make one
cappuccino last for hours.

Though she
couldn’t admit it to anyone, least of all to herself, Georgina
would prefer to be more like Kate who was easy going and carefree
with a permanent string of admirers. Georgina couldn’t remember the
last time she’d even kissed a guy. She’d been so busy concentrating
on her career and taking on a motherly role at home that there
hadn’t been time. Not that she was looking for marriage or
commitment of course, but she wouldn’t say no to a harmless bit of
flirting either.

‘Georgina, I’ve
no clean hoodie,’ Luke complained, sauntering sleepily into the
kitchen, and making his first appearance of the day. He was tapping
a soft football along before him. At over six feet tall, his body
was finally starting to fill out a little. He could no longer be
classified as a gangly teenager. Georgina had watched him lift
weights, suffer press-ups and sit-ups, and jog until he would
almost collapse in the door - all in an effort to strengthen up his
light limbs. He couldn’t pass a mirror now without checking out his
biceps or his newly acquired ‘six pack’. Luke had inherited their
father’s dark features. His hair was jet black and, if allowed to
grow, would wave into soft loose curls. The girls had teased him
from a young age about joining a rock band. He had that look about
him.

Georgina
frowned at him now as she remembered the angry scene from the
previous night. Bloody hell, she thought, whoever invented hoodies
needed their heads examined.

‘Well maybe if
you had got out of bed a bit sooner and put your washing in the
machine, you would now have something clean to wear. I’m not your
servant!’ She didn’t mean to snap at him, but she could do without
his teenage attitude!

‘What’s up with
you? Time of the month?’ Luke grabbed a slice of tart from the wire
tray where Georgina had placed it earlier to defrost. She hadn’t
had time to do any fresh baking that morning. Her mother had baked
bread and tarts almost every day of the week and Georgina had tried
to keep up the tradition of home baking, at least at the weekends.
But she simply couldn’t make the time to get around to everything.
She’d spent last night tossing and turning as terrifying visions of
being pinned to the wall had kept her awake. For once on a Saturday
morning, she was extremely grateful when it was time to get out of
bed and leave her troubled dreams behind.

She jumped out
of her skin when the smoke alarm siren screamed into action.

‘Dinner bell?’
Luke sniggered, smoothing his gelled hair into place as he checked
his reflection in the sideboard mirror.

‘Shut up, Luke.
Why don’t you check the basket of ironing and see if your top is in
there? You might find out where the iron is kept while you’re at
it.’ After waving a towel at the alarm to silence it, Georgina
stomped out to the back yard to get a few logs for the fire. She
wasn’t sure if she should tell her brother about what had happened
to herself and Val. She was still feeling rather fragile and from
past experience, his views and opinions were invariably the direct
opposite to hers.

‘You need to
lighten up, Georgie, find a man to put a smile on your face,’ Luke
laughed, as his sister banged the lid back on the cooker.

He was the only
person she allowed call her by that name. She hated when her name
was shortened, but made allowances for Luke who had used it from
the time he could talk.

‘Lighten up!
I’m like Cinderella with you lot, cleaning and scrubbing around ye
the whole time.’ She looked down at her grey fleece and worn
tracksuit bottoms. They were her snug ‘working’ clothes. Her big
woolly socks, worn to complement her outfit, kept her feet cosy as
she slid around the cold kitchen tiles – a far cry from the
impression she usually gave when sitting behind her office
computer!

‘Ah, Cinders,
you know I love you the most,’ Luke said. ‘You’re much nicer than
the ugly sister!’ Yielding slightly to his wit, she smirked at
Luke, dismissing her earlier worries. Luke could never be anything
other than a sweet kid. How could she have doubted him? There was
something about his light heartedness that always seemed to win her
around. ‘I can wrap you around my little finger,’ he would often
tease.

He found his
top and sidled over to her, putting his arms around her to soften
her up. He was head and shoulders taller than her and was really
turning into a fine young man. Georgina relaxed momentarily,
enjoying this unexpected closeness. He usually cringed when she
went to hug him, not like when he was little and loved being
tickled and cuddled. Their mother would have been so proud of Luke,
she thought fondly. He had been the apple of her eye, though she
wouldn’t have admitted to having favourites of course.

‘Georgina, we
know you love playing the lady of the house. That’s why we don’t
get in your way,’ he laughed, wrapping the top around her slight
shoulders.

‘You have got
to be joking!’

‘Please iron
this for me,’ he pleaded. ‘I’m heading out later.’

She smiled
wearily at his sheepish expression, taking his hoodie from her
shoulders. How could she refuse? She asked why he needed it in such
a hurry.

‘Oh that would
be telling,’ he said.

‘Is this
another new top, Luke?’ She frowned, trying to remember if she’d
ever seen it before.

‘Yeah, do you
like it?’

‘It must be
great being spoilt by Daddy,’ she accused, taking the black hooded
sweatshirt and turning it right side out, admiring the gold print
on the front. ‘So, who are you meeting today? And how come you’re
not going training any more?’

‘Ah, I’m fit
enough. I don’t need training. I’m meeting up with a few other lads
today instead,’ he said, shrugging his broad shoulders.

‘Get out the
ironing board and the iron so. I may as well do it straight away.
Would I know any of these lads?’

‘What’s all
this about? Are you practising your reporting technique on me or
something?’

‘Just taking an
interest, that’s all,’ she said. ‘Did you go into town last night
or were you down at the castle?’ There were a few park benches
outside the old derelict castle in Strawhall and it was a common
spot for teenagers to hang out.

Tapping his
nose, Luke went and did what he was told, laughing at his sister.
As if he’d tell her where he was! Why did women always want to know
everything?

As she stared
out the window, the iron moving over the sweatshirt in sweeping
movements, Georgina inhaled deeply and wished she’d found out where
Luke had been last night. All she wanted was to remove the nagging
worry that lay at the back of her mind. Things had changed so much,
even in their locality, in the few short years since she’d been
seventeen. On second thoughts, she decided it was best to remain
quiet for now. Tossing the sweatshirt over to Luke, who had by now
munched his way through four slices of delicious apple tart and
washed them down with a pint of milk, Georgina asked him to set the
table.

‘I can’t,’ he
replied through a mouthful of pastry.

‘I’ve stuff to
do.’

‘Luke, just do
it, or I’ll tell Dad you got detention during the week. Then I’ll
tell him how many nights you didn’t come home until well after
ten.’ Georgina pointed a finger towards the cutlery drawer, her
face set in a grim expression. She knew how much Luke hated having
to be in by ten every night but it was one thing their father
insisted on. Very often, however, Georgina would cover for him when
he came in late. This wasn’t too much of a problem as their dad
visited the local pub a few nights a week to meet up with
neighbours and have a chat. Going out had been really difficult for
him in the beginning after losing his wife, but over time he’d
accepted being widowed and settled into a routine. Georgina
sometimes felt his social life was better than hers – not that she
begrudged him his nights out. In his late forties, he was still a
young man and was perfectly entitled to a life of his own. She, on
the other hand, was usually so exhausted after her day’s work, both
in the office and at home, that all she wanted to do was veg out in
front of the telly.

‘Here’s Kate
now,’ Luke said, placing the last knife and fork on the table, ‘I’m
off.’ He pulled his black top over his head and quickly escaped
through the back door as his sister breezed in against him. He’d
had enough of Georgina’s nagging for one morning.

Georgina let
him go, knowing that she had nothing to gain by calling him
back.

Kate’s cheeks
glowed as she entered the warm kitchen. She uncurled the carrier
bags from her fingers and dropped them onto the floor, her blonde
ponytail swinging at the nape of her neck.

‘Any bargains?’
Georgina asked breezily.

‘Loads. They’d
just put tons of stuff out on the rails in Kevin Bowens. Look at
this top,’ Kate said, holding up a cream kaftan shirt, intricately
detailed with a smattering of minute bronze sequins.

‘Oh, Kate, it’s
gorgeous! You’ll have to lend it to me.’ Georgina loved the
shimmery feel of the delicate fabric. She could just imagine how
cool it would feel against her skin, floating over a pair of tight
denims. She knew she badly needed to revamp her own sparse
wardrobe. The coat Val had suggested would make a good start. She
was sick of her trademark jeans and clingy lycra tops. They were so
‘last decade’ as fashion conscious Val constantly reminded her.

‘But Georgina,’
Kate said in astonishment. ‘You hardly ever go out. And I don’t
want you wearing it to the office.’ Sometimes she felt sorry for
her big sister, but mostly she felt like giving her a good shake.
Though there was only five years between them, she couldn’t recall
ever having seen her having much fun. Kate couldn’t understand why
she’d rather be at home slaving over a silly roast dinner instead
of heading into the shops for a browse.

‘Jeez, I’m not
that boring!’ Georgina was offended.

‘Of course I’ll
lend it to you, but you have to wear it somewhere special,’ Kate
insisted, feeling a sudden rush of pity for her older sister as she
took in her tired eyes and unwashed hair. ‘After I get to wear it
first of course,’ she added quickly.

‘Thanks, sis,’
Georgina said, turning back to the task on hand. ‘Help me mash the
spuds, will you? If you could sprinkle a few mixed herbs onto them
as well, that would be great.’

‘In a minute –
I just have to hang this up first,’ Kate excused herself, then
grabbed her purchases and disappeared quickly. Her footsteps could
be heard overhead as she escaped to her bedroom, wondering how long
she needed to dilly-dally in order to avoid getting lumbered with
the dinner preparations. Hearing the phone ringing a few minutes
later, however, sent her running back down.

As Georgina
strained the vegetables, she listened resentfully as her sister
gossiped with one of her friends.

‘Kate, come and
give me a hand,’ she snapped eventually when she could no longer
listen to her sister repeating the same stupid details over and
over. ‘You can talk rubbish to your friends for the rest of the
afternoon.’ She ran her fingers through her curly blonde hair,
sweeping it back from her face. Her skin was flushed from the
steaming saucepans.

Kate continued
her conversation regardless, picking at her blue nail varnish as
she rocked back and forward in the old leather rocking chair just
inside the window. ‘Two minutes,’ she whispered loudly to Georgina,
covering the mouthpiece with one hand. Seconds later, she almost
jumped out of her skin when Georgina barged across the room and
grabbed the phone, disconnecting her call.

Kate glared at
her sister. ‘How dare you! What the hell do you think you’re
doing?’

‘A lot more
than you’ll ever know,’ Georgina hissed. ‘Now cream those spuds or
I’ll pour them all over your head.’

‘You’re not my
mother!’ Kate shouted, putting a hand to her hair, her green eyes
flashing angrily. Her earlier sympathy for her sister had
completely vanished. She was sick of Georgina telling her what to
do.

‘I’m not your
flipping maid either but you treat me like one.’

‘It’s your own
fault! Nobody wants a stupid roast. The rest of us are quite happy
to fry a few rashers. What’s the big deal about a bloody dinner
anyway?’ Kate’s face had now turned a dark red colour, her lips set
in a grim line.

Georgina’s tone
was low, but her fury equally evident as she replied. ‘Saturday is
the only day of the week we sit around the table together. Surely
you can put your so-called friends on hold just for one hour to
have dinner with your family. It’s import- ant to Dad.’

‘Spare me the
sarcasm, Georgina. You’re just jealous because you don’t have a
life of your own and nobody fancies you. You’re so boring nobody
would want to date you.’

The sisters
stood glaring at each other, oblivious to their father’s quiet
entrance.

‘That’s enough,
you two,’ Mike growled. ‘What’s going on?’

‘Nothing, Dad,’
Georgina muttered, and began carving the meat angrily, while Kate
pulled the drawer of the dresser open to get the masher.

‘Georgina, will
you stop butchering the meat for a minute please and listen to me?’
He wrenched off his combat jacket and tossed it on to the ancient
coat stand that stood in the corner of the kitchen. His navy wool
jumper was tightly stretched across his broad frame. One of Kate’s
rare attempts to use the washing machine had caused it to shrink.
His dark hair was sprinkled with grey, his brown eyes sternly
focused on his daughters. His skin was weather-beaten from a
lifetime of outdoor work, but he had a rugged handsomeness about
him that seldom failed to attract an admiring glance.

Georgina turned
around to face Mike, surreptitiously glancing at her sister. Kate’s
gaze never moved from the saucepan, but the throbbing temple at the
side of her forehead betrayed her silent anger. She continued
mashing with such force that she was in danger of putting a hole in
the pot.

‘Georgina, you
do far too much around here and you . . . ,’ Mike pointed to his
younger daughter, ‘. . . don’t do enough.’

‘But, Dad . .
.’ Kate began, swinging around to face her father.

‘Enough!’ He
silenced her. ‘We’ll eat first and talk later. I don’t know about
the rest of you, but I’m starving.’ Their father ended the
conversation with a definitive finality. Both girls nodded, knowing
better than to argue. Kate filled glasses of water while Georgina
served everybody a generous portion of dinner.

Luke breezed in
from the back yard, unaware of the tense atmosphere. He rinsed his
hands at the kitchen sink before taking his place at the table, and
gingerly tucked into his food. Once everyone else was served,
Georgina took her own plate to the table.

‘So what’s all
this about turning down a chance to play for the county team?’ Mike
asked Luke. His son’s coach had mentioned it the day before when
they’d met at the post office.

‘Ah, it’s only
a trial. I couldn’t be bothered,’ Luke responded between mouthfuls
of juicy meat and creamy mashed potatoes.

‘You’re well
able for that squad, son.’

Luke shrugged
his shoulders but declined to comment further.

‘He’s too busy
chasing girls,’ Kate scoffed, grinning at Luke from across the
table.

‘Ah that’s
natural at his age. What about you, love? Anything new happening in
college this week?’ He glanced at Kate who was now sitting back
from the table, eyeing what remained of the apple tart.

‘No, Dad,
nothing your old-fashioned mind could handle anyway,’ Kate teased
him, patting his strong arm affectionately. ‘Just fun, fun and more
fun!’

‘Fun? Is that
what I’m slogging out in the fields for? Getting up in the middle
of the night to tend to cows calving? So you can idle your way
through lectures?’

‘Of course,
Daddy,’ she mocked. ‘That’s what young ladies do these days. But
never mind, if I fail my exams, I’ll just land a willing med
student to keep me in the style I’ve become accustomed to.’

Georgina
listened to the conversation, irritated by her sister’s careless
attitude. She stared at her chipped nails and put a hand to her
unwashed hair, annoyed that she’d neglected to take the time to
shower that morning.

‘Hmm,’ Mike
said, ruffling Kate’s hair. ‘I suppose we could have worse things
than a doctor in the family. What do you think, Georgina?’

‘Oh whatever,’
she said, getting up to bring the teapot to the table.

‘Sit down,
love,’ he said gently, when she’d finished pouring tea into the
four mugs. ‘You look shattered. Everything OK?’

She shrugged,
but didn’t enlighten him. Throwing a grateful smile in his
direction, she bundled the dirty cutlery together and put them into
the dish- washer before sitting back down to drink her tea.

‘Where do you
two think you’re going?’

Kate and Luke
were seizing the opportunity to disappear before it was time to
tidy the after-dinner mess. But an alert Mike pounced on them
before their bums had even left the seats.

‘Luke, clear
the table please,’ he instructed. ‘And Kate, I think it’s your turn
to get that pile of ironing done.’

‘I’m going out,
Dad,’ Luke insisted.

‘Not until
you’ve cleared up.’

‘Dad, please, I
promise I’ll do it later,’ Kate argued, noticing the jeans she
needed for that night peeping out of the overflowing basket in the
corner.

Mike turned
towards his eldest daughter, hoping she’d be happier now. He knew
it was tough on her, but she’d never seemed to mind before.
‘That’ll be OK, won’t it?’

‘You know what,
Dad, I don’t really care because I’ve had enough of housework,’ she
announced, banging her mug onto the table, milky tea slopping onto
the table cloth. ‘I’ve an interview to study for this
afternoon.’

The other three
looked on in astonishment, and more than a little surprise, as
Georgina marched towards the coat stand and pulled on her parka
jacket. She then slipped her feet into a pair of walking boots and
headed for the door.

She felt
furious with the world. Did everybody think she was put on this
earth simply to serve them? She really needed to put some distance
between herself and her family and try to clear her muddled head.
She whistled for Sammy, the family collie, and within seconds he
came bounding around the corner.

‘Come on, old
boy,’ she sighed, tickling his floppy ears, ‘keep me company for a
little while.’ Striding purposefully towards the fields with a
delighted Sammy cantering at her heels, Georgina thought her head
would explode. She panicked as she pictured herself in twenty years
time – still sweating in the kitchen and cleaning up after them
all. Still single and well past her sell-by date. Who would fancy
her then? Hmm. Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad to have a proper
boyfriend after all, now while she still had youth on her side. If
she was busy dating she wouldn’t have time to be the family slave,
would she? But where were all the good men in Cork? Georgina didn’t
even think she’d know where to start!

Inhaling the
fresh country air, the cool breeze lifting her damp curls from her
forehead, she pulled the collar of her jacket around her neck and
knew that the time had come to hang up her apron and get on with
her life. Otherwise she’d end up hating her family and no doubt
they’d end up hating her! It wasn’t going to be easy to change the
habits of the last six years, but she knew that the only person who
could make things different was herself. But finding a man wouldn’t
be the answer to all her problems. She had ambition and drive and
felt it was about time she put them to use.

I’m going to
get that job on the news team, she decided firmly. I’m going to
give the interview my best shot and let it be my first step to
getting out of this rut. And I’m going to put that Ecko fellow’s
face on the front page of the Weekly News if it’s that last thing I
do. She ran through the grass, calling on Sammy to keep up. Her
laughter echoed in the empty field when Sammy raced eagerly ahead
of her, his tail wagging frantically. She felt like a weight had
been lifted from her shoulders. It was finally time to say goodbye
to Georgina the doormat.

 



Chapter
Four

 


The weekend
sped past as the members of Georgina’s family kept themselves busy.
Kate spent most of Sunday in her room revising, then she got all
dressed up and whizzed off in a blur of perfume to an all- night
party in a friend’s house in the city. She barely remembered to
mention to Mike that she wouldn’t be home until after college on
Monday. Luke and Mike spent the entire afternoon and evening
watching sport on the television while Georgina ironed for herself
and her dad, but refused to iron anybody else’s clothes. She’d
barely spoken to her siblings since Saturday. After putting away
the care- fully pressed clothes, she wandered into her own bedroom,
took her mother’s memorial card from her dressing table and sat
down on her bed to read it for the umpteenth time. She still
remembered clearly how fussy they’d been when choosing a verse
together, finally finding one that suited their mum perfectly.

Gently stroking
the outline of her mother’s face in the tiny photograph, her
feelings of frustration and tension slowly faded. She carefully
placed the card back on her dressing table and felt a lot more
relaxed. She began to read through her application form once more.
She’d spent all of Saturday evening pouring over college notes and
preparing her answers, trying to anticipate what questions she’d be
asked.

Going back
downstairs to make a coffee, she just caught sight of her father’s
retreating back as he was about to go out.

‘Dad,’ she
called, ‘will you ask Kate to make dinner when she comes home
tomorrow evening?’

‘Why? Are you
trying to poison me, Georgina?’ Mike laughed, coming back into the
kitchen. ‘I’d be better off doing it myself. Will you not be around
yourself?’

She decided not
to backtrack. ‘I will be here, yes. But I think we should all start
taking turns with the cooking, that’s all. There’s always so much
to do around here. If it’s not cooking or cleaning, it’s the
washing and ironing. It never ends.’

‘I’ll have a
word with her, but you have to remember she has to study in the
evenings. I don’t want her to start neglecting her course because
of housework.’

‘But, Dad, what
about my life? I’ve stuff to do too.’

‘I’ve never
stopped you from doing anything, Georgina,’ he said testily,
flicking mindlessly through the pages of the newspaper that lay
open on the kitchen table. ‘Besides Luke is still in school,’ he
added. ‘And I know your mother would want both of them to get the
best chance, just as you did.’

Georgina raised
an eyebrow.

‘I hear what
you’re saying though, and I’ll take the pressure off you soon,’ he
promised after a moment. ‘Farming is going through a lot of change
now and I’m trying to figure out whether to keep going as I am.
Maybe it’s time I considered my options.’

‘Oh, I didn’t
realise anything was wrong,’ said Georgina, taken aback.

‘Nothing for
you to worry about, love. As you say, you’ve got your own life to
live.’ He gave her a lopsided grin, ruffled her hair and said he
was going for a pint. ‘Anyway,’ he added, turning back to face her
again, ‘you’re the only one in the family who has inherited your
mother’s fine culinary talents.’

Georgina stood
staring at his retreating back, not knowing whether to laugh or
cry. What did he mean by considering his options? She couldn’t help
but fret.

Feeling at a
bit of a loss in the empty house after he’d left, she decided to
rifle through her sister’s wardrobe to cheer herself up. The array
of colourful tops hanging on the rails tempted her to shake her
fashion sense a little. Casting item after item onto the unmade bed
after she’d tried them on, she finally settled on an unusual smock
dress. It was very now and would show off her legs nicely. Would
she dare wear it tomorrow?

 


‘Morning,
girls.’ Tim, the hunky news editor, appeared from behind the
partition. His eyes widened appreciatively at the sight of Georgina
in her borrowed, glamorous dress. She smiled back at him
confidently. A relatively new recruit, the girls didn’t know him
very well yet, but he was very welcome eye candy around the Weekly
News.

‘Georgina, you
look different this morning,’ Tim commented. ‘I can’t put my finger
on it. You look pretty great.’

‘Don’t I
always?’ she flirted dangerously, toying with her blonde curls.

‘Of course.
It’s just that you look extra nice today.’

‘Thanks, Tim.
Is there something we can help you with?’

‘Hmm. You
shouldn’t be making offers like that,’ he teased, a sexy grin on
his face.

‘Hello!’ Val
called from her desk, waving a hand in the air. ‘Remember me?’

‘Oh good
morning, Val, I didn’t see you there hiding behind your desk. You
look well too.’

‘Oh you’re just
saying that now,’ she said lightly.

‘By the way
I’ve got those proofs Denis asked me to prepare for you.’

‘Great, thanks.
Can you email them to me straight away?’

With that, he
gave a little salute and sauntered away from them once more.

Georgina went
back to her work, slightly flustered by the effects of Tim’s
unexpected attention. Though he had already been working with the
news- paper for almost two months, he hadn’t ever flirted with her
before. She wondered what age he was and whether he was single.
He’d never mentioned having a partner and didn’t look much older
than her. Handsome with cropped brown hair, dark brown eyes fringed
with silky black lashes and a slight hairline scar on his right
cheek, she definitely wouldn’t say no. He wasn’t very tall, but
about average. That was alright, thought Georgina. If she were ever
to kiss him, she wouldn’t have to stand on the tips of her
toes!

‘Hey, Georgina,
are you listening to me?’ Val’s voice broke into her daydream.
‘Earth to Georgina?’

‘Sorry! I was
in a world of my own there. What did you say?’

‘I was just
wondering if you were going to apply for the news vacancy.’

‘Em, yeah, I am
hoping to,’ Georgina admitted.

‘You don’t
think Tim is on the interviewing panel, do you?’ God, she didn’t
think she’d be able to put two words together if his eyes were
boring into her from across the desk. She’d never be able to hold
it together.

‘He could well
be but he seems to like you so that would obviously work in your
favour,’ Val teased. She knew full well from some of the letters
she’d typed up for Denis that Tim wouldn’t be inter- viewing.

Georgina felt
herself blush furiously. ‘Tim’s a nice guy but I’ve no intentions
of mixing business with pleasure.’

‘Ooh! I see.
Well, there’s no harm in a bit of flirting all the same, is there?
He’s been giving you the eye for quite a while now but you never
even notice. Still, it’s good to see you’re in better form after
our ordeal at the weekend. What happened on Friday night has been
haunting me. Is it the same for you?’

‘Don’t talk to
me! Every single minute of it has been going around and around in
my head.’

‘I know what
you mean. I’ve been an over- protective mother for the last two
days. I didn’t bother going out at all on Saturday or Sunday. Mum
and Dad think there’s something wrong with me.’

Georgina
nodded. ‘I didn’t hear a word from the

Gardai, did
you?’

‘Not a whisper
and, to be honest, I don’t expect to.’ Georgina put her hand to her
forehead. ‘We’re a right pair of eejits. We should have given the
story to Tim and let him splash it on the paper. There’s still
time, I suppose, as this week’s deadline isn’t until tomorrow.’

Val looked at
her doubtfully. ‘I’m not sure I want to go public, are you? There
might be repercussions. Listen, I’d better get back to work or
Denis will be out to see what’s taking me so long to get through
today’s ‘to-do’ list.’

The girls
worked in silent harmony for an hour or so, Val answering the phone
and typing letters furiously while Georgina scanned the Internet
for upcoming events that could provide her with additional
information for the story she was working on. Before they realised
it, the first half of the morning had slipped past and it was time
for a well- deserved coffee break.

Though there
were only three people in the small kitchen which doubled as a
canteen, it already felt claustrophobic. Georgina screwed up her
button nose at the disgusting mess on the draining board. Stained
coffee mugs, used teabags and half-empty packets of biscuits were
strewn on the small space. She filled the kettle and took a seat
beside Val at the round white table.

‘So what treats
have you got today, Val?’ The two girls usually took turns in
bringing in snacks for their tea break.

‘Here,
Georgina, have a scone. I did a bit of baking this morning,’ Val
laughed, taking two freshly baked fruit scones from a brown paper
bag.

‘You did? You
mean you popped into Super Valu on your way to work.’ Georgina
sliced the fresh scone in half before smearing butter and jam on to
it.

‘Mmm. Gorgeous,
Val, thanks a mill. My turn tomo . . .’ she choked on her words as
Tim approached their table with a steaming mug of coffee.

‘Anyone sitting
here, ladies?’ he asked, taking a seat before they even had a
chance to reply.

‘There is now,’
Georgina said, no longer interested in her fresh scone. Her mouth
had gone dry and she couldn’t think of a single thing to say.
Clumsily she took her cup and teabag from the table and filled it
with boiling water. She spooned coffee into Val’s and stirred it
until the cup rattled on the steel draining board.

Val grinned at
her from across the table when she returned. ‘OK, Georgina? It’s
not like you not to finish a scone.’

‘I’m not really
that hungry.’

‘No? Well, Tim
might have it then,’ Val replied, a devilish grin on her face.

‘Only if you’re
sure,’ he said, gratefully reaching for it. ‘I’ve been in since six
this morning ringing hospitals and Garda stations for any new
stories. Monday mornings is always hectic.’ He bit into the scone
hungrily; completely unaware of the effect he was having on
Georgina.

Her legs
trembled underneath the table. What was wrong with her? He was just
a guy for God’s sake!

‘So what did
you two get up to at the weekend?’ Tim asked, as he slowly chewed
the soft crumbling scone.

Georgina wished
she had been somewhere interesting that she could tell him about.
She could hardly mention that the highlight of her weekend was
filling in the application form for the vacancy on the news desk
beside him. ‘I stayed local,’ she said finally, avoiding meeting
Val’s questioning eyes.

‘I had a quiet
weekend too,’ Val added. ‘Mum and Dad were out on Saturday night
and I couldn’t get a babysitter. Although we did have a bit of
excitement on Friday night, didn’t we Georgina?’

Tim raised an
eyebrow, surprised that the attractive young secretary beside him
was already a mum. Having noticed the absence of any rings on her
wedding finger, he’d presumed she was single.

‘Excitement? In
this town?’

‘Just a few
teenagers beating the crap out of a young fellow, and myself and
yours truly,’ she said, nodding in Georgina’s direction, ‘we
thought we’d take them on.’

His brow
furrowed. ‘Tell me more. Where and when?’

‘In the
playground behind the Town Hall around eleven on Friday night. You
know it? It’s just there near those new flashy apartments.’

‘Vaguely,’ he
admitted. ‘I haven’t had much of a chance to get my bearings here
yet. The evenings are so dark and it’s hard to make the time. What
happened?’

Georgina
carried on the story, leaving out the more embarrassing parts. ‘We
haven’t heard a whisper since,’ she concluded with a shrug.

‘Probably won’t
either. Do you want me to run something on it? There’s still time
to squeeze something last minute in. We don’t go to print for
another two days yet.’

‘Nah,’ the two
girls responded in unison, shaking their heads firmly.

‘Georgina’s
going to investigate all that sort of stuff shortly,’ Val said,
lightening the atmosphere immediately.

‘Pretty sure of
getting the news position then?’

‘Hardly. Val’s
only joking.’ Georgina made a face. Tim finished his coffee and
took a packet of cigarettes from his jacket pocket. ‘I’m going
outside for a smoke. Anyone care to join me?’

‘Nah. We’ve no
bad habits,’ Val answered cheekily as Georgina watched his
retreating back disappear through the doorway. She was almost
contemplating taking up smoking to have an excuse to spend more
time with Tim!

 


Later that
week, Georgina admired her reflection in the salon mirror and
thanked the hair stylist in Graphix for restyling and colouring her
hair. The glossy finish added shine and volume and Georgina smiled
as she ran her fingers through her silky tresses. She arched her
newly waxed eyebrows, and cringed as she remembered the stinging
she’d endured earlier when she’d had a leg wax, underarm wax and,
worst of all, a bikini wax. But she felt feminine and attractive
and was hoping this new feeling would increase her confidence the
following Monday morning when she sat before the interview board.
She’d been fretting all week, unable to focus properly on her
day-to-day regime. She’d heard there would be somebody else at the
interview besides Denis.

She paid the
stylist, dropped a three euro into the tip-saucer and left the
salon. The winter sun dazzled her as she drove her usual route home
along the road to Strawhall. She was nervous about the interview
but she desperately wanted this job if only to maintain her sanity!
The features department was fine but Georgina was more than ready
for an injection of excitement in her life, as well as a chance to
work alongside the delicious Tim.

 



Chapter
Five

 


Georgina drew
back her leg and kicked the punctured wheel of her car. The rain
bucketed in sheets from the sky, destroying her freshly styled hair
as she stood at the side of the road in despair. Oh God, why today
of all days? As she watched car after car pass her by on their way
to work, she dithered over her options. Should she try and change
the wheel herself and risk arriving for her interview on time, but
filthy dirty? Or would she have time to ring the AA and get them to
call out and do it for her? There wasn’t any point in ringing home,
as her father would be out in the milking parlour at this time
getting through his morning routine. Maybe if she hadn’t stayed
back to help him put a cow into the calving shed, she wouldn’t have
been so late leaving the house. Maybe then she wouldn’t have
bounced the car into the series of potholes along the narrow road
which no doubt led to this blooming puncture! Even Val would be
rushing off to leave Jodi to school at this time, so there wasn’t
much point in calling her either.

Just as she was
about to ring the AA, she noticed a few young lads stroll from the
direction of the village and come to a stop outside the ruined
castle. They tossed their school bags on the ground and leaned
against the stone wall to wait for the school bus. She frantically
waved across to get their attention. Hopefully they’d be interested
in earning a bit of money.

Two lads
strolled across the road towards her, unperturbed by the heavy rain
falling on their school uniforms. Georgina wondered why they hadn’t
bothered wearing rain jackets. Although, taking a quick look at her
own pristine trouser suit and snow-white blouse, she wasn’t exactly
in a position to criticise anyone else’s choice of unsuitable
clothing.

‘Does either of
you lads know how to change a tyre?’ she called hopefully, as she
hunched under her tiny umbrella.

‘Yeah, no
bother,’ one of them replied. ‘You’re

Luke’s sister,
aren’t you?’

‘That’s
me.’

‘Where’s the
jack kept?’

Georgina stared
hopelessly at him. ‘I haven’t a clue.’

‘Nice car,’ the
other lad said, admiring the VW Beetle. He quickly found his way
around the controls and pulled the bonnet open.

‘Take shelter
in the castle and we’ll get this done in a few minutes. Georgina
guessed correctly that they didn’t want her standing there
supervising their efforts, so with her umbrella in front of her
face, she battled the biting wind to try and keep her suit dry.
She’d completely given up sparing her straightened hair- style at
this stage. Trying to avoid large puddles of water, she darted
across the road to the castle ruins. She folded her umbrella and
waited for the lads to finish.

As she
sheltered as best she could, she mentally poured over her
application form once again. She practised her answers silently,
feeling more nervous with every passing moment. She really wanted
to get this job. There were two outside candidates in the running
also, as well as another colleague from the Weekly News so she
didn’t exactly have it in the bag. As she stared across the road,
watching the water level rising in Courtmacsherry Bay, her eyes
focused on a group of teenagers huddled around the bench at the bus
stop. Heads together, they were deeply engrossed in conversation.
The rain continued to bounce heavily on the road’s rough surface
and Georgina shivered as she thought of them sitting in class
sodden to the skin for the remainder of the day.

Glancing
towards her car, she was relieved to spot the two lads turning the
brace and repositioning the wheel nuts again. Then one of them
stood on the brace to tighten them as much as possible. They lifted
the punctured wheel into the car and banged the bonnet firmly
closed. She reopened her umbrella and hurried to cross the road,
pausing to allow a dark blue Audi pass, but moved again when the
car slowed down and pulled up alongside the seated teenagers.
Walking on tippy toes to prevent the end of her trousers getting
rain splashed, she continued back to her car. She glanced back in
curiosity and noticed a lad from the group accept a small package
from the driver. Probably his father giving him his forgotten
lunch, she guessed.

She thanked the
lads for helping her, handed them a five euro note each, and
watched them walk back to their friends, their hands deep in their
pockets. The old yellow school bus trundled down the road, brakes
screeching to a stop to collect the sodden group. Georgina shook
the rainwater from her umbrella before sitting into her car,
frowning when she noticed one of the lads at the table quickly
dispersing something to the others. Surely she was imagining
things? Or was she? Had the driver of the dark-blue car stopped to
deliver drugs? No, she must be mistaken. Those school kids couldn’t
have been any older than fifteen or sixteen years of age. They’d
never be involved in dealing.

Cursing when
she couldn’t see any trace of the offending car ahead, she quickly
glanced at the clock on her dashboard and realised she was late.
Very late. She accelerated and drove at high speed towards the
Weekly News offices, banging the steering wheel in frustration when
she failed to get a parking spot behind the office. Left with no
option but to drive away from the office once more, she sighed with
relief when she finally found a spot outside Castle Bar. Georgina
rushed past the Sherry Fitzgerald office, almost knocking an old
lady off the foot- path in her hurry to take the corner outside St.
Michael’s retirement home. With minutes to spare, she finally
reached the office and once inside, ran straight to the Ladies room
to tidy herself up. To her dismay, the rain had completely
destroyed her sleek hairstyle and in its place was a flat, frizzy
mess. Hopefully they won’t judge me on my appearance, she thought
grimacing at her reflection. She squirted a golf ball size of
mousse into her palm and massaged it through her damp hair to try
and get some bounce into her curls. A slap of lipstick and a squirt
of breath freshener later, she was ready. At least as ready as was
possible for the ordeal ahead.

 


‘Would you like
a glass of water before we start, Georgina?’ Denis offered.

She nodded her
head silently, unable to utter a word. I’m doomed, she thought, as
she felt herself being scrutinised by the only other female in the
room – her first year college tutor! She couldn’t believe her
misfortune. She and that woman had never exactly seen eye to
eye.

After taking a
sip of water, Georgina tried to keep her hand steady as she placed
the glass on the table. Her knees trembled and she felt a loud
hammering noise in her ears as she waited for the questioning to
begin. Struggling to maintain proper interview posture, she sat up
straight in her chair. She looked directly at Denis as he opened
the questioning, remembering also to glance occasionally at the
tutor, shivering slightly under her menacing glare.

‘And what
qualities do you feel you would bring to our news section,
Georgina?’ was Denis’s final question as he eased slightly back in
his chair and waited for her reply.

She was thrown
slightly off balance when out of the corner of her eye she noticed
her former tutor writing furiously in her large notepad. Trying to
remain focused on Denis’s last question, she launched into her
prepared reply, stumbling over some of the words as a fresh bout of
nervousness took over.

‘Can you repeat
the last part please?’ the tutor asked when Georgina had stopped to
draw breath.

‘I couldn’t
quite catch your point.’

Georgina looked
at Denis and he nodded briefly. She began to repeat her response
when the tutor interrupted again.

‘That’s all
very fine in an ideal world where there’s plenty activity in the
area but what would you do during quiet times?’ she asked. ‘How
would you manage when there aren’t obvious newsworthy stories, when
there’s not much happening? After all,’ she pointed out, shaping
her thin lips into a smug smile, ‘the Weekly News has to sell news-
papers fifty two weeks of the year and it’s unrealistic to expect
to have murders, robberies and drug seizures to report on every
week.’

Georgina’s
hands were clammy by now, her throat dry and her knees aching from
being in the same position for so long, but the mention of drugs
spurned her enthusiasm and gave her renewed motive and perspective.
It reminded her of a very good reason to get this job.

‘The very first
lecture you gave us in college covered that perfectly,’ she
replied, sounding a lot more confident than she felt. Hopefully she
wasn’t pushing the boundaries a little too much by referring to her
college days.

‘Can you
elaborate and give me some specifics please?’

What a bitch,
Georgina thought, resentment rising inside her as she remembered
how horrible she’d been to her class during their first year in
journalism. That very woman’s hardened approach had resulted in
many students dropping out before the first term had even
ended!

‘CIPP and CIS,’
Georgina began, unclasping her hands and placing them gently on the
arms of the leather office chair. Now she felt she was on the right
track. ‘Creating ideas from people and problems, and creating ideas
from a subject. If stories are in short supply – which seldom
happens in today’s modern world - I intend applying these two
simple rules.’

‘But what if
this still doesn’t generate stories? Would you simply leave your
pages for somebody else to fill?’

‘A good
journalist will always be observant and aware and will be able to
sniff out a story no matter what . . .’ Georgina met the other
woman’s eyes. She was on a roll now and was handling the trick
questions surprisingly well. She’d been confronted by her
particularly sneaky line of questioning in the past and was damned
if she’d let her cheat her out of this deserved position. By the
time she left the interview room she was mentally drained, but
overall was pleased enough at how things had gone.

 


Later, after
Georgina had finished describing her interview to Val, she went on
to tell her what had happened outside the castle earlier. ‘This is
the second incident in as many weeks and I really feel it’s much
more than a coincidence.’

‘But, Georgina,
you didn’t exactly see that it was drugs. It could have been
anything. You’ve no proof,’ Val pointed out, concerned that her
friend was basing rather a lot on mere presumption.

‘Maybe not, but
I’ve a really strong hunch about it.’ She yawned widely. ‘I don’t
have the energy to even think about it now but I’m not letting it
go.’

‘OK, but why
don’t you at least give the Garda station a ring and report it? It
might add more strength to our experience in the playground. And
you’ve a good description of the car so that should help. It’s
worth a shot, isn’t it?’

‘I suppose.’
Georgina wasn’t sure she wanted to involve the Gardai just yet. She
quite fancied the idea of investigating it herself.

‘If your
suspicions are right, it should be nipped in the bud as quickly as
possible. And there’s another thing, it can’t do any harm to build
a relationship with the Gardai now that you’re going to be working
on news stories.’

‘Don’t you
think you’re jumping the gun a bit, Val? I mightn’t even get the
job!’

‘Stop that
negativity. Of course you will. When you’re a news reporter, you
can make it your first assignment. I can already imagine you
pitching your angle at the Monday morning meeting!’

‘When you put
it like that, it’s exciting alright.’ Georgina got caught up in her
friend’s enthusiasm.

‘Although it
would be fairly difficult to remain anonymous and discreet in my
own home town,’ she added anxiously.

‘You’ll have to
go undercover so,’ Val teased, reaching for her coat. ‘Listen I’d
better hurry. I’ve to head out for a while to run a few errands for
Denis but we’ll continue this later.’

After Val had
left, Georgina remained deep in thought at her desk, mulling the
interview over in her mind. She felt shattered and really in need
of a caffeine hit to keep her awake.

‘Hi there,’ Tim
said, looking up from his magazine when she entered the
canteen.

‘Hi yourself,’
she replied, feeling her face redden. She filled the kettle and
leaned wearily against the sink, waiting for him to speak next. As
usual in his presence, she was lost for words and unable to think
of anything remotely interesting to say.

‘How did the
interview go?’

‘Hard to tell
to be honest. The more I think about it . . .’

‘Reliving it is
the worst thing you can do,’ he interrupted. ‘Word on the office
floor is that you’re in with a very good chance.’

‘Do you really
think so?’ Her eyes lit up. Stirring milk into her coffee, she
joined him at the table, making sure not to sit too close and make
a fool of herself again. ‘At least the decision will be made in a
day or two, so I won’t have long to wait.’

‘Georgina,’ he
began, putting a hand up and scratching his head, ‘I was wondering
if perhaps . . .’ But she didn’t get to hear what he was wondering
as his words were drowned by the sound of his mobile ringing in his
pocket. She took it as her cue to leave the table and bringing her
coffee with her, she strolled back to her desk. Val phoned shortly
afterwards to say she’d been delayed and wouldn’t be back that
afternoon. The time ticked by really slowly for the rest of the day
and eventually, just when Georgina thought she was going to fall
asleep at her desk, it was time to leave. Driving home that
evening, she remembered her punctured tyre and decided to swing by
Murphy’s Tyres in Strawhall to have it repaired. Apart from a
police car pulled up outside the workshop, the yard was empty. She
was surprised and a tiny bit embarrassed to see the new local
Garda, Des, chatting to Simon, the owner of the garage.

Georgina and
Val had first met Des years before when they’d been on holiday in
Ibiza. He’d been staying in the same apartment complex as them with
his older brother and a few other lads. She remembered him as being
painfully shy, especially around Val. The girls couldn’t believe
their eyes recently when they’d spotted him driving the local squad
car and realised he’d been recently posted to their locality.

‘Hi,’ she
called, stepping out of her car.

‘One minute,
Des,’ Simon excused, coming out to meet her, ‘I’d better look after
this young lady or her father will be on my back.’

‘Another
puncture, I’m afraid. I hope I haven’t wrecked the tyre like last
time,’ Georgina told him, pulling the lever to open the bonnet.

‘Do you want to
wait while I fix it or will you pick it up tomorrow?’

‘If you have
time to do it now, I may as well hang on,’ she replied. ‘You know
yourself the state the roads are in with potholes and I’d be
rightly stuck without a spare.’

‘Tell me about
it,’ he said, shaking his head and pointing to rows of punctured
tyres stacked up in the workshop. ‘Although I have to admit, it’s
great for business! Des, you don’t mind letting Georgina go first,
do you?’

‘Not at all,’
Des laughed. ‘The station will manage just fine without me for
another few minutes.’

‘Georgina, this
is Des,’ Simon introduced them, unaware that they were already
acquainted. ‘He’s out in all weathers looking after us so we can
sleep safely in our beds.’

Once Simon had
got to work on the tyre, Georgina gently quizzed Des. ‘So how do
you like living in the south? You’re originally from the west of
Ireland if memory serves me right?’

‘Spot on,’ he
nodded, very surprised she’d remembered anything about him. ‘And
I’m settling in fine thanks,’ he said. ‘This is a lovely part of
the country. Living near the sea is one of the main perks, really
reminds me of home in Salthill.’

‘You must find
it a bit dead around here though. I’m sure you’d much prefer to be
working in the bright lights of some city, out on the beat where
it’s all happening.’

‘Nah, I’ve done
a few years in the mayhem of Dublin and am quite happy to be
somewhere different. How’s your friend by the way?’ he asked,
lowering his gaze, his face flushing slightly as he fiddled with
the brass buttons on his uniform jacket.

‘Val? Oh she’s
great. She’ll be delighted to hear you were asking after her.’

Des visibly
relaxed. ‘I hear both of you are working with the Weekly News
now?’

‘Good man,
you’ve done your homework!’ What would Val say when she heard he’d
gone to the trouble of checking up on them?

With that Simon
returned, rolling the repaired wheel along beside him once more.
Moments later he had it back on the car and the original spare
wheel back in its rightful place.

‘It was lovely
to meet you again, Des,’ Georgina said, opening her black leather
wallet to pay Simon.

‘Yes, well no
doubt we’ll bump into each other again,’ Des replied, leaning
casually against the iron doorframe. ‘Maybe you and Val would join
me for a drink in The Loft some night soon? Take pity on a lonely
Galwegian!’ He ran a hand through his short fair hair and a broad
grin lit up his face, his green eyes crinkling.

‘You’d never
know, we just might,’ Georgina laughed, taking her change from
Simon before getting into her car and speeding away. Only when she
was safely out of sight did she pull over and phone Val.

‘Guess who I
just met? Des from Ibiza and by the looks of things he’s still
carrying a torch for you! Things could be about to get exciting
around here.’

 


‘No way,’ Luke
protested that evening, when Georgina relayed her suspicions about
the incident outside the castle to him. ‘Your imagination is really
getting the better of you now.’

‘I know what I
saw, Luke. I’m not stupid and despite what you might think I didn’t
come down in the last shower! There could be a lot more going on
around here than you know about. Maybe you’re not in the right
clique to know these things?’

‘Clique!’ Luke
gave a sneer. ‘Us lads are not like a bunch of old women, you know.
We don’t go around bitching about our friends behind their backs.’
He kept his eyes firmly on the television screen as he spoke,
following the match between Manchester United and Aston Villa.
‘Shoot!’ he shouted at the screen, punching the arm of the chair in
disgust when the shot went wide.

‘I just hope
you realise how dangerous drug dealers can be,’ she tried one last
time, but deep down knew she was wasting her time trying to discuss
it with him. ‘If there’s anything going on around here, make sure
you stay well away from it, that’s all I have to say.’

‘Georgina,’
Mike called from the kitchen, ‘you’re wanted on the phone.’

Leaving Luke
muttering obscenities behind her, she closed the door into the
living room and breezed into the kitchen to take the call, assuming
it was Val and totally unprepared when she lifted the receiver and
found it wasn’t her friend after all.

‘Georgina!’

She inhaled
deeply and braced herself for the news when she recognised the male
voice on the other end of the phone.

‘Let me be the
first to congratulate you!’

 



Chapter
Six

 


Georgina
struggled to fasten the button on her jeans. Had she really put on
that much weight during her time in the features’ department? Oh,
the irony of it. She’d spent half her time writing articles about
how to lose weight and how to slim down for summer while all the
time she’d been piling on the pounds herself. It was time to take
up her lapsed gym membership again. She pushed her arms into a long
oatmeal-coloured wool cardigan and belted it around her waist. That
would have to do. She gave her hair one final toss before departing
excitedly for her first day as news reporter with the Weekly
News.

Twenty minutes
later she pulled her VW Beetle into one of the few remaining car
parking spaces behind the office, grabbed her laptop and a file
from the passenger seat and made her way through the front double
doors. The office was humming with activity. Six people had been
killed in a road traffic accident on the Cork to Macroom Road in
the early hours of the morning and the reporters were anxiously
threading as much information together as they could before their
Monday morning conference.

Georgina gave
Tim a shy smile as she hurried past him towards her desk. His dark
eyes met hers and a flash of attraction passed between them. She
crossed her fingers as she waited on the pages to spout from the
printer. She hoped it wouldn’t act up today of all days. Now that
she’d been offered her dream job, she didn’t want to mess it up
with trivialities.

‘Hey there,
Miss News Reporter!’ Val appeared at the door shortly afterwards,
rushing straight in and pulling her friend into a great big
hug.


‘Congratulations! I’m thrilled for you.’

Georgina
grinned back at her. ‘I still can’t believe it, Val. Everything has
happened so fast. Would you ever be a pet and make me a tea? Our
news meeting is in a few minutes and I’m dying of the thirst.’

Val didn’t have
to attend all the editorial meetings although sometimes her boss
asked her to sit in and take notes. Today wasn’t one of those days,
thank God.

‘They’re
waiting for you in the meeting room,’ Val announced a few minutes
later, as she handed Georgina a steaming mug of tea. ‘We’ll have to
celebrate with something stronger another time,’ she added
cheerfully as Georgina hurriedly grabbed a notebook and pen and
rushed along the corridor.

 


Meanwhile, Val
flopped on to her chair and sipped her coffee, enjoying the
opportunity to relax for the first time that morning. Jodi had been
irritable and moody earlier on, refusing to eat her Weetabix. Then
she’d been clingy and pettish at the school gates. Val wasn’t sure
what had got into her. Hopefully by this evening her daughter would
be back to normal. The phone rang on her desk and Val could feel
the blood drain from her face as the person at the other end
introduced himself.

‘Des! Eh, how
are you?’

‘Good,’ he
replied, his voice sounding awkward.

‘I hope you
don’t mind me calling you at work, but

I just...’

‘Not at all,’
she interrupted. ‘Can I help you with something? Did you want to
speak to the boss?’

‘No, no it’s
you I want to talk to,’ Des laughed, ‘this is more of a personal
call, to be honest.’

‘Oh?’ Val let
out the breath she’d been holding in and waited for him to speak
again. Was she imagining it or was her heart just beating at a mile
a minute?

‘Did Georgina
tell you we bumped into each other at the garage yesterday?’

‘Yeah, she did
mention it,’ she replied after a slight pause.

‘Well,’ he
continued, ‘it just got me thinking that it would be nice for us
all to meet up again.’

‘Oh right, good
idea, what have you in mind?’ she smiled to herself, knowing she
was playing with fire but unable to turn down the offer of
excitement at the same time. She scribbled his name mindlessly on
her notepad before scrunching it into a ball and dropping it into
the bin at her feet.

‘I’m off duty
tonight,’ he suggested, ‘so how about a drink?’

‘Fine so, I’ll
see if Georgina can join us. Will we try The Loft or would you
prefer the new bar in the Munster Arms Hotel?’ she suggested,
knowing that her parents would be at home to mind Jodi and she
wouldn’t have any babysitting worries. Her racing heartbeat was now
accompanied by a flutter of excitement rising in her stomach.

‘I can pick you
both up if you like. Where exactly do you live?’

Val felt a wave
of panic wash over her. The last thing she wanted was Des coming to
the house before she had a chance to tell him about Jodi. ‘No need,
we’ll meet you there. Shall we say half seven?’

‘Perfect. See
you later then.’

Val put the
phone down slowly, slightly in shock and wondering if she’d done
the right thing by accepting his invitation. Not in a million years
had she expected to hear from Des. After all, she hadn’t treated
him very well all those years ago in Ibiza. He’d been happy to
follow her like a lapdog around the bars and clubs and she hadn’t
thought twice about stringing him along. Hindsight had made her
feel extremely guilty. Now she wished Georgina would hurry back
from her meeting so they could share the latest gossip. She
wondered if she’d join them. Val guessed she’d cop out and make her
go it alone. The problem was deciding what to wear. She didn’t
think she had anything suitable back home in her wardrobe. She’d
have to pop around to Element during her lunch break and see if
they had anything new in stock. She wanted to look feminine and a
little bit sexy of course. The thought of dating a man in uniform
was a bit of a turn on!

Meanwhile
Georgina rushed along to the meeting room, conscious of the loud
squeak her new boots were making. Damn, she thought, as she tried
to take longer steps to minimise the noise. She felt as nervous as
if it was her first day at school.

There were four
other people in the meeting room when she arrived: Denis, Tim, the
advertising editor and the pictures editor. The other Weekly News
journalists were mainly freelance and kept in touch by phone or
email. They weren’t expected to attend every meeting. Once Georgina
had taken her seat, Denis immediately set the meeting in
motion.

‘We’ll start as
usual with the headline. Tim, will you brief me on this?’

Georgina
watched around her, taking in the sombre faces as they all listened
to Tim outline what he intended to run with for the next edition.
The pictures editor passed a vivid shot of the traffic accident
scene across the desk for all to look at. Georgina sat rigidly in
her chair as she averted her eyes, her stomach heaving slightly.
Those kind of gruesome images would take some getting used to, she
thought, quickly shoving the photo back across the desk, glad to
put it out of sight.

‘This story is
huge,’ commented Denis. ‘Give it all the space it deserves but
remember that most of the victims will be buried the same day our
paper hits the shelves so maintain as much compassion as
necessary.’

Tim then gave a
brief run down on some of the other items being run. There were
several anti-social items as well as some new construction and
planning stories that he’d been working on.

‘That reminds
me actually,’ Denis interrupted Tim.

‘I had a call
this morning from one of our men out on the ground. He’s heard a
whisper that there’s a major objection gone in against the planning
application to realign the junction where that traffic accident
happened this morning. I want you to look into that, Georgina, and
we’ll run that story next week. Get as much as you can on it and if
you can get both sides of the story, all the better.’

Georgina nodded
enthusiastically and jotted a few notes on her pad, really looking
forward to getting her teeth into some real investigating.

The pictures
editor went next, giving a run down of some of the other shots
being used and then there was a brief discussion with the
advertising editor on drumming up some new business, particularly
trying to secure as many full page advertising features as
possible.

‘Right, that
seems to be just about everything. I think everyone knows what they
have to do, but just before we finish,’ Denis concluded, bringing a
hushed silence to the table, ‘one of our freelancers will look
after features from now on as Georgina will be covering local news
with Tim. Congratulations, Georgina, and no doubt, being a local
person yourself, you’ll have your finger right on the pulse of what
our readership wants. I’ve every confidence in you and I expect
readers of Weekly News will be in for a treat.’

‘Thanks,’ she
replied, overawed by his spectacular welcome. Blushing furiously,
she found it impossible to find the right words to reply, yet
didn’t want to appear like a silly twit so she struggled to find
her voice. ‘I’ll certainly do my best,’ she said finally. ‘One of
my aims is to draw in more readers, and hopefully even expand on
the number of young people interested in what we’re printing. In
fact there is some- thing I want to . . .’

‘With that
pretty face, lads, she’ll get all the good stories,’ the pictures
editor jokingly interrupted.

Georgina
blushed but refused to rise to the bait.

‘Actually, I
would like to ask about something while we’re all here,’ she began
cautiously, glancing around the table. Should she dare suggest
anything so early in her career on the news desk? She decided she
may as well take the plunge. ‘I was just wondering if any of you
know who’s supplying our local teenagers with drugs. At the school
bus stop in Stawhall of all places!’

‘What’s that?’
Denis raised his head sharply.

‘Nothing of
interest has come to our attention recently. Go on.’ He removed his
glasses and placed them on the desk in front of him.

Motivated by
his keen interest, she looked at the others before continuing,
telling them about the incident in the playground. She was pleased
to notice them sitting forward in their seats with interest.
Spurred on by their curiosity, she went on to describe how herself
and Val had been pinned roughly against the wall and verbally
abused, briefly touching on how intimidated they’d felt without
going into every detail. Then, before she lost her nerve, she told
them about her observations outside the castle.

‘But are you
sure this is drug related?’ Denis prompted.

‘Well I’ve no
proof yet, so obviously I need to investigate further . . .’

‘But this isn’t
anything new, Georgina,’ Tim interrupted before she had a chance to
continue. ‘Teenagers have always dabbled in drugs, no matter where
they’re living. It’s not exactly breaking news, is it?’

Georgina
shrugged, slightly wounded by his dismissal.

‘Maybe not,
Tim,’ Denis said thoughtfully, ‘but I think Georgina might be onto
something interesting here. And we owe our readers this information
if such a problem does exist. Just how easy is it to get an e
tablet or hash in this town? And where is it coming from? More to
the point, who’s the supplier? Now that could be an interesting
angle, particularly coming up to Christmas when teenagers are flush
with money.’

‘Perhaps I
could start by speaking to the school principals?’ Georgina
suggested impulsively, relieved that she hadn’t been ridiculed
altogether. ‘They’re surely in a good position to see what’s going
on.’

‘You’ll only
get their backs up,’ Tim contradicted again. ‘Schools aren’t going
to put their hands up and admit that drugs are being dealt on their
premises. They may as well ring the Department of Education and
hang themselves.’

‘Tim might have
a point about the school issue, Georgina, but I’m still inclined to
think you’re onto something very interesting here. Local news for
local people is our core offering and what we’re always after in
this paper. So yes, go ahead and see if you can cut your teeth on
this lead. Tease it out and see what you can find.’

‘Brilliant.’
Georgina’s face lit up excitedly. ‘I’ll do my best.’

‘And Tim,’
Denis added, ‘I want you to help Georgina with her first
assignment. Show her the ropes.’

Tim frowned
slightly but said nothing. The meeting was dissolved.

Georgina was
disappointed, and a little confused, when Tim left without her,
striding towards his own office and closing the door shut. She’d
wrongly assumed he’d stay behind and discuss things with her, maybe
give her a few ideas on where she should start with her
investigation. However she thought it best not to read too much
into it and decided to go and look for Val instead.

‘Hey there,’
Val brightened at the sight of her friend. ‘So how did the first
day go? Did you get a big round of applause to welcome you?’

‘Not exactly,’
Georgina replied.

‘Ah, come on,
girl, what was the meeting like? I want to hear it all.’

‘It was
different to what I expected to be honest. I’ve a couple of things
to report on, but I’m not really sure where I’m supposed to start
yet. Oh, you should have seen the photos of this morning’s car
crash. They were horrific. I thought I’d pass out!’

‘That bad, eh?’
Val could well imagine. Personally, she couldn’t see the attraction
in chasing serious news, but she admired her friend’s enthusiasm
and persistence all the same. If she herself were ever to change
career direction, she knew exactly what it would be – fashion!

‘I took a
chance though and told them about what happened with the young
fellows. The ed wants me to do a bit of scouting and see if there’s
a story in it.’

Val leaned her
elbow on the desk and rested her chin on her hand as she listened
intently to Georgina relating how objectionable Tim had been to her
idea.

‘I’m sure
you’re imagining things,’ she said gently.

‘I don’t think
I am. He didn’t even wait to talk to me after the meeting. I don’t
think he’s too happy being stuck with a rookie.’

‘Nonsense,
that’s his job for goodness sakes. Stop reading into things. He’s
probably very busy putting the car crash story together or
something. Anyway it looks like you’ve loads to be getting on with
so I’ll keep quiet until lunchtime. Then I’ll tell you about my
interesting phone call,’ she teased.

‘Sounds good to
me,’ Georgina murmured distractedly before realising what Val had
just said.

‘Hey! What
interesting call?’

‘Des phoned.
Can you believe it?’

‘He called you
here in the office! When? What?’

‘Jeez, take it
easy, girl. You sound more excited than I am,’ Val laughed.

‘And? What did
he want?’

‘We’ve arranged
to meet tonight. Just a casual drink in The Loft, mind, and you’re
invited too,’ she announced. ‘But you’ll just have to come to
Element with me at lunchtime to help me choose something to
wear.’

‘Val Sharkey,
you could supply the whole town with clothes from your wardrobe!
And what do you mean I’m invited too? I haven’t a notion of playing
gooseberry to you two. No, I’m washing my hair tonight!’

‘Spoilsport!
But I do have to go shopping. New man, new clothes – it’s a given
rule. Are you in or are you not?’

‘Yes, yes,
anything to assist cupid. Hey, maybe

Jodi will get
her gift from Santa after all,’ Georgina teased, ducking the
notebook that Val threw at her from across the office.

She kept her
head down for the rest of the morning and by the time she had all
of her loose ends tied up, it was time for lunch. Just as she was
about to lock her monitor screen and go shopping, she received a
new email message. Her heart leapt a little when she noticed it was
from Tim, with unofficial meeting in the subject box.

The message was
brief and to the point asking her to meet immediately after work to
discuss her notion. Now she had a genuine excuse for opting out of
accompanying Val to meet Des. She wasn’t sure she liked Tim calling
her idea a notion, but shrugged it off as his attempt at humour.
She replied immediately, accepting his offer and waited for more
detail.

‘You’re not the
only one getting offers today,’ she told Val, ‘maybe I’ll pick out
something new to wear as well – just in case.’

And then both
of them burst out laughing as they set out for Element to look for
some alluring clothing.

 



Chapter
Seven

 


‘Is Dad around,
Luke?’

‘No, he’s not
in from the yard yet. Why? Are you nearly home? I’m starving.’

‘No, I’m not
coming home until later on. I’m going out with one of the lads from
work.’

To Georgina’s
surprise, Tim had emailed her again after lunch suggesting they go
for a bite to eat that evening. She’d been thrilled at the gesture.
So much for all her earlier niggling doubts! He’d appeared beside
her at the water fountain shortly after she’d replied to thank
him.

‘So, listen, I
was thinking . . . how about that new place on the back quay? It
looks nice.’

‘Marmatiece?
Yeah, that’s very good,’ was all Georgina could manage, glad now
that she’d taken Val’s advice and bought the marine-blue swing top
to wear over her jeans instead of the ribbed polo she had put on
that morning. She loved the glittery brooch attached to the flimsy
material and knew the colour brought out the intensity of her eyes.
She couldn’t wait to see his face later. ‘To be honest I haven’t
been there yet but I hear it’s excellent,’ she added, giving him a
small smile before disappearing back to her desk.

Luke’s moaning
on the other end of the phone brought her back to the present with
a thud.

‘It’s well for
you, but what are we supposed to do for dinner? There’s nothing to
eat in this house.’ Luke’s complaining was grating on her nerves
and she put her head against the steering wheel, glaring at her
mobile in the hands-free kit. She felt a sudden urge to disconnect
the call and let him stuff himself. What was he on about? Sure the
house was full of food. He wouldn’t die of starvation, nor would
any of the others. If all else failed they could surely manage on
beans and toast for one evening!

‘Is Kate not
home yet? I think it’s her turn to cook tonight. I cooked last
night, remember?’

‘She can’t even
boil an egg,’ Luke scoffed. ‘God knows what time she’ll arrive in.
Why don’t you feed us first and then go out?’

God, he had an
answer for everything, she thought irritably. Yes, he had lost his
mother at a young age but so had she. They couldn’t expect her to
be tied to the kitchen until she was old and grey.

‘Dad’s starving
too,’ Luke continued.

Georgina knew
exactly what he was playing at. He was trying to make her feel
guilty, and what’s more it was working. She knew her father had
little more than a bowl of soup at lunchtime and really looked
forward to a hot evening meal, particularly on these cold evenings.
He never made a fuss, never said anything. This made it even more
difficult to make a firm stand.

‘Can’t you heat
a slice of pizza, Luke?’

‘That wouldn’t
be enough. Anyway you know

Dad hates
pizza.’

He was wearing
her down. Georgina sighed heavily. Maybe she would swing by the
house first and rustle something up for them after all. She’d just
about have enough time and it probably wouldn’t take long. She
could always text Tim and say she’d be along a half hour later if
necessary. She started up the ignition and swung out towards the
narrow road, disconnecting her call to Luke.

 


Back home once
again, Georgina wearily chopped five chicken fillets, tossing them
on the sizzling wok to brown. While these were cooking, she
proceeded to slice some onions and peppers, adding them to the
chicken before pouring a jar of Thai curry sauce over the whole
concoction. She poured boiling water over some ‘boil in the bag’
rice and watched it spit and crackle in the pot, stirring the curry
with her other hand. She thought about her date later tonight and
suddenly felt all warm and fuzzy inside. Or was it a date? She
frowned slightly. Maybe Tim didn’t see it like that. Maybe he was
just being nice to a work colleague.

‘Georgina,
you’re home after all,’ her father came into the kitchen, his face
pink from the cold. ‘Will you have a look at the farm accounts for
me after dinner? It’s that time of year again, I’m afraid, and the
accountant wants to see them tomorrow at the very latest.’ He
warmed his cold body to the Aga cooker, wincing slightly as the
heat thawed his freezing fingers.

‘Dad, I’m
sorry,’ Georgina said firmly, ‘but I have to go back out in a few
minutes. Can’t it wait?’

‘Not really.
I’ve a meeting with him first thing in the morning, love. Sorry, I
should have told you.’

‘Yes, you
should have Dad. I have a life too you know, even though nobody
around here seems to appreciate the fact.’

‘Maybe when you
get home you could take a look at them?’

‘But that could
be quite late,’ she pleaded. She felt the pressure mounting in her
chest.

Her Dad looked
at her closely, his face breaking into a grin. ‘And where might you
be off to on a school night?’ he teased.

Blushing,
Georgina made light of her date with Tim. She didn’t want to jinx
anything by talking about it. Eventually she gave in and promised
to take a look at the books when she got back. She supposed it
would give her an excuse to leave Tim’s company early. Her father’s
demands would make playing hard to get all the easier. Just
thinking of meeting Tim helped her to relax again. He was such a
good-looking guy. She was feeling hungry already and couldn’t wait
to tuck into a nice gourmet dinner, not to mention snogging a nice
dark reporter after- wards if the opportunity arose!

Once everything
was cooked, she evenly distributed fluffy boiled rice onto three
plates and hurriedly scooped the chicken dish over it. She served
the two hungry men who dug into their food straight away. Then,
stretching cling film over the other plate, she left it on the
counter.

‘Kate’s dinner
is here, Luke. Tell her to pop it in the microwave when she gets
in.’

Luke nodded his
head and then suddenly remembered something. ‘Oh, I nearly forgot
to tell you, you have to collect her from the town hall at half
nine. She rang just before you got in. Her mobile battery is dead,
so you can’t text her. She’ll be outside waiting for you.’

‘Dad, could you
not collect her?’ Georgina looked at her father, her expression
hopeful.

‘Not tonight,
I’m afraid, it’s a card night,’ he apologised, his eyes firmly on
his dinner. He took a long drink of cold water from his glass.

‘For God’s
sake, everyone in this family just does their own thing and Miss
Muggins here is supposed to be their slave? I’m sick of it! I can’t
even fit in time for a meal with a friend, for crying out loud.’
She stormed out the back door, banging it loudly behind her.

Revving up her
engine, she left tyre marks through the gravelled driveway in her
hasty exit to meet Tim. She could barely see through the wind-
screen, unable to wait for the misty condensation to clear. He’ll
probably have left already, she sighed, as she crawled towards town
at twenty miles per hour, unable to overtake the gigantic
juggernaut that was driving in front of her. Eventually she parked
the car and sent Tim a text saying she was on the way. Nervously
she checked her appearance in the rear view mirror and touched up
her lipstick and blusher. Rooting in her make-up purse, she found
what she was looking for and smeared a little pale-grey eye shadow
to her lids to give her eyes more depth.

Irritation at
the disrespect she was receiving from her family still bubbled
beneath the surface as she hurried along the footpath, rushing to
avoid the heavy raindrops that had just started to fall. Eyes
followed her admiringly as she dashed along the quay, her blonde
curls bobbing on her shoulders. Rushing straight from work had
caused her so much agony already. She’d hurriedly changed into her
new top and slipped into a pair of boots with a higher heel, but
she hadn’t gone all out in the glam stakes by any means. Still, she
was probably more than acceptably dressed for Marmatiece Restaurant
& Wine Bar and if there happened to be a whiff of Thai sauce
off her already, then hopefully she’d blend in with the mixture of
aromas.

Tim sat waiting
at the small semi-circular bar. His face broke into a broad grin
when he spotted her.

The restaurant
was only half-full and immediately Georgina began to relax. Thank
God, she thought, I’m finally here. As she approached Tim, she
noticed he’d changed into a more casual outfit; fitted denims and a
tight white cotton t-shirt underneath an expensive black wool
jacket. He’d obviously taken the time to nip home as well. Good. It
was nice to know he’d made an effort. Her heart melted slightly as
he caught her tiny hand in his, kissing her chastely on the
cheek.

‘Would you like
a drink before we order?’ Georgina decided she most definitely
needed a drink to calm her quivering stomach. Her cold cheek still
stung where his lips had kissed her.

‘A glass of dry
white wine would be lovely, thanks.’ She slipped her cardigan off
and placed it on the back of her chair, glancing admiringly at his
tanned skin, and his evening shadow which was more pronounced now
than when she’d spoken to him in the office earlier. That already
seemed a million years ago, almost as if it were a completely
different time and place.

‘Tim, I don’t
mean to launch straight into office talk, but I just want to get
something cleared up.’

‘Yeah,
shoot?’

‘I hope you
don’t feel Denis has lumbered you with me.’

He stared at
her quizzically.

Shit, she
thought, that came out all wrong. Luckily

Tim didn’t seem
to take it the wrong way though.

‘Lumbered with
you? I don’t think I’d quite put it like that,’ he teased. His eyes
twinkled mischievously, leaving her in no doubt that he had more
than work on his mind that evening. ‘I’m happy to coach my new
reporter. And there’s lots I can teach you, Georgina,’ he added
with a cheeky grin.

She took in his
muscular physique, blushing slightly when he pulled his seat closer
to hers. Her wine was having the desired calming effect and she
spent a leisurely hour chatting comfortably to him. Filling him in
on life in the Bandon area, she regaled him with a brief account of
her family life – the edited version of course, where it all
sounded perfect and finally her dreams of hitting breaking news
with the paper, or at least with some paper if she didn’t manage it
with the Weekly News.

‘Why are you so
hungry for front page news though?’ he enquired, raising an
eyebrow. ‘I had you earmarked as being a more gentle type.’

‘Are you saying
I have to be rough to write the news?’ Georgina laughed, as she
drained her second glass of wine, swinging her seat gently backward
and forward.

‘You can be as
rough as you like with me,’ he said suggestively, holding her gaze
for a moment longer than necessary.

She lowered her
eyes. ‘I think I’d better eat some- thing,’ she stammered and began
to concentrate on the menu the barman had placed in front of her.
‘I feel tipsy already and I’m driving, so it’s water for me for the
rest of the evening.’ Suddenly her high stool wobbled dangerously
and she clutched his arm tightly to prevent herself from falling on
her bum on the wooden floor.

‘Is our table
ready, please?’ Tim was still laughing at her near tumble as he
asked the barman.

His arm rested
across Georgina’s shoulders and she caught a whiff of his
delicious, expensive after- shave.

‘Sure. Just
follow me.’

‘Do you think
we could have a window seat?’ Georgina requested, bringing her
cardigan with her.

‘It’s lashing
outside now. I love looking out at the rain.’

Tim followed
her the short distance to their table and held her chair out in
true gentlemanly style.

‘You’re a
beautiful girl, do you know that?’ he whispered into her ear,
dropping a kiss on her neck before taking his seat opposite.

His words
warmed her. His scent lingered around her. She’d never experienced
anything quite like it in her life. He was so amazing. Heat surged
through her and she felt slightly embarrassed by her intense
feelings. She knew that if he attempted to take her in his arms in
that moment, she’d succumb. Those feelings scared her somewhat. She
wasn’t even sure she was ready to fall head over heels in love. Or
lust!

‘Hungry?’ Tim’s
question seemed loaded.

‘Starving, I
could devour everything in this restaurant,’ Georgina answered
brazenly, holding his gaze.

She ordered
soup to start with, sipping it slowly, licking the salty residue
from her lips. She watched him tuck into his starter with relish.
She enjoyed watching him eat, unable to help wondering whether his
appetite for her would be equally animalistic. Without thinking,
she leaned across and removed a crumb from his chin.

He laughed at
this, his fingers reaching up and fleetingly touching hers.

‘Thanks,
Mummy,’ he teased. ‘It’s easy to see why you’ve taken over the role
of the mother in the house. My own mum would love you.’

‘Why? Am I that
boring?’ she asked. Was he trying to be funny or something?

‘Cute and
interesting, but definitely not boring. I’m very pleased to work
with such a sexy investigator. How about that?’

Conversation
hummed around them, flickering candles created dancing shadows on
the white walls while outside the rain continued to fall
relentlessly. Georgina, however, was completely oblivious to
anything or anyone apart from the drop-dead- gorgeous man sitting
opposite her.

‘Maybe I’ll
have to investigate a little more into you,’ she flirted
dangerously. ‘We’ve talked about me and we’ve talked about work but
I know absolutely nothing about you yet!’

Just as he
opened his mouth to reply, the waiter returned to their table with
their main course. Their sirloin steak was succulent and hot steam
rose from the accompanying fried onions and mushrooms. Spicy pepper
sauce sizzled in a separate dish at the side. Georgina’s mouth
watered and she suddenly realised how hungry she was. She scooped
some french fries, onions and mushrooms from the serving plates
onto her meal. It looked delicious, too good to eat almost, she
thought, taking a sly glance at Tim who was already munching
happily.

As they ate, it
was now Tim’s turn to talk. He regaled her with stories of his
travels and exotic holidays, answering her questions as best he
could.

‘You’re
obviously earning a lot more as a journalist than I am,’ Georgina
said, slightly in awe, taking a break from her meal for a moment.
‘I’ve never got further than a few Spanish resorts.’

Tim shrugged
and took her hand in his, his index finger twirling around her
palm. She stared deep into his dark eyes, waiting for him to
continue. She found him mesmerising.

‘We were spoilt
kids,’ Tim explained. ‘My parents loved to travel. By the time I
was ten, I’d seen half the world and I have to say it left me with
a taste for life overseas.’

Georgina
continued to stare at him, wishing she’d had the same chances and
opportunities. What she’d give to travel like that! Her dad had
never had a holiday in his life, apart from taking the odd day off
to bring the family on a day trip to Garrettstown or Harbour View
to enjoy some sea and sand. On occasions they’d take a picnic to
Farran Wood, or for a real treat he’d bring them around the ring of
Kerry, stopping for lunch in The Blind Piper in Derrynane. But that
was about the extent of their travels.

Farming could
be awkward in that sense as there was never enough time to do
anything. Anyway the reality was that Mike couldn’t afford to just
disappear for a week or two. But Georgina’s family had never minded
very much as they hadn’t known any different. Besides,
Courtmacsherry beach was literally on their doorstep and they’d
always enjoyed being part of the farming life during their long,
lazy, summer holidays. Stacking hay or straw bales and flirting
with the silage contractors had been great fun when Georgina had
been in her teens. Friends and cousins had invariably been around
and together they had got up to all sorts of devilment. They may
not have travelled the world but they’d certainly had their share
of fun all the same.

‘What’s your
favourite place in the whole world, Tim?’

‘Well, South
Africa is amazing and so diverse. I’ve been back there several
times, and have stayed in a different place each time. Yet even
after a few trips, I’ve still only seen a tiny part of it.’

The waiter
interrupted their chat by arriving with a dessert menu.

‘Are you
tempted to have something nice?’ Tim asked, pushing the menu over
to her side of the table.

She didn’t dare
reply truthfully to that. ‘No, thanks,’ she replied. ‘I’ll have a
latté though. I need to have a clear head before sitting behind the
wheel.’

‘Sensible
girl,’ he said, glancing around him to get the waiter’s attention
and calling for two lattés.

‘What business
was your dad in?’ Georgina asked then, wanting to know a little
more about him, her curiosity getting the better of her.

‘Family
business – property and stuff,’ he replied vaguely. ‘He inherited
from his father and – you know, the usual old-fashioned story.’

‘Oh? I’m not
sure I follow.’ She thanked the waiter when he placed two creamy
lattés in front of them.

‘My older
brother is set to inherit the family business,’ Tim explained with
a dismissive shrug. ‘But not to worry, he’s welcome to it. I’ll
make my own fortune.’

Georgina sipped
her coffee, savouring its creamy taste. She glanced around her,
surprised to notice that there were only a few customers left in
the restaurant. Glancing at her watch, she realised it was almost
twenty-five to ten.

‘Oh, shit, Tim,
I’m late, I’ll have to go.’ She’d completely forgotten about
collecting Kate.

Tim looked up
in surprise and seemed disappointed that she was leaving so soon.
‘But the night is still young,’ he reasoned.

‘I know,’ she
shrugged apologetically. ‘I’m so sorry but I’ve to collect my
sister. Let’s call for the bill and I’ll pay my share.’

‘Don’t be mad,
it’s my treat,’ he insisted, waving a hand dismissively when she
took her wallet out of her bag.

Unsure whether
to lean in and kiss him or not, she merely squeezed his hand,
thanked him profusely and hurried out of the restaurant, cringing
when her long cardigan got caught in the door behind her bringing
her to an abrupt stop. ‘Bye,’ she waved back at him, crimson-faced
as she extricated it from the heavy door and dashed out on the
street. She jumped back on the footpath again right at the very
moment when a car drove right into a puddle, succeeding in soaking
her from her waist down. This time she didn’t look back, but was
acutely aware of Tim’s gaze following her as she ran past the
window towards her car.

 



Chapter
Eight

 


Pulling up
outside the Court House just across from the Town Hall, Georgina
hooted the horn loudly when she spotted Kate standing in the
doorway taking shelter from the teeming rain. Drumming her fingers
on the steering wheel, she watched her sister jump over puddles in
annoyance as she hurried towards the car. Georgina was still
furious that her date had to be cut short just to facilitate her
younger sister.

‘What’s with
the horn blowing?’ Kate fumed, banging the door of the car. ‘You’re
the one that’s late! Are you trying to make a show of me or some-
thing?’

‘A show of you?
Do you know that you’ve just ruined my whole evening?’

‘What did I do
now?’ Kate interrupted. ‘All I want is a blooming lift home. Is
that too much to ask on a horrible, wet night?’

‘You were
supposed to make dinner this evening and because you wouldn’t, I
had to go home and do it.’

Kate stared
coldly at her sister. ‘Get over it, Georgina. Dinner, dinner,
dinner! That’s all you ever worry about.’

‘If only you’d
do your fair share . . .’

‘What? Sure you
of all people should know that

I can’t bloody
boil an egg!’

Georgina
gripped the steering wheel tightly, flicking the wipers on to top
speed to try and clear the windscreen so she could see the road
ahead.

‘Won’t cook or
boil an egg, more like it. Life is much easier if you pretend you
can’t do stuff.’

Kate sighed,
pulling at a lock of hair and putting it into her mouth. ‘Don’t you
remember what it was like to be twenty? It isn’t that long ago. I
mean, do you ever think of anyone but yourself? All you go on about
lately is you, you, you. That’s all we ever hear from your lips.
You used to be such fun and now you’re . . . you’re plain
selfish!’

Georgina nearly
crashed the car with rage. Kate was at fault here. How dare she try
and turn the tables like this! The girls glared at each other
momentarily, the street lights on the outskirts of the town
throwing a tiny frisson of light into the car. Kate threw her bag
onto the floor and looked out the window in a strop. Georgina kept
her eyes on the road ahead, indicating quickly before taking a
sudden sharp swerve. She overtook a cyclist and pressed her foot
angrily on the accelerator, travel- ling well in excess of the
speed limit as the car bounced along the damp, greasy roads.

‘Will you ever
slow down?’ Kate shouted, glaring across at her sister. ‘Are you
trying to kill both of us? How much did you have to drink?’

Georgina
slammed on the brakes and suddenly stopped the car. ‘Do you want to
get out and walk home now in the rain? Do you?’

‘No, I don’t,’
Kate muttered sulkily, twisting the volume knob on the radio to
fill the car with loud vibrating dance music.

‘From now on,’
Georgina shouted over the music, ‘you’re going to start doing your
share at home.’ She banged her hands on the wheel again to
reiterate how serious she was. ‘And turn down the bloody music!
When you get your own car, you can do whatever you like in it, but
this is my car. And before I finish, I’d just like to tell you that
you ruined the best night I’ve had in ages because of your silly
demands to be collected.’

Georgina
started up the car again and they drove home in silence for the
remaining two miles. Once they reached the house, Kate unfastened
her seat- belt and slowly turned to face her sister. ‘Georgina,’
she said evenly, ‘I’m sorry I’ve been such an inconvenience but
you’ll be delighted to hear that tonight will be the last time I
will ever ask you to collect me again.’

Georgina sat
back in the driving seat, unclipping her belt with shaking hands,
already regretting her outburst. ‘Why? What do you mean?’

‘I’ve decided
to move out of home.’ Kate delivered this announcement quietly but
firmly before pulling the lever to open the passenger door.

‘Don’t, Kate.
Please. Look, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to snap . . .’ Georgina put
a hand out and touched her sister’s arm.

‘Nothing you
say is going to make me change my mind. I’m moving into an
apartment on the Western Road in Cork, just up from UCC. There’s a
free space in my friend’s place and she’s been asking me for a
while to move in. Tonight you’ve just made up my mind for me.’

‘But, Kate, you
can’t.’ Georgina was appalled to think that her sister, the same
sister who couldn’t even cook, was leaving home and moving into
rented accommodation. How would she fend for herself? How would she
pay her bills? Dad didn’t have enough money to help her out.

‘I’ve been
thinking about it since I started college. It’s too much hassle
getting the bus in every day and hanging around between lectures.’
She took her hand from the door lever and fiddled with her hair
again, plaiting and unplaiting the same strands over and over,
staring straight ahead and refusing to meet Georgina’s pleading
look. ‘It’s student accommodation,’ Kate shrugged. ‘I’ve got the
forms to apply for a grant. Hopefully I’m not too late.’

‘But what about
Dad?’ Georgina argued, trying to imagine what it would be like
being the only female living in the house. Oh God things were going
from bad to worse!

‘What about
him? I’ve dropped a few hints and he’s fine about it. He’s been a
lot more under- standing than you, to be honest.’

‘Well, you’ve
obviously got your mind made up,’ Georgina sighed resolutely,
wincing inwardly as her sister nodded her affirmation. She was
suddenly filled with a mixture of hurt and envy. She knew her
outburst had pushed Kate over the edge this time. If only she’d
kept her damn mouth shut . . .

They got out of
the car subdued, both deep in their own thoughts as they closed the
car doors gently. Walking slowly towards the back door, checking
for her house-key, Georgina’s slumped her shoulders and felt like
she was being sucked into a deep dark hole. There didn’t seem much
point in drafting a housework rota now, she thought, a surge of
loneliness overcoming her. There wouldn’t be anyone there to share
it with.

Kate,
meanwhile, was imagining all the fun she’d have living in Cork
city. She couldn’t wait to start enjoying the buzzing student
nightlife without answering to her father or her big sister. Yes,
she thought with glee, her new life was about to start. She flicked
her hair back over her shoulder and skipped into the house behind
her sister. Her mouth watered when she spotted the plate of dinner
Georgina had left prepared earlier. She was suddenly ravenous and
was really looking forward to her curry. May as well take advantage
of some home cooking while I’m still here, she mused.

Turning on the
radio in the kitchen, she twiddled the dial to scan through the
channels until she found some good music. With the volume up full,
she sang along happily as she put her dinner in the microwave to
heat. She took her mobile from her pocket while she waited for the
timer bell to ring, and with a big smile on her face, her fingers
raced quickly on the keys while she sent her friend a text letting
her know that was she moving in. Finally she would be free from all
the nagging!

Georgina, on
the other hand, had a pounding headache and went straight upstairs
to the bath- room. Taking two painkillers from the medicine cabinet
and swallowing them with a long drink of water, she stared at her
weary reflection in the mirrored cabinet door. Deciding a hot
shower was her best option, she stripped off every item of clothing
and dropped them in an untidy pile on the bathroom floor, for once
not bothering to put them into the laundry basket. Standing under
the warm water, she allowed the threatening weariness to sweep over
her. She slowly massaged some moisturising shower gel onto her damp
skin, luxuriating in its soothing effect as her body tingled under
the cascade of hot water flowing all over her.

She allowed her
mind to slip back to the fun she’d had with Tim in the restaurant.
Almost immediately her headache began to subside. Pictures flashed
haphazardly in her memory. She recalled his kiss when she’d
arrived, the way his fingers touched hers as they’d reached for the
salt together, his protective arm around her shoulders and his
gentle attention throughout the evening. She exhaled with deep
satisfaction, massaging shampoo into her scalp as she longingly
looked forward to seeing him in the office the following day.

As she patted
herself dry with a large pink fluffy towel, she heard her mobile
ringing in the bedroom. Stumbling in her hurry to get to the phone,
she laughed out loud when she realised it was Val calling. For some
unknown reason she’d expected it to be Tim. Oh, well!

‘Val, I thought
you were out with Des?’

‘I’m just
leaving The Loft now. I can’t wait to tell you all about it,’ Val
replied excitedly. ‘How about you, how did your night go? Is it too
late to call over, Georgina? I’m dying to exchange all the gossip.
Chatting on the mobile just burns my ear and gives me a
headache.’

‘Not at all,
I’d love to see you. Loads to tell this end as well.’

‘I’ll be there
in ten so,’ Val said, ending the connection.

Almost
immediately, Georgina’s phone beeped again. A big grin spread
across her face when she opened the text and saw that this time it
was from Tim.

GR8 NITE. C U N
WORK

She hugged the
phone to her, quickly replying:

U2 x, but then
decided to remove the x before pressing SEND. It wouldn’t do to be
too keen. She ran downstairs, singing loudly (out of key as usual)
as she put the kettle on to boil. Her headache had eased and she
took a large packet of chocolate marsh- mallows from the goody
press, suddenly craving sugar. Romance makes you hungry, she
thought, munching two or three mallows immediately after the other
as all thoughts of watching her figure disappeared. She hurried
back to her room to retrieve her hairdryer. Turning her head upside
down, she ran the hairdryer over it, laughing at what her stylist
would say if she could see the disastrous effort she was making
with her new style. She vigorously shook a bottle of mousse and
smoothed it through her curls before fluffing it into shape. She
didn’t know how she’d ever control her unruly curls without
mousse.

‘There,’ she
said proudly, ‘not bad for two minutes work.’

Her blonde
streaks were more pronounced in her scrunch-dried style, affording
her quite a cheeky look, which was exactly how she felt at that
moment in time. Her face flushed with sudden happiness. Tim’s text
had lifted her spirits, erasing her earlier anger at having to
leave the restaurant early, and her disappointment at Kate’s
unexpected announcement. Maybe a bit of space will help us to get
on better, she thought, trying to be positive about the situation.
Certainly it would force Kate to grow up. And there wouldn’t be
half as much laundry to do with her little sister out of the
house!

Georgina heard
Val’s knock on the door and went back downstairs to greet her
friend. Kate had already let her in and was chatting happily to her
in the warm kitchen.

‘Joining us for
a cuppa, Kate?’ She already felt more charitable towards her sister
and decided she might as well be nice to her for their remaining
time living under the one roof.

‘No, I’ve to
catch up on some study,’ Kate yawned.

‘That’s if you
don’t have a list of jobs for me to do on this new rota of
yours.’

‘Oh, give
over.’ Georgina chided, giving her a gentle shove. ‘Looks like me
and my rota are all by ourselves now!’

‘You’ll miss me
when I’m gone,’ Kate laughed, disappearing to her bedroom with a
cup of hot chocolate and a packet of Cadbury’s chocolate fingers,
leaving the two older girls to get on with their chat.

‘I know I’m
always saying it, but you’re really lucky to have a sister,
Georgina,’ Val remarked when Kate had left. She looked around at
the warm welcoming family home. It was old but cosy, full of
familiar squeaks that always made you feel welcome. When Georgina
opened the door of the Aga, Val felt a blast of instant heat
against her face. This house always seemed full of life, not like
Val’s home. She had been an only child and had therefore
experienced a very different upbringing. Her parents had naturally
doted on her, a little too much at times for Val’s liking. She’d
rebelled against their protectiveness, staying out later than she
should, breaking the rules at home and at school. But her mother
and father were always waiting in the wings, their outstretched
arms full of forgiveness. As a cheeky teenager, she’d felt stifled,
but she’d never appreciated their love and support as much as when
she’d become pregnant. It hadn’t been the first time she’d
experimented sexually, but it had been the first time to get
caught. When her period was late she’d thought of every excuse in
the book for its non- appearance and finally, when she couldn’t
take it any longer, she’d dragged Georgina along to O’Leary’s
chemist on the Grand Parade in Cork city where she felt confident
they wouldn’t be recognised.

‘You buy it for
me, please,’ Val had begged

Georgina, her
face white with fear.

‘Val, will you
calm down? Wait here, I won’t be a minute.’ Georgina had approached
the counter and a few minutes later they’d left O’Leary’s with a
white paper bag.

They’d hurried
to Foley’s bar across the bridge on Sullivan’s Quay, going straight
to the Ladies room where Val experienced the most agonizing two-
minute wait of her life. There was silence while they waited, both
girls huddled into one small cubicle. Eventually the final few
seconds ticked by and Val burst into tears as she stared at the
definite blue lines when they appeared in the clear glass
window.

She had waited
weeks before telling her parents, her mind in a permanent state of
confusion. Abortion loomed at the back of her mind, but Val, while
scared of the prospect of becoming a parent in her early twenties,
was even more terrified of living with the consequences of getting
rid of her own baby. And then very shortly afterwards Georgina’s
mother had died suddenly, leaving Val almost as bereft as Georgina.
It turned Val’s worry on its heel however, and from that day on she
knew that no matter how difficult being a single mum would be,
she’d get on with it. The life inside her suddenly became some-
thing to live for.

She’d never
forget Georgina’s mum’s terrible ordeal. The two young friends had
huddled outside intensive care praying together, harder than they
had ever prayed for anything in their short lives. They’d begged
God to allow her live on and watch her family grow into adults. Val
had made all sorts of deals with God to try and make things right
for her friend. But it hadn’t worked and she’d taken her last
breath a few short hours after she’d collapsed from a brain
aneurysm. Her sudden death defined the delicacy of human life in
Val’s mind. She wept for Georgina’s loss, doing her best to support
her during the greatest heartache of her life. And then, right out
of the blue, she felt the first stirrings of life from the baby
growing inside her. She couldn’t help feeling it was a message from
Georgina’s mum and from that moment on, Val was filled with a surge
of protectiveness for her unborn child.

‘Tea or coffee,
Val? Or would you care for some- thing stronger?’ Georgina’s voice
interrupted Val’s musings.

‘Sorry, sorry,
I’ll have whatever you’re having.’ Val snapped back to the present
and smiled at Georgina. ‘Well come on, tell me all.’

‘You tell me
first.’

‘No, I’ll
savour mine until last,’ Val grinned, her dark eyes mischievous.
‘Oh hi, Luke,’ she said, as he breezed into the room, headphones in
his ears and his iPod clipped to his jeans.

‘Late again,
Luke,’ Georgina’s forehead creased in a frown and she dramatically
looked at the clock on the wall.

Unperturbed,
Luke just shook his head and laughed before continuing up to his
room.

‘Val,’ Georgina
continued when he’d disappeared, ‘for the first time in ages, I’m
truly smitten! I know that sounds crazy but it’s true.’ She stirred
a heaped teaspoon of sugar into two glasses of whiskey, bringing
the level up with boiled water and carefully spooning whipped cream
on to the surface of the hot liquid. ‘Irish coffee, madam?’ She
handed Val one glass and then flopped down beside her friend on the
comfy couch in the corner of the warm kitchen. It was so nice to
finally put her feet up with a hot drink after such an eventful
evening.

‘Gorgeous,
thank you,’ Val said, bringing the glass to her lips. ‘Come on
then, spill the beans.’

‘God, let me
see now, where do I start?’ Georgina curled her legs in underneath
her.

‘Well, is he
different outside the office?’ Val quizzed.

‘Hard to say
yet,’ she answered honestly. ‘He’s chatty and easygoing and
extremely interesting,’ she laughed. ‘Oh and definitely looks a lot
sexier than when he’s sitting at his desk in the Weekly News! To be
honest with you, we got completely carried away in conversation and
never even got to talk about work.’

‘Never mind
about that, you’ve got plenty of time in the office for work. So I
take it this could be the start of something new.’

‘I hope so,
Val, I really do. I can’t remember the last time I felt like this.
If ever.’

‘And about time
too.’ It was good to see her friend laugh, Val thought. Hopefully
Tim would bring some long overdue fun into Georgina’s life. She
deserved it after all the heartache and responsibility she’d had to
endure over the last few years.

‘Did Kate tell
you she’s moving into the city?’

‘No, she never
said a word, although I only had a brief chat with her. Good for
her, though. She’ll have a blast.’

‘Hmm. I was
really hoping she’d start giving me a hand around here,’ Georgina
protested, taking another sip of her drink, licking whipped cream
from her upper lip. ‘All the housework is driving me insane. I’m
reaching the end of my tether.’

‘You made your
choices and she’s making hers,’ Val pointed out carefully. ‘That’s
what you and I should have done when we met, Georgina,’ she added
wistfully. ‘Two single women enjoying the high life.’

‘It wasn’t
meant to be,’ Georgina said with conviction, refusing to speculate
on what may have been. There was no point looking back. ‘Now it’s
your turn to tell me how your night went. Ready for another drink
before you start?’ She unscrewed the top of the whiskey bottle,
adding another generous measure to her own glass.

‘I’d better
not. I’ve to drive home and I don’t want to meet Garda Des on the
corner,’ Val laughed.

‘He might want
me to blow into his you know what!’ Georgina chuckled. ‘I’m sure
he’d be delighted to meet you around a dark corner. Now, come on,
details please!’

‘OK, relax!
Well, he was already at the bar when I got there and, if you don’t
mind me saying so, he looked really well. He had a lovely pair of
beige cords and a black polo-neck – completely different than the
dork we met in Ibiza. Do you remember how he used to wear Bermuda
shorts and those wife-beater vests?’

‘Yeah, and
those white skinny arms! He was rather scary back then.’

‘Well I can’t
be sure yet of course, but I’d put money on it that those arms have
filled out somewhat, especially if his shoulders are anything to go
by.’

‘Never mind his
shoulders. What did you talk about? Did you avoid mentioning
Ibiza?’

‘Well, we sort
of danced around with small talk for the first half hour and then
we had a quick laugh about that infamous holiday. I made sure to
get it out of the way before we really started to chat properly.
After that, all traces of awkwardness disappeared.’

‘I’m sure the
alcohol helped too!’ Georgina added.

‘No, believe it
or not, we were both drinking mineral water. I brought the car with
me, and he said he wasn’t pushed about drinking either seeing as
he’s on duty at six tomorrow morning.’

‘God, what a
boring pair you are!’ Georgina teased.

‘We are not!’
Val protested. ‘He’s so easy to talk to and he was really
interested in me, asking loads of questions about my job and my
life and . . .’

‘So, how did he
react when you told him about Jodi? Was he surprised?’

Val dropped her
eyes slightly and shook her head.

‘I didn’t get
to tell him. I just couldn’t find the right moment.’

‘But, Val, you
have to. What if . . .’

Both girls
turned around when they heard a key in the door. Mike walked into
the room, surprised to see the two girls lounging there.

‘Hi, Dad,’
Georgina greeted, giving him a big smile. ‘You’re very dressed up
for a night at the local.’

Mike looked
almost trendy in a pair of black denim jeans teamed with a pale
grey crew neck sweater – a change from his usual blue denims and
check shirt.

‘Would you
listen to this one?’ he winked at Val.

‘I could have
commented at eight o’clock this morning when she went out to work
in a blur of perfume but I held my tongue.’

‘Dad! It’s just
so unusual to see you so dressed up, that’s all. I’m not
complaining. You look really well by the way.’

‘I’d better be
making tracks,’ Val said, just realising how late it was. ‘See you
in the morning, Georgina, and leave your father alone. I wish mine
was half as modern! If Mum and I didn’t keep an eye on him, God
knows what he’d leave the house wearing.’

Georgina walked
her friend to the door, fighting the urge to quiz her further on
her night with Des. Privately she thought it was a mistake not to
have mentioned Jodi on their first date. Waving until Val’s car had
disappeared from view, she strolled back inside to the warm
kitchen. Exhausted now, she was really looking forward to snuggling
between the bed covers and getting a good night’s sleep.

 


Val pondered on
her friend’s words as she drove steadily towards home. She’d been
slightly relieved when Mike had interrupted their chat just then.
She wasn’t quite sure why she hadn’t mentioned Jodi to Des tonight.
Any other time she’d dated a man, she’d made a point of telling him
about her daughter on the first date. It was a good way of sorting
the bad from the good. But with Des tonight she felt it was
different. She had good reason for holding back. This was a guy she
could really get to like, she thought, as she changed into second
gear before turning the car into her driveway. The last thing she
wanted was for him to run a mile when he found out that Jodi would
be part of the deal. Why did life have to be so complicated? she
wondered as she trudged wearily up the stairs and into her
daughter’s bedroom. She planted a gentle kiss on Jodi’s forehead,
noticing how beautiful and serene she looked as she slept. Val
would never let a man come between her and her beloved child. That
was a promise.

 


‘I’m going up,
Dad, I’m shattered,’ Georgina said, yawning widely once more. ‘See
you in the morning.’ She hugged her father tightly, surprised to
notice he was wearing aftershave for a change.

‘By the way,
Georgina,’ he asked, ‘how did you get on with the accounts?’

She groaned
loudly. ‘Dad, I’m sorry. I forgot all about them. I’ll do them
tomorrow.’

‘Revenue
Commissioners are on my back, I’m afraid. They’ll have to be done
tonight,’ he replied.

‘I told you
that earlier.’

‘Ah, Dad,
please tell me you’re joking.’ Georgina felt like crying at the
thoughts of pouring over a ledger of badly filled in accounts,
missing invoices and cheque books with partially blank cheque
stubs. Her father expected her to work miracles with his disastrous
recording.

‘Sorry,
sweetheart. Look, even a quick tidy up will help. Anything to get
them off my back.’

‘OK, I’ll do my
best, Dad,’ Georgina yawned again, stretching her arms high over
her head.

‘Thanks, love.
I don’t know what I’d do without you.’

‘I don’t know
either, Dad, but it looks like you’re stuck with me. Did you know
that Kate is thinking of getting an apartment?’

‘She’s been
dropping a few hints alright,’ her father replied. ‘She stays in
the city half the time anyway, so a bit of independence might be
good for her.’ He rubbed Georgina’s head affectionately.

‘See you in the
morning then, and remember I do appreciate everything you do.’

Georgina
nodded, giving him a half smile before going in to the living room
to make a start on the paper work. When she saw the array of papers
that he’d strewn all over the desk in the corner of the room, she
wanted to turn around and close the door. Every document, receipt,
invoice and bank statement he’d received during the year were
stored in the writing bureau, in no particular order at all.

Georgina began
sorting the invoices in date order, frowning at a few unusual ones
she couldn’t match with payments. She put them to one side to deal
with later. Flicking through the stubs in the cheque- book, she
matched as many with receipts as she could, making a note of the
cheque numbers her father had forgotten to fill in. Dad could do
with a full time secretary at this rate, she thought, feeling more
than a little sorry for him as she imagined him trying to manage
everything on his own. Feeling a little cold, she noticed one of
Luke’s fleece jackets thrown over the arm of the leather couch. She
pulled it on over her dressing gown, and she was instantly warmed
by its chunkiness. Shoving her hands in the pockets, she felt
something inside and, unable to resist temptation, put her hand in
and took out a cigarette box. I’ll kill him, she thought, flipping
it over and over in her hand. He’d promised her several times that
he’d never smoke.

As she stared
at the box and wondered when to challenge him, she suddenly noticed
something unusual peeping from the opening of the packet.

‘What in the
name of God?’ she shrieked, as the box slipped from her hand. She
stared in horror as it tumbled silently on to the carpeted
floor.

 



Chapter
Nine

 


Georgina was
furious with Luke. No words could possibly describe her rage.
Picking the cigarette box off the floor, she had flipped back the
lid and gasped as she unfolded the bundle of cash that lay tucked
neatly inside. Now counting the money carefully, she was horrified
to discover it amounted to €800. What was her seventeen-year-old
brother doing with a cigarette box filled with that amount of cash?
She put her hands in his other pockets and searched them thoroughly
again, but apart from a few screwed up pieces of paper, there was
nothing. Bundling the notes together once more, she was filled with
a mixture of anger and dread. Where had he come across that amount
of cash? He was still in school for God’s sake. She took the empty
box from the untidy desk and marched up to Luke’s bedroom, turning
on his light once she was inside the door and proceeding to shake
him roughly out of a deep sleep.

‘Get downstairs
immediately,’ she ordered in a loud whisper, when he grunted
something indecipherable at her.

Rubbing his
eyes sleepily, he looked at her through bleary eyes, squinting
against the bright light.

‘What’s wrong?
What’s happened?’ He pulled the covers over his eyes to obliterate
the glare of his lamp.

She snatched
the quilt back from his face and held the cigarette box right in
front of him, watching his expression closely as he immediately
became wide awake.

‘Get downstairs
to the living-room now, Luke, unless you want Dad to hear us
through the bedroom wall,’ she ordered, turning on her heel and
storming out of the room. She marched back down the stairs, wanting
to be out of earshot from her father and sister before confronting
him.

Still not quite
sure what to do in such a situation, she came to a quick decision
and slipped the bundle of notes into one of the tiny little drawers
in the writing bureau. At least that way they would be kept hidden
until she had heard Luke’s explanation.

When her
brother appeared into the room, a dark- grey dressing gown pulled
carelessly around him, he stayed near the door, his hands shoved
firmly into the patch pockets on his robe. He never uttered a word,
but stood very still with a sullen look on his face as he waited
for his sister to launch her attack.

‘What have you
got to say for yourself? And I want the truth, Luke. No beating
around the bush, do you hear?’ She clutched the back of the couch
with one hand, and held the cigarette box in the other.

‘It’s not what
you think . . . ,’ he began, inching slowly closer, bridging the
distance between them, and wondering how he’d get the box back from
her without too much fuss. He could have kicked himself for leaving
it in his pocket in the first place. But what the hell was she
doing wearing his clothes anyway?

‘So, tell me.
What am I thinking?’ Georgina’s tone was laced with sarcasm and she
withered him with a look, wondering if she even knew what went on
in Luke’s mind anymore. What else was he involved in that she
didn’t know about? A sudden chill coursed through her as she glared
at her brother, despising the growing animosity between them.

‘I don’t know,’
he mumbled, shifting uneasily from foot to foot.

Her voice rose.
‘How on earth did you come by this much money?’

‘It’s not
mine,’ he told her quickly, standing very close to her now.

‘Luke,’ she
insisted. ‘If you don’t answer me in the next two minutes, I’m
bringing Dad down here. You can be as sure as anything that he’ll
get the truth out of you.’

Luke’s eyes
flickered angrily from his sister’s face to the cigarette box.
‘Just give it back to me, Georgina,’ he said, his thick dark
eyebrows narrowing until they almost met.

She pulled back
slightly and crunched the cigarette box in her right fist, tossing
it on the floor at his feet.

He stooped to
retrieve it, pulling back the lid quickly to get the money but
dropped it back on the floor again in disgust when he realised it
was empty. ‘Give me the money now, Georgina,’ he demanded, towering
over her as he pushed his shoulders back and stood to his full
height.

‘Not until you
tell me where it came from.’

‘Why should I?
You’re not my mother,’ he shot at her. ‘I don’t have to tell you
anything.’

‘Well, if
that’s how you want to play it, we’ll just have to get Dad
involved.’

‘Don’t be so
damn dramatic,’ he retorted. He was wide awake by now and furious
with his sister. Who did she think she was bossing him around like
this?

‘Fine! You’re
giving me no other option but to call Dad,’ she said, marching out
of the room, fully intent on calling their father. But before she
got to place one foot on the bottom step of the stairs, Luke was
right behind her, pulling her back by her elbow. She turned to face
him and could see a look of alarm in his eyes. He was obviously
panicking. And not surprising too. After all, there was probably
nothing worse than the thought of having to face their father’s
wrath. Mike didn’t lose his temper often, but by God it wasn’t
something you’d forget in a hurry.

‘Wait. I’ll
tell you,’ he said nervously, his anxious eyes imploring. ‘But if I
do, you have to promise to give it back to me then, OK? Otherwise
my life won’t be worth living,’ he added with a sigh.

Georgina raised
an eyebrow at this admission and followed him back into the living
room to hear his explanation. It had better be the truth if he knew
what was good for him.

‘I swear it’s
not mine,’ he said slowly. ‘I’m just doing one of the lads a favour
holding on to it for him.’

‘Yeah? Which
lad might that be and why did he ask you to hold on to it? What’s
going on?’

‘I’m not giving
you names. You don’t need to know. Come on, Georgina, give me a
break.’

She tried to
read his expression but was unable to fathom what was going on in
that head of his. She watched with interest as he flopped onto the
couch, pulled a cushion onto his lap and plumped it repeatedly with
his fists.

‘This is me,
your brother that you’re talking to and we’re living in Strawhall,
Co. Cork,’ he spat.

‘Not some
drug-infested part of Amsterdam! You’re really letting your
imagination get carried away lately.’

She let him
continue and was in two minds as to whether she should believe him
or not. His excuse seemed convincing enough but he had lied to her
about various trivial matters in the past, so who was to say he
wasn’t doing it again?

‘If it’s all
above board then why don’t you tell me how it got into your hands?
Otherwise I’m supposed to believe Dad’s given you a raise in pocket
money.’

‘Sarcasm
doesn’t suit you, Georgina. A pal of mine is doing a bit of car
dealing, you know, buying and selling bangers, but his father’s
having a fit. He keeps going on about him not taking care of his
studies and getting sidetracked . . .’ Luke shrugged. He had no
intention of parting with any more information than he had to.

‘This still
doesn’t explain why you are holding the cash?’

‘I’ve to pass
it on to one of the lads in the morning. My mate sold a car for him
and he just asked me to deliver the money to him.’

‘Why can’t he
give it to him himself?’

‘He’s, eh,
suspended from school,’ Luke admitted, putting his hand out for the
money, but Georgina resolutely shook her head and refused to return
the bundle of notes.

‘I need to
sleep on this, Luke. I’m not one hundred percent sure I believe
you. And carrying this amount of money on your person is serious
stuff. I hate keeping all this from Dad. He’s working hard to keep
us on the straight and narrow.’

Luke rose from
the couch again, his displeasure clearly evident. ‘Thanks a lot,’
he grumbled. ‘That’s what I get for telling the truth. I’m dead, do
you know that? If I don’t get that money into the right hands
tomorrow, I’m fucked!

‘I’ll talk to
you in the morning, Luke.’

Realising he
wasn’t going to get any further with his sister, Luke went back to
bed and after a few restless hours tossing and turning, he finally
fell into a fitful sleep.

Following the
crazy events of the evening, Georgina had also lain awake for hours
staring into the darkness. Her mind went into overdrive as she
mulled over Luke’s excuses. Eventually exhaustion won out, however,
and she drifted off.

The following
morning Georgina woke with a start, panicking when she saw the
morning light filtering through the curtains. Normally it was pitch
dark when the alarm shrilled on the bedside locker. Checking the
time on the illuminated clock confirmed her fear. ‘Oh shit,’ she
groaned, throwing back the quilt and jumping out of her warm bed,
hopping across the floor to flick on the light. She cursed when she
stubbed her toe on the edge of the wardrobe. Ouch, that hurt. She
scurried around looking for something fresh to wear. Hearing the
shower already in use, she knew she had no option but to wait for
Kate to finish in the bath- room.

‘Georgina,’
Luke called from the landing, knocking gently on her door and
waiting patiently outside for her to open it. She pulled open the
door, surprised to see him standing there in full school uniform,
not a hair (not that he had a lot of it anyway) out of place.

‘Won’t you give
me back the money?’ he pleaded.

‘I promise you
there’s nothing dodgy going on.’

‘OK, just this
one time, Luke, but if anything like this ever happens again I will
tell Dad and that’s a final warning.’

Georgina
decided she hadn’t enough time to argue with him so she hurried
downstairs in her pink fleece pyjamas and fluffy slippers to get
the bundle of cash for him. ‘And I mean it,’ she said, placing it
in his outstretched hand. ‘This is the first and last time I’m
covering up something this big for you.’

‘Right,
thanks,’ he mumbled, relief washing over him as he shoved it into
the back pocket of his school trousers, buttoning it down to secure
it tightly. God if he lost this, his life wouldn’t be worth
living.

Georgina,
meanwhile, shampooed her body quickly in the shower. After dressing
in a hurry, she put on the minimal amount of make-up, intending to
finish it when she got to the office. Opening the curtains before
she left, she noticed a slight trace of frost on the ground below
so she went to the wardrobe and pulled out her warm coat in place
of the short denim jacket she’d been planning on wearing. To hell
with style, she shuddered, pulling the heavy wool coat around her.
She hated feeling cold and had always promised herself that if she
ever won the lottery she’d immigrate to Spain. But now that she was
trying to combine dressing to impress with dressing to keep warm,
it wasn’t quite so easy to get it right.

‘I’ll see you
later, Kate,’ she called, running down the stairs without waiting
for her sister to reply.

To her dismay
she discovered that the sink was full of unwashed dishes, but she
refused to allow the fact to annoy her this morning. She hadn’t had
time to empty the dishwasher the night before and it looked like
nobody else had bothered either. ‘To hell with it,’ she said aloud
in the empty kitchen, not bothering with breakfast and grabbing her
car keys from the kitchen counter. She dashed into the cold yard
and jumped into her precious car to go to work.

‘Georgina,’ her
father called to her from the back door. ‘The accounts?’

‘They’re still
on the desk, Dad. I did as much as I could. I have to go now, I’ll
talk to you later,’ she said hurriedly, breathing a sigh of relief
as she pulled out on to the road and got on her way. When Georgina
neared the newspaper office and the Weekly News wall plate came
into view, her heart raced with excitement. Coming to work had
acquired a new level of excitement, all because of Tim. The fact
that she could see him every day now made her job so much more
exciting. She couldn’t wait to chat with him again and was also
looking forward to getting her teeth into the job.

‘Morning,’ Val
greeted warmly, ‘I thought you’d have been here at the crack of
dawn if your eagerness last night was anything to go by.’

‘Oh, I didn’t
get to bed until all hours after that and then I overslept. More
drama in the house! I’ll fill you in later on.’ Throwing her eyes
to Heaven and shaking her head, she pulled open her top drawer and
took out her diary.

‘Georgina,
you’re in at last,’ Tim said, stopping near her desk. He looked
divine. ‘I was hoping you’d be in a bit earlier to go through some
of the reports.’

‘I’m afraid I
slept it out.’ She had the good grace to look embarrassed.

‘Not to worry,
you’re here now. We had an irate caller on this morning complaining
about joy riders in one of the estates. I’ve to go around there
later to investigate. Apparently there was quite a lot of damage
done last night.’

‘Sorry again,
Tim,’ she repeated, lifting her eyes from her diary to look at him,
and deciding against making empty excuses. ‘I didn’t know I was
expected in so early. You didn’t say . . .’

‘Nine o’clock
starts don’t exist for the news reporters, I’m afraid,’ he laughed
as he made to leave.

‘Look, Tim,’
she called, wanting to set the record straight, ‘nobody told me I
should have been in. I know I’m here long enough to know these
things, but . . .’ She shrugged and left her explanation hang in
the air. Then she fiddled awkwardly with her diary, flicking
through the pages but found herself unable to focus on a single
entry.

‘It’s fine.
Relax, it’s only your first day. You’ll soon become accustomed to
the crazy hours. I’m in at six every morning to contact the
emergency departments for any breaking news so we don’t miss out on
anything important. If a day passes, it’s harder to get the
information from them.’

‘Oh right,’
Georgina nodded, glad to have sorted that out, although her mind
spun at the thoughts of telling her father she wouldn’t be around
in the mornings to get Luke out to school. ‘What does that involve
exactly?’

‘A quick call
to the hospitals and the Garda stations to find out what happened
during the night,’ he told her, smiling when she grimaced a
little.

‘This job is
pretty gruesome, isn’t it?’

Tim threw his
hands in the air and shrugged his shoulders. ‘It can be. The
general public want to read the news, Georgina, and that includes
bad news.’

‘I know that,’
she replied indignantly. ‘Just the thoughts of ringing hospitals
looking for news on other people’s misfortunes seems a bit
callous.’

‘You’ll get
used to it,’ he said. ‘That part only takes a few minutes. You’ll
soon get to know the people on the other end of the phone and then
it won’t seem so bad.’ ‘I’m getting the impression that ringing
around is going to be my job,’ she smiled.

‘And the rest!
Why don’t you sit with me for the morning and we can sort out a few
copies together? Denis seems to have given me a carte blanche with
you,’ he said, a twinkle in his eye as he walked away from her,
leaving her more than a little unsettled.

‘Stop
blushing,’ Val whispered across to Georgina as soon as he’d
disappeared from view. ‘He’s into you big time. It’s so
obvious.’

‘I’m not
complaining,’ her friend replied, taking a pen and a jotter and
following Tim to his office. She was glad to forget about problems
at home at least for the moment. ‘See you for break. And Val,’ she
laughed, ‘with a bit of luck we’ll be doing foursomes soon!’

‘Georgina, come
back a sec. You can’t go around like that for the day.’

‘What? Have I
left my skirt stuck in my knickers or something?’

‘No but you put
on your lip-liner and never filled your lips in. You have zero eye
make-up on and look like death warmed up!’

‘Shit, I forgot
all about it,’ Georgina cried, pulling her brown satchel-style
handbag from underneath her desk. She rooted around the bottom of
it until she found what she was looking for. ‘There. Is that
better?’ she asked a moment later, smacking her lips together to
seal her bronze lipstick, and peering into her cracked compact
mirror as she tried to apply mascara without smudging it.

‘I suppose
you’ll do,’ Val grinned, watching her friend hurry away to join
Tim. There really was nothing like a budding office romance to
liven things up!

 


‘Pull over a
chair,’ Tim said, when she entered his office, gesturing towards
the comfortable leather swivel chair in the corner of the room.
‘I’m just starting to pull this story together so you may as well
sit in on it.’

Georgina pushed
away the feelings of disappointment she immediately felt. Why was
he being so businesslike? It was as if they hadn’t even gone on a
date the previous night! She glanced around his office instead,
noting the personal touches he’d added to the basic décor. She
admired the tapestry wall hangings and smiled at the contrasting
basket- ball net that he’d suspended on the highest point of the
wall.

‘Is that what
you do when you’re relaxing?’ she asked, nodding towards the
net.

Tim pushed his
fingers through his cropped brown hair. ‘Among other things,’ he
responded. ‘Do you play?’

Feeling a
little thrown by the mixed messages she was receiving from him,
Georgina shrugged. ‘I used to play a bit in school,’ she told him
and then spotted the small sponge basketball on the floor.

Impulsively she
stretched her leg forward to draw it towards her with her boot. She
picked up the ball, aiming high as she threw it, and watched as it
narrowly missed the ring.

‘Not bad,’ he
said, arching an eyebrow, ‘for a woman, I mean.’ He ducked as she
made to thump him on the arm. ‘OK, fun over,’ he said, ‘let’s get
down to work or the chief will be on our backs.’

Georgina was
eager to display enthusiasm and the right work attitude. Tim’s
close proximity was distracting to say the least, but she did her
best to push away any lustful thoughts that crept into her mind and
concentrate on the task at hand. ‘Are you writing up the joy riders
story?’

‘Partly, but I
only have a disjointed and very one- sided version of events so
far. I’ve to take a trip out to the estate later to follow that up.
It needs to be teased out a bit more. The main witness won’t be
available until mid-morning, but we’ll do our best to get her side
of the story. Tomorrow lunchtime is our deadline which gives us
just about enough time to have it ready for this week’s front page.
Will you come along? It’d be good experience.’

‘Oh,’ Georgina
said, delighted to hear she’d be out on the ground so soon. She’d
just assumed she’d be left to work indoors writing up copy until
she’d established herself.

‘It’s nothing
more difficult than what you’ve been doing in features, merely a
different subject matter and a much tighter deadline. And, of
course, there are occasional call outs in the middle of the night
but you get used to it.’

‘Oh right,’ she
responded. She’d secretly believed she’d be under a lot more
pressure in her new position but the way Tim described it made it
seem a lot less scary. ‘There’s less time to plan news stories
though. It’s all go, isn’t it?’

‘Ah, it seems
like that today but you’ll learn to keep a step ahead all the time.
You’ll be fine, Georgina.’

‘God, I won’t
get to bed at night at this rate,’ she laughed. ‘I’ll be afraid I’d
miss something.’

‘I’ll let you
in on a reporter’s main secret. Keep your eyes and ears open and
make a note of every- thing, regardless of how inconsequential it
seems at the time. I’ve no doubt,’ he added, ‘that with your hunger
for this job, you’ll make a fine news reporter.’ Thrilled by his
faith in her, Georgina watched her mentor carefully as he took a
memorandum book from his briefcase. His forehead creased in a
series of frown lines as he flipped over pages of the pad. He
worked front to back first and then turned the pad over to work the
pages backwards. He scanned through the pages quickly and
eventually found the page he was looking for.

‘You never
know,’ he explained, ‘when one story will tie in with another.
Seemingly trivial bits of information could prove very useful for
some other story further down the line. I try to keep a note of
everything and often refer back at a later stage.’

He scratched
his head in confusion, annoyed that he still hadn’t enough
information to finish this article.

‘So keep that
in mind after a morning or afternoon of empty leads.’

‘But what if I
can’t get to the heart of the story?’ She began to panic slightly,
suddenly feeling as if she’d gotten in over her head.

‘Don’t worry,
there’s always other sources to rely on - press releases, radio
bulletins, emails from the public, snippets from the national
newspapers . . .’ he explained, amused by the look of surprise on
her face.

Georgina
listened carefully, jotting it all down as quickly as she could.
‘I’ll never remember everything,’ she commented almost to
herself.

‘Of course you
will. Now, I just need to check through this copy again,’ he said,
peering closely at the screen as he scanned each line for errors.
‘And then I’ve a few phone calls to follow up on.’

‘Tim?’ she
asked, ‘I was just wondering where I should begin with the teenage
drug story. Any suggestions for me?’

He didn’t look
directly at her as he was concentrating intently on the computer
screen in front of him. ‘Why don’t you just work with me on the
live material first?’ he advised, his eyes never leaving the screen
as he spoke. ‘By the way, will you proofread this for me? Feel free
to make any grammatical changes as you see fit but leave the
content pretty much as is.’

‘Oh! Yeah
sure,’ she said, glad to have something to do at last. Sitting
around watching him work was more difficult than she thought,
especially as her fingers itched to touch him!

‘Right then,’
he said, pushing his chair back and rising to his feet. ‘After
you’ve finished that one, we’ll get this page-two copy written up
and sent in to Denis. No doubt he’ll change the first sentence so
we’d best get it off as quickly as we can. Then we’ll call out to
do our joy rider inter- view.’

‘Grand.’

‘I’ll go and
make a few calls in the office next door while you’re doing that.
And then I need to pick up a few things from the printer. My notes
are there, so why not have a stab at writing the conclusion to the
page-two story? I’ve left the file open for you and I’ll edit it
once all these bits are tidied up.’

Georgina’s head
was reeling. He’d lost her right after mentioning the printer bit!
Did he expect her to have everything done by the time he got back?
she worried, picking up a red pen in order to check the first copy
line by line. She soon settled into it, coming to the end quicker
than expected. Then she quickly opened the file on screen and
entered the changes she’d marked. Though she found it difficult to
read his handwriting, she did manage to decipher the main points
that he’d noted based on what he’d already typed onto the screen.
She rounded off the conclusion as best she could and then read back
over the complete article one last time. She was deep in
concentration when he returned and barely noticed him standing
behind her.

‘Done?’

‘Yes,
everything’s marked and I’ve made the changes. The first draft of
the concluding paragraph is also done,’ she replied proudly,
turning to give him a small smile.

He leaned over
her to assess her work. ‘Not bad at all,’ he said after a minute or
two, sounding impressed. ‘So listen, are you ready to head or do
you need to powder your nose or something while I finish this
off?’

‘Er, OK,’ she
said, feeling somewhat like a child dismissed from the principal’s
office.

‘Oh Georgina,’
he called, when she was just about out the door. ‘Here, you forgot
your note- book. I’ll meet you back at your desk in a few moments.’
His fingers brushed hers as he handed it to her, his gaze holding
hers just a moment longer than necessary.

‘OK, thanks,’
she mumbled. She took her note- book quickly and pulled her hand
away before her face registered the warmth she felt at his
touch.

‘I’ve also
emailed you my list of contacts for the hospitals and other places.
It’ll be good for you to build up a relationship with these people.
They’ll soon be helping you to find stories.’

‘Right. Of
course,’ she replied, closing the door of his office gently,
clutching her notebook as she floated up the corridor, a silly grin
on her face.

‘Oh thank God
you’re back,’ Val said when Georgina dropped her stuff onto her
desk. ‘I’m telling you, the silence here will take a bit of getting
used to if you’re going to be sitting with Tim all the time.’

Georgina looked
apologetically at her friend. ‘And now I’m afraid I’m heading away
again. I’ve to do an outdoor interview with Tim shortly.’

‘Yeah, tell us
more. Whereabouts are you going?’ Val sat back from her monitor,
fiddling with her long sleek hair.

‘I don’t know
where we’re going to be honest. An estate on the Kilbrittan side of
town I think. We’re following up on a joyriding story there.’

‘Very exciting,
I don’t think,’ Val screwed her nose up. ‘Rather you than me!’

Georgina yawned
and arched her back, stretching her arms high up over her head.

‘Is something
the matter?’ Val knew her friend only too well and sensed all
wasn’t as it should be with her.

After a moment,
Georgina pulled her arms back down, rolling her shoulders to
release the knots of tension in her bones. ‘Yes and no. First day
nerves, I suppose.’

‘You’re not
regretting moving onto news already, are you?’ Val went over to
Georgina’s desk. She put a comforting hand on her friend’s arm,
looking at her with concern.

‘No, don’t mind
me, I just didn’t sleep well last night and I’ve hardly stopped all
morning that’s all. There’s so much shit going on at home you just
wouldn’t believe and now that I’ll have to be in at six most
mornings, it’s going to be even more awkward.’

‘Come on, let’s
get a hot drink. You look like you could do with one.’

As they sat
together sipping coffee in the familiar canteen, Georgina filled
Val in on what she’d found in Luke’s pocket. Telling the story
brought all her worries flooding back. She wondered now what her
brother had really done with the money. Was he telling the truth?
She couldn’t be sure.

‘Do you believe
him?’ Val asked, echoing

Georgina’s
thoughts.

‘I honestly
don’t know. He’s very convincing and

I really want
to believe him, but . . .’

‘You know even
if it is the truth, he’s still a bit stupid to be carrying that
much money around in his pocket.’

Georgina wiped
a rim of lipstick from her mug, feeling even more depressed. ‘Maybe
I should have driven him to school. I didn’t even think to offer as
I was in such a rush to get going. I haven’t told Dad about the
incident either. He has enough on his plate with the farm accounts
and everything.

But I’ve told
Luke that I’m never covering his ass like this again. He’s putting
years on me. I swear to God I don’t think I’ll ever have kids of my
own!’ Just then Tim stuck his head around the door of the canteen.
‘Are you ready to leave, Georgina?’ She nodded and went to empty
the remainder of her coffee down the sink.

‘See you in
five then. I’m parked outside.’

‘I’d better go,
Val,’ Georgina groaned to her friend. ‘I wish I could skip this
training part and just get on with the real stuff.’

‘Have
patience,’ Val advised, taking her phone from her jeans pocket when
she heard it beep.

‘You’re new to
the job. They don’t expect you to be running the place just
yet.’

‘I know, but I
don’t want Tim to think I’m useless,’ Georgina said, pulling a face
and giving a quick wave before leaving.

Val stayed put
and finished her coffee, a grin spreading across her face when a
text message arrived from Des. He was coming across as pretty keen.
Good. It always was better if he liked you better than you liked
him. She didn’t fancy spending endless nights wondering if he still
fancied her. She was too old for that now and just wanted every-
thing to be simple. No game playing or anything like that.

HAD A LOVELY
NIGHT 2, C U SOON, she sent back, giggling privately to herself.
Who would have thought she’d get together with Des of all people?
Humming a tune, she returned to her desk and began to prepare the
agenda for that after- noon’s conference.

 



Chapter
Ten

 


Georgina sat
into the passenger seat of Tim’s car. She’d been so busy all
morning that she hadn’t had time to ask him much about the
incident. Forewarned was forearmed and she didn’t want to appear
dim or foolish in front of their interviewee. ‘Was anybody hurt
last night?’ she enquired.

‘Not hurt but
very frightened,’ he said grimly.

‘And from
experience, I’d say it’s only a matter of time before things
escalate. It usually starts with kids fooling around and that’s bad
enough, but if it’s allowed to get out of control that’s when
things get dangerous.’

‘Oh right,’ she
said, surprised by the seriousness in his tone. ‘You’ve obviously
covered stuff like this before.’

He shrugged,
appearing slightly indifferent, keeping his eyes firmly on the road
ahead. ‘I’ve been around the block a few times alright so there’s
not much I haven’t seen,’ he replied wryly.

‘Some
neighbourhoods become so used to cars speeding around their roads
that they no longer even report it. They just seem to turn a blind
eye after a while.’

Georgina
listened with interest. ‘Do we know the age bracket of these
drivers?’

‘At a guess,
anything from thirteen up.’

He brought
their conversation to an abrupt end when he pushed a disc into the
CD player in his silver Saab. Classical tones filled the air,
immediately evoking a serene atmosphere. It was a complete contrast
to the solemn tone she’d heard in his voice a moment before.
Sensing his desire to bring a temporary end to their conversation,
she relaxed into the soft leather seat, leaned her head against the
headrest and gazed out the window to enjoy the scenery along the
wooded road towards Kilbrittan and Harbour View.

‘Here we are,’
he announced a short while later, when he turned into a housing
estate and stopped outside a terraced house. He stared at what was
left of the front garden wall. It didn’t take a genius to figure
out the connection between the damaged wall and the crashed car
lying abandoned on the open green area across the road. ‘Colourful
spot, don’t you think?’ he commented dryly.

‘The house
itself isn’t bad,’ Georgina commented, taking in the bright yellow
front door. She noted how the gleaming white dashed walls stood out
between the grubby houses either side. ‘It’s certainly kept very
well, or should I say was kept very well before a car ploughed
through the front wall.’

She peered
around her, taking in what had clearly been a small picturesque
front garden before the accident. Stone ornaments sat neatly
underneath the bay window signalling an owner who had a lot of
pride in her home. But now, looking at the debris and mortar strewn
all over the grass, she could only imagine the devastation this
same owner must be suffering.

‘I can’t
believe the driver walked away unscathed, Tim. Look at the state of
the wall, not to mention the crushed bonnet of the car.’

‘He probably
jumped before the car even hit the wall,’ Tim remarked, taking in
every detail and jotting a few points into his notebook.

‘OK, let’s go
and get this done, time is pushing on,’ he said, getting out of the
car. ‘We’ll tape the inter- view – it’s always handy to have
concrete info in case we miss out on the note taking. Feel free to
write anything down as we go along. Ask as many questions as you
want and don’t be afraid to get involved. A female viewpoint might
be just what’s needed here.’ Georgina took a deep breath and then
followed Tim to the front door. She noticed the lace curtains
twitching slightly as they threaded their way around the mortar and
shattered stones along the narrow little footpath. The door was
pulled open before they even had time to ring the bell. An elderly
woman, clad in layers of woollens underneath a penny-style apron,
peered up at them, a rather stern expression on her face.

‘Tim and
Georgina from the Weekly News,’ Tim announced, presenting his
identification.

‘Sally
Lindsay,’ the elderly woman replied, relaxing ever so slightly when
Georgina gave her a kind smile. ‘Please come in.’

She stood aside
as they stole past her into the narrow hallway. ‘Did you see the
state of my wall?’ she asked, shaking her head in disgust as she
ushered them into her small, but comfortable, sitting room.

‘We did
indeed,’ Georgina responded, glancing through the window to take
another look at the havoc outside.

‘I’m just sick
of it,’ Sally announced, her eyes wide behind her bifocals. ‘Night
after night, it’s the same thing over and over. They just don’t
care about anyone but themselves,’ she said, stop- ping for breath
and pointing at the living room window.

Neither
Georgina nor Tim had the heart to interrupt her, realising that she
needed to have her story heard to get her point across. It was
extremely obvious that the vulnerable woman standing before them
was prepared to do anything she could to protect her home.

‘It’s been
building up for a long time but last night was the worst of all,’
Sally continued, staring through the lace curtains at her ruined
garden. ‘It was going on all evening, lights shining, cars and
motorbikes racing up and down the street, bouncing over the speed
ramps and practically flying through the air in parts. Terrifying
it was, terrifying. I really thought somebody would get
killed.’

‘I’m just
turning on my recorder,’ Georgina said gently, taking it from Tim’s
hand and pressing record. Tim, meanwhile, was scrutinising the
landscape paintings that hung around the room, happy to let her
lead the interview but listening closely to every question and
answer at the same time.

‘I really
thought the car was going to come through that window,’ Sally said,
oblivious to Georgina’s tape recorder. She suddenly turned around
to face them again. ‘Are you listening to me, young man?’ she
scolded Tim, whose attention was still focused on a colourful
landscape canvas. The vivid use of back- ground colour brought the
picturesque painting of an ancient white-washed cottage to life in
the small room.

Tim turned to
smile at Sally and gave her his full attention. ‘Of course I am,
Mrs. Lindsay,’ he said, ‘but . . .’

‘Speak up, I
can’t hear you,’ Sally said, inclining her head to try and hear him
better, ‘and away with Mrs. Lindsay. I told you my name is Sally.
For God’s sake sit down the pair of you. I’ll have a crick in my
neck looking up at ye.’

‘Can you go
through what happened last night? Like, how many cars were
involved?’ Georgina put in gently, aware of the other lady’s
irritation as well as her frustration.

‘I will, I
will, and I want you to spread it across the paper. It’s about time
the Gardai took notice of what the residents around here have to
put up with,’ Sally said, putting a hand to her chest. ‘Damn young
fellows, making my heart race like this.’ She paused a moment until
her breathing regulated. ‘I must sound like a terrible crank,’ she
sighed, defeat in her voice as the anger and determination left her
momentarily, ‘and you must excuse my manners. Can I get you a cup
of tea or something?’

Tim nodded and
took a seat on the tweed armchair beside the tiled fireplace,
holding his hands out in front of the coal fire. ‘Tea would be
lovely, Sally, please,’ he said.

‘Not for me,
thanks.’ Georgina said with a smile, amused at Tim’s ability to
feel so at home in this stranger’s house.

He relaxed into
the fireside chair and stared at the dancing flames while he waited
for Sally to leave the room. He wanted a moment to talk to Georgina
alone and while Sally ambled into the kitchen to make tea, he
quickly took the opportunity to coach Georgina a little. Sitting
forward in his chair once more, he issued a few pointers. ‘I’m sure
you’re tuned into how well she’s responding to you. She seems to
trust you already. That’s very good. Keep going like that. I’ll ask
anything I feel you haven’t thought of, but I think she’ll tell you
more. I hope the photographer got a good picture this morning. He
came around earlier while the car was still jammed in the
wall.’

Georgina took a
deep breath and got straight to work. ‘You’ve a lovely home,
Sally,’ she began, when the older lady shuffled her way into the
room with a laden tray, expertly pushing the door closed behind her
with a slippered foot.

‘Well, I’ve
lived here all of my life,’ she replied, a sigh catching in her
throat, ‘and I don’t want to have to move at this stage.’ Pouring a
cup of tea for Tim, she offered him some apple pie. Her hands shook
slightly as she held the plate out to him.

‘Between you
and me,’ she said, lowering her voice a little, ‘it’s all because
of that new family that moved in here some time back. We never had
any trouble before they came along. It’s them and the crowd they’re
attracting that are behind all this.’

Tim gave
Georgina a knowing glance, signalling discreetly to encourage this
line of conversation.

‘This has been
going on a couple of months so?’ Georgina enquired.

‘Pretty much on
and off,’ Sally admitted, ‘but it’s getting worse all the
time.’

‘How do you
mean?’

‘They’re
actually racing up and down the estate now, two cars side by side
going in the same direction. Someone’s going to get killed
eventually,’ she said, shaking her head. ‘They’ve already knocked
down one or two poor dogs, sent them yelping onto the green
across.’ She pointed once more to where the crashed car lay
abandoned on the open space.

‘But surely the
residents have called the Gardai?’

Georgina
couldn’t imagine people ignoring this carry on.

Sally nodded
but threw her eyes to Heaven. ‘All the Gardai are saying is there’s
nothing they can do unless they catch them red-handed. Until then
they can only make their presence felt. What sort of protection is
that for innocent people trying to live a quiet life?’

‘Do they wait
until dark before they start?’ Georgina persisted.

Sally thought
for a minute. ‘Mostly it starts at around nine, just as I’m
retiring to bed for the night, probably when they’ve had their fill
of beer or what- ever else they’re on! From my bedroom window I
watch them gather below in the corner of the park, huddled around
and passing beer cans, shouting and laughing as if there isn’t
anyone else trying to live here or get a night’s sleep.’

‘But have you
reported this yourself?’ Georgina directed this question more
specifically this time to try and get a clearer answer.

‘Huh! Indeed I
have and all they do is drive around in the squad car once or twice
and then high tail it out of the estate again. They’re afraid to
catch them,’ she said with a grunt of disapproval. ‘Don’t know how
to handle them, if you ask me. These fellows are menacing, and
would probably pull a knife on you if you went near them. And you
know the way it is, you’re not allowed to touch any child now. It’s
not like long ago when a good beating would have sorted them out .
. .’

Fearing that
Sally was going to go off on a tangent berating the forces,
Georgina interrupted her with another direct question. ‘Do you know
if the driver of the car that knocked down the wall is from this
estate?’

Sally walked to
the window once more, glancing up and down the road, pausing
momentarily before replying.

‘I can’t be
sure which one was driving at the time, they all look the same now
– shaved heads, walk with their shoulders if you know what I mean –
and half the time they have hoods covering their faces, so . .
.’

‘But they are
from this estate?’ Georgina brought her back to the original
question.

‘Some of them
are,’ Sally admitted, her eyes remaining fixed on her shattered
front garden. ‘But,’ she added, turning around to face Tim and
Georgina once more, ‘of course their parents would deny point blank
that their little darlings would be capable of any such thing. I’d
put money on it that they’d lie in court for them and swear blind
they were tucked up in bed at the time.’

Tim, sensing
that Sally was close to revealing names, decided that now would be
a good time to leave the women alone. ‘I’ll just slip out for a
cigarette,’ he excused.

Sally watched
him leave and eased her aching joints into the seat opposite
Georgina. She stoked the fire with a long-handled black poker and
stifled a yawn with her other hand. ‘Excuse me,’ she said, ‘but I
barely closed an eye last night.’

‘Was the driver
of the car injured and were there passengers?’ Georgina felt there
was no harm in asking. ‘Perhaps you heard an ambulance?’

‘It’s a pity
they weren’t bloody injured!’ Sally’s voice shook slightly, showing
the first frisson of fear.

‘Jumped out
laughing and took off into the darkness, smoke billowing from the
car. They didn’t even turn off the engine. I was terrified it would
go on fire so I called the fire brigade as quick as I could. I
could hardly see the numbers on the phone and I was afraid to turn
on the light in case they could see me.’

Georgina went
on her hunkers before Sally, patting her arm gently, sensing the
old lady’s terror as she relived the previous night. Though things
generally looked a lot better in daylight, she didn’t want to upset
this little old lady any more than necessary.

‘Do you have
any family, Sally?’ she asked gently. She shook her head. ‘I’ve two
nieces but they

both live in
America.’

‘Are you
connected to the community alert scheme?’

‘That’s for old
people!’ she replied in indignation, while Georgina smothered a
smile, admiring her strength and determination.

‘It might be a
good idea to sign up to the scheme though. They’ll give you a panic
button you can wear around your neck . . .’

‘I’ll be fine,’
Sally interrupted. ‘I’m not going to let a few badly-reared brats
run me out of my home and ruin what’s left of my life.’

‘Perhaps you
could tell me where these lads live? Which house?’

‘God no,’ Sally
said, putting a hand to her mouth and shaking her head profusely.
‘I can’t give you information like that. My life wouldn’t be worth
living if they thought I’d told on them. But if you come up here
any evening once it gets dark, you’ll see for yourself what’s going
on. Then you can try and get their names. You’d be doing the likes
of me a big favour if you can shift them off our roads.’

‘OK then, I
promise I will,’ Georgina told her, disappointed that she couldn’t
get any more information, but fully understanding Sally’s
reluctance to squeal. She thanked the old lady, promising to give
the article her full attention to make it as effective as
possible.

‘They won’t
make me move,’ Sally uttered again, a fresh wave of anger in her
voice. ‘That’s what they want, you know, to get one of their own
into my house but I won’t have it. As long as I can live
independently, I’ll see out my days here.’

Georgina
switched off the recorder and tore a page from her notebook,
scribbling her name and mobile number on to it. ‘Here’s my number.
You can call me anytime – day or night – if there’s anything else
you think of, or if you’d just like somebody to talk to.’

‘Thanks very
much,’ Sally said, folding the page neatly and placing it into a
tiny china jug on the mantelpiece. ‘I’ll see you out, shall I?’ she
offered, leaning on the arms of the chair to support herself as she
slowly rose to her feet.

‘Oh, one more
question,’ Georgina added. ‘Are they using stolen cars?’

‘How would I
know? Probably buy them from the scrap yards or something! That’s
another part of the reason,’ she tutted, ‘they have far too much
money to be throwing around.’

Georgina looked
around for Tim and spotted him at the end of the road talking to
three lads, standing with his feet apart and his hands in his
pockets as he listened intently to them. She watched as he nodded
his head, taking a hand from his pocket to point a finger while
speaking. ‘Is that some of them?’ she whispered to Sally.

‘He won’t get
any information out of those three hooligans. Ringleaders they
are,’ Sally said with conviction, ‘I’ll see you.’

‘Goodbye . . .’
Georgina began, but she didn’t bother to finish as her words went
unheard against the closed door. Without a word of farewell, Sally
had gone back inside her house, banging her front door behind her
and leaving an amazed Georgina standing alone on the doorstep. She
doubted very much she’d hear from Sally again.

She carefully
picked her steps back out of the garden once more and leaned
against Tim’s Saab as she waited for him to return. She was
intrigued as to what his intense conversation with the boys
entailed. Perhaps he’s getting their side of the story, she
thought. Fair play to him though for getting them to talk in depth.
Now, however, she just wished he’d return so she could get on with
the task of typing the copy while it was all still fresh in her
head. She wondered whether it would be worth doing a door-to-door
enquiry around the estate. But looking at her watch she realised
there would hardly be time. As she glanced at Sally’s home once
more, her heart went out to the old lady. How terrifying it must be
to live under such threat from people who simply have no regard for
other people’s property or lives.

‘Brats,’ she
mumbled under her breath, leaping out of her skin when a loud
beeping noise came from the car. Then she realised it was only Tim
unlocking the car with the remote control.

‘You’re easily
frightened,’ he laughed as he opened the car door. ‘Are you ready
to go?’

‘Sure. Do you
want to say goodbye to Sally?’ Tim glanced towards the house but
shook his

Head, spying a
flash of white hair at the edge of the bedroom curtain. ‘No, let’s
leave her be. She’s gone through enough for now.’

‘Perhaps you’re
right,’ Georgina agreed. ‘Did you get anything interesting from
those lads?’

‘Get anything?’
he repeated, looking quizzically at her.

‘Information,
Tim, I was just wondering whether you got anything else to add to
our report?’

‘Oh right,’ he
said, pulling on his safety belt. ‘No. Nothing. I gave them a good
quizzing but they swore they didn’t see anything.’

‘Really, how
convenient,’ she said dryly.

‘We’d better
get moving. I’ve another call to make so we may as well keep going
and get both jobs done. My laptop’s on the back seat if you want to
write Sally’s story as we go along? Denis will want to edit it
before it goes to print so it’d be great to get it to him as soon
as possible.’

‘Sure.’

He gave her a
little crooked smile. ‘You did a very good job in there, Georgina,’
he said. ‘I’ll have to watch my back or you’ll have my job before I
know it.’

Georgina
muttered a grateful word of thanks, secretly delighted with his
praise. Struggling to remain casual towards him, she tried to
maintain a professional attitude and ignore the warmth spreading
through her entire body. She was annoyed with herself for not being
able to accept his flattery without getting into a state. What was
wrong with her? Couldn’t she handle one little compliment without
breaking into a sweat? Honest to God!

Silence
prevailed in the car as they sped along the main road from Bandon
towards the city. Tim slowed the car down considerably as they
drove through Innishannon village. Georgina pointed out the quaint
stone mannequin perched outside the art gallery on the right hand
side of the road and the old-fashioned high-nelly bicycle leaning
against a pole outside the butcher shop directly across. But apart
from that she didn’t speak, only to ask his advice on some of the
wording for the article. His replies were pleasant, keeping the
mood simple and sporadic in tune with the classical music playing
gently in the background once more.

Georgina typed
her last line and read back over the piece slowly. Then she read it
out loud to him, editing along the way as he suggested. She was
more than pleased with the finished copy, feeling it was dramatic
enough, without making Sally out to be an interfering or
complaining pensioner. ‘Will I leave it at that then and you can
email it to Denis later?’ she suggested.

‘Sure,’ Tim
said, indicating and pulling onto the forecourt of a petrol station
as he needed to buy cigarettes.

Taking the
laptop from her, he read through it silently, changing only one or
two sentences before saving the file and shutting it down. ‘Right,
it seems fine. I’ll send it off as soon as I get back. You relax
for a moment while I run in to get ciggies. That was a very
productive morning’s work for your first day as a news reporter.
Well done.’

Happy to relax
for a few minutes, she settled back to wait while he went into the
garage. She took out her phone to send Val a text, but quickly
shoved it back into her bag again when she noticed Tim strolling
back towards the car.

He sat in
beside her once more. ‘Now, on to our next stop,’ he said breezily,
turning on the ignition.

‘We’ve to call
to a guy in Somerstown Road in Wilton. He witnessed that traffic
accident this morning.’ He raised an eyebrow in surprise when a
loud rumble came from Georgina’s stomach.

‘Oh, do excuse
me,’ she said, putting a hand to her stomach and rubbing it gently,
mortified by the gurgling sounds coming from her body. She stared
out the window at the disused railway line over- head, trying to
hide her embarrassment.

‘Hungry?’

‘Just a bit,
but I can wait,’ she assured him, anxious to stay on track of their
workload.

The CD came to
an end then and he ejected it, just as the news headlines came on
the radio.

‘It’s just one
now,’ he commented, after he’d listened to the headlines. ‘Why
don’t we stop for lunch before every place gets busy? We’ll still
have time to do the interview. I got most of it over the phone
earlier anyway.’

‘It’s up to
you.’

‘We are
entitled to a lunch break,’ he said, swinging the car in through
the entrance to the red- bricked Viaduct restaurant. ‘When you’re
out reporting news stories, Georgina,’ he added, ‘you’ll never
again need an excuse to go into a restaurant.’

‘I don’t
follow?’ They walked across the car park and up the steps to the
glass entrance porch.

‘You’ll be
really surprised at the amount of information you’ll pick up just
sitting at a table in a restaurant or bar.’

‘But that’s
ear-wigging,’ Georgina started, pushing the door in before her.

‘That’s
journalism,’ Tim corrected her.

‘I suppose
that’s another way of looking at it,’ she agreed, inhaling the
gorgeous aroma wafting through the restaurant. ‘I don’t know what
that smell is but I really want some of it.’

‘Me too,’ he
agreed, his eyes resting on her for a fleeting moment. ‘Take a look
at the menu over there,’ he said, letting her walk ahead of him,
his fingertips featherlike on the small of her back as he followed
her to read what was on offer. ‘I’m just going for a quick smoke
first, won’t be a tick.’

She scanned the
menu, quickly deciding she’d have the vegetarian quiche. She waited
for Tim to return before ordering, taking a seat at one of the high
tables in the centre of the restaurant. Feeling decidedly cheery in
light of her successful morning, she took her phone from her bag
once more and set about sending Val a text to let her know the
perks of being a news reporter.

Customers
continued to drift in and the restaurant slowly began to fill up.
Georgina watched the door impatiently, wishing Tim would return
before the queue for lunch became too long. She was about to get in
line when she saw him return, a spring in his step and a broad
smile on his face as he neared.

‘I thought
you’d changed your mind and gone off without me.’

‘Talk about
being impatient!’ he grinned, tapping the table with the edge of
his cigarette box.

Georgina’s
phone rang and Tim watched with mild curiosity as her expression
changed when she took the call.

‘It’s Mary here
from reception, Georgina. I hate annoying you but I can’t get in
touch with Val and I was hoping you’d know where she was.’ The
older lady’s voice was tinged with concern.

‘I’m out on
calls with Tim, Mary. She hasn’t contacted me since I left the
office. Is everything OK?’

‘Well, she was
supposed to be taking minutes for Denis at that regional conference
this afternoon but there’s no trace of her and he’s asking me to do
it now! It’s not like her to forget something like that. I hope
nothing’s wrong,’ Mary said, remembering how quickly Val had dashed
from the office earlier without even a hello or good-bye.

‘You seem
concerned, Mary,’ Georgina picked up on the other lady’s
unease.

‘No, don’t mind
me. I’m a terrible worrier. It’s probably nothing.’

‘I hope so. If
I manage to contact her, I’ll get her to check in with you
immediately.’ Once she’d disconnected the call, she immediately
called Val’s number, but ended the connection when it diverted
directly to her message minder.

‘I’ve just had
a worrying call from Mary on reception.’ She explained things to
Tim, leaving her phone on the table instead of putting it into her
bag.

‘Well, I’ve
never known Val to forget a meeting, but it could be something as
simple as having a dead battery in her phone. Anyway, I’m starving,
let’s order!’

Georgina hoped
he was right. It wasn’t in Val’s nature to be unreliable and simply
not turn up for an appointment. ‘I’d like the quiche so. And,’ she
said, opening her bag, ‘it’s my turn to pay.’

‘Not at all,
don’t be silly. That’s what expenses are for,’ he said with a
boyish grin. ‘You wait here. Hopefully I won’t be long.’

While Georgina
waited for him to get to the top of the queue, she felt uneasy. She
glanced around the restaurant taking in the buzz of activity, but
her mind was miles away. She wouldn’t rest until she’d found out
that Val was OK. She decided the best thing to do would be to call
her home. Perhaps she popped back for something. But before she’d
finished dialling, she disconnected. She didn’t want to worry Val’s
parents unnecessarily. What if they hadn’t heard from her either?
She’d better just sit tight and wait.

‘Here we go,’
Tim said, back at her side at last. He slid a filled tray onto the
table. ‘Smells gorgeous, tuck in,’ he said, placing a plate of
chicken supreme and a pint glass of iced water before her.

She looked at
her plate in disappointment. ‘Oh, wasn’t there any quiche left?’
she asked.

‘Oh shit, I’m
sorry. I could have sworn you said chicken. I’ll take it back and
get you quiche,’ he offered at once, plucking a mushroom from his
own plate and popping it in his mouth, licking the gravy from his
lips. His mind had been a million miles away while he’d stood in
the queue. Business was a bit tricky at the moment and he’d a lot
of stuff to get sorted. No wonder he’d mixed up the meal order!

‘Oh, it doesn’t
matter,’ she sighed, too hungry to wait. She scooped some rice and
sauce on to her fork and slid it into her mouth. ‘It’s grand,
honestly. I don’t mind,’ she said.

‘Sure?’ He took
off his jacket and sat on the stool nearest her.

‘Yeah,
positive, come on eat yours. It’ll be cold if you have to go back
again,’ she said, taking a drink of water to try and cool down. His
close proximity brought her out in a hot sweat as it always did and
her knee jerked slightly as his leg rubbed gently against hers. She
definitely wasn’t imagining it. She’d waited a long time to meet a
guy like Tim.

The only thing
she worried about was mixing business with pleasure. She didn’t
want the pair of them to be office gossip fodder. Anyway, maybe she
was jumping the gun just a wee bit. He hadn’t exactly made a proper
move yet. All in its own good time, she hoped, and her thoughts
turned to Mary’s call again.

‘I really hope
Val is OK, Tim. It’s not like her to disappear like that without
letting somebody know where she’s off to.’ She quickly dabbed at a
sauce stain on her cuff where she’d absently let it dip into her
dinner. Damn.

Tim tucked into
his plate of roast beef and gravy with enthusiasm, munching
hungrily on the tender meat as he stabbed a crispy roast potato
with his knife. ‘She’s hardly been kidnapped,’ he said between
mouthfuls. ‘I’m sure she’ll be back in touch as soon as possible.
Maybe she has a dental appointment or something,’ he suggested.

‘Hmm, I suppose
you could be right.’

‘We can swing
by her house on the way back if you like, just to put your mind at
rest.’

Georgina looked
across the table at him, grateful for his kindness. Nothing ever
seemed to be a problem for him and she admired him for his can- do
attitude. She let her eyes hover on his handsome face and the
jagged line of his scar held her interest. She wondered whether it
was caused by an accident or had it been as a result of something
more sinister. Without giving it any real thought, she asked the
burning question that had been mulling around in her mind.

‘Eh, Tim, do
you mind if I ask you something sort of personal?’

‘Not at all, go
ahead,’ he replied, wondering what she was going to come out
with.

‘How did you
get the scar on your cheek?’ she asked, immediately regretting her
words when he stopped chewing. His face muscles visibly tensed and
his expression soured. He averted his eyes from hers, focusing on a
point somewhere above her head. Then he picked up his glass and
took a long drink of water, swallowing the unthawed food in his
mouth in one swift gulp.

Her heart
pounded in her chest as she waited for his response. She could have
bitten off her tongue. When would she ever learn to keep her big
mouth shut?

‘It happened
years ago, in a different lifetime to be honest. I hope you don’t
mind, but I’d rather not talk about it. Let it be,’ he encouraged,
gracing her with a smile as she nodded. ‘Now I don’t know about you
but I’m stuffed. How about I meet you outside at the car? I’m just
going to have another smoke before we leave.’

Thankfully he
didn’t seem to have taken offence, Georgina thought to herself as
she wiped her mouth with her napkin. At least that was something.
But she still felt slightly confused. Why wouldn’t he answer her
question? It was obviously a pretty sore point with him. Perhaps
he’d tell her again once she’d earned his trust. After all, they
still didn’t know each other terribly well. Maybe if they became an
official item, he’d open up and tell her all his secrets.

 



Chapter
Eleven

 


As Georgina was
having lunch with Tim, Val was clutching her mother’s hand tightly,
her gaze fixed firmly on the closed double doors leading into
Intensive Care. She didn’t think she could bear the waiting much
longer. What the hell were they doing in there? Why wouldn’t they
let her in to see her baby? Her body tensed each time the door
swung open. She was terrified of seeing her little daughter’s
injuries, yet even more afraid that she’d never get to see her or
hug her again. She longed for the moment when she would be allowed
cradle her in her arms and tell her how much she loved her. Please,
please let her be OK, she prayed, tears streaming down her white
face.

The last hour
had been a nightmare. Her mother had called her mobile, frantically
begging her to come to the hospital as quickly as she could. Not
knowing who was in trouble or what had happened, Val had felt her
blood run cold. She’d always thought she’d be able to cope with any
situation no matter what. But by the time she’d driven twenty miles
and reached Cork University Hospital, Val was distraught. She’d
abandoned her car in a precarious position outside Accident and
Emergency, her nerves fraught and her whole body trembling. She had
burst through to the hallway, anxiously searching for her mother’s
familiar face in the waiting area. She’d scanned each line of
chairs frantically. Oh God, where was everybody? She’d immediately
dashed to the glass partition to ask for help.

‘My mother,
Betty Sharkey, is she here?’

‘What time did
she come in?’ the kindly receptionist had enquired patiently.

‘Well, I’m not
exactly sure. But she rang me just a short time ago.’ Val’s eyes
had darkened with worry as she waited with baited breath while the
receptionist quickly scanned through her list of admissions. She’d
leaned her forehead against the cold glass. What could possibly
have happened?

The
receptionist had frowned in slight confusion.

‘I don’t have
her name here.’

‘Try Humphrey
Sharkey,’ Val had suggested, fidgeting nervously with the cord on
the pen. Perhaps her poor dad had been taken ill.

‘Still
nothing,’ the receptionist shook her head, squinting as she checked
each admission carefully.

‘Do you have
any Shakes admitted today?’

‘I have a Jodi
Sharkey? But she’s only a little child,’ the receptionist had
offered then, feeling immense pity for the anxious young woman
standing in front of her.

‘Jodi! My
Jodi!’ Val’s voice had been barely more than a whisper as she
uttered her daughter’s name in disbelief. ‘Oh my God, what’s
happened to my baby? Where is she? I need to get to her. She’s my
only child. Please, tell me what’s happened to her.’

‘Her
grandmother came in with her. If you take a seat just for a quick
moment, I’ll go and fetch her for you.’ The receptionist hurried
from the desk and disappeared from Val’s view as she went in search
of Betty.

Val couldn’t
bear to sit still so went to the doors leading to the treatment
rooms instead to wait anxiously for her mother. Ignoring the sign
instructing her to ring the bell for entry, she tried in vain
instead to push the door open. She was oblivious to the countless
other people in the waiting room, each with their own troubles.
Under normal circumstances, the slightest sight of blood made her
oozy, causing her body to break out in a cold sweat. But now she
felt numb and nothing could obliterate the pain and sense of panic
she felt as she stood against the wall waiting to find out what had
happened to Jodi. Unable to see anything through the darkened glass
panels at the top of the doors, she leaned against the cream wall
and willed her mother to appear. The sound of ambulance sirens
screaming in the bustling afternoon activity of the busy hospital
instantly reminded Val of the horror she’d felt the night
Georgina’s mother had been rushed to this same hospital.

Suddenly
overcome with guilt and regret, she remembered how confused she’d
been about her pregnancy in the first few months. She swallowed the
acidic taste of bile rising in her throat. Her blood ran cold as
the suspicion flashed through her mind that this could be karma.
God was punishing her for not wanting her pregnancy in the first
place. Restless and uneasy, she hovered around aimlessly imagining
every possible reason why Jodi could be ill. The poor little thing,
she thought, and I barely kissed her goodnight last night, I was in
such a flurry to get out and meet Des. Smothering these guilty
thoughts with images of her beautiful fun-filled daughter, she
hurried towards the doors expectantly when she saw the receptionist
return with her mother in tow.

Betty’s face
was pinched and drawn. Her eyes were filled with sorrow as she
looked at Val and shook her head gently. She didn’t know how to
break the terrible news to her daughter. ‘There was an accident,
love . . .’ She blew her nose loudly and tried to hold back her
tears, bringing her handkerchief to her eyes and holding it to her
lids for a moment. ‘And I’m afraid she’s not good, not good at
all.’ Her voice was barely more than a croak.

‘Oh Val I’ve
signed the consent form. They have to operate . . .’

‘No, Mum, this
can’t be happening,’ Val screamed loudly and put her hands to her
head, refusing to hear the information her mother was trying to
impart.

‘Not Jodi,’ she
gasped. ‘Where is she, Mum? I have to be with her, hold her in my
arms.’ A buzzing sound began in her ears and her mother’s consoling
words drifted in and out of her hearing. A wave of nausea passed
over her and she swayed slightly, clutching her mother’s arm to
steady herself. A surge of blackness closed in around her. She
waited a moment for her head to stop spinning, but instead of
stopping, it got worse, the buzzing now drowning out every other
sound. Black dots danced in front of her eyes and her skin felt
warm and clammy. She struggled to remain conscious but could feel
herself weave in and out of a faint and was relieved when somebody
hurried over to her with a seat. The next thing she was aware of
was a pair of firm arms guiding her on to a cold hard plastic
chair.

‘Put your head
between your knees for a moment,’ the receptionist instructed
firmly, getting down on her hunkers beside Val and placing her hand
at the back of her neck. ‘Can I get you a drink of water? Or let me
get you tea for the shock?’

Val shook her
head. ‘I have to see my daughter,’ she insisted, unable to stop the
tears that spattered on her cheeks. Her hearing slowly returned to
normal and the buzzing faded away once more. She lifted her head
for a moment and tried to stand but quickly dropped back into the
chair again when her eyes failed to focus on her mother’s face.

‘You’re not
going to be any good to your little girl if you’re on a stretcher
yourself,’ the receptionist warned gently before she left to get
Val a cup of cold water.

‘We’ll go back
to her once you feel less wobbly,’ her mother soothed, gently
rubbing Val’s back in circular movements, trying to help her relax
to get her blood sugar levels back to normal. Another few minutes
wouldn’t make any difference to Jodi, she thought, visualising the
dreadful scene she’d left behind her moments before.

Val nodded.
‘How is she, Mum? Where have they got her?’

‘She’s in
Intensive Care, love, and she’s very, very poorly.’ Betty broke the
news as gently as possible to her daughter, continuing to stroke
her back soothingly. She seemed to be getting over the initial
shock.

‘Are you able
to stand up yet, Val? Granddad is waiting on his own. Shall we go
to him now or would you like to wait another few moments?’

Val lifted her
head and nodded quickly. ‘Yes, let’s go. I’ll just take a few sips
of this first,’ she said, taking a paper cup filled with water from
the receptionist.

Moments later,
a shaky Val held her mother’s arm as they followed the red tiles
towards Accident & Emergency. She listened in horror as Betty
gingerly relayed the details of Jodi’s accident to her.

‘But she never
goes outside the wall without permission,’ Val exclaimed, shaking
her head in disbelief. The idea of Jodi’s tiny frail body being hit
by a speeding lump of metal horrified her.

‘Her new ball
bounced through the bars in the gate and across the road. Without
thinking she rushed straight out after it. I’m sure she heard the
car coming because I watched her waiting outside for it to pass
before she even attempted to cross. But the car must have lost
control as it sped around the corner . . .’ Betty clasped her hands
together, reliving the shocking moments in her mind again. She’d
watched from the window as her granddaughter played out in the
front garden, bouncing her ball against the wall and catching it
with both hands time after time. And then quite unexpectedly the
ball had ricocheted against the thorny rose bush and gone
spiralling in the other direction and out through the gate.

‘I called her
to come back inside, telling her I’d get it,’ Betty desperately
explained to Val, feeling utterly responsible for her
granddaughter’s accident. Producing a tissue once more and wiping
away fresh tears, she continued talking through her sobs. ‘But
before I’d even reached the garden gate, the car came flying around
the corner – on two wheels by the looks of it – and caught her
little body with the left hand wing before throwing her high into
the air. She landed like a rag doll in the ditch on the opposite
side of the road.’

‘Dear Jesus,
please help her,’ Val prayed out loud as they hurried along the
corridor.

‘I shouted to
your father and he called the ambulance straight away while I
rushed to Jodi.’ Betty struggled to explain that she’d made every
effort for Jodi. ‘To be fair the ambulance arrived within minutes.
I promise there wasn’t any time wasted, Val. I travelled in the
ambulance with her and your dad followed right behind in the
car.’

‘Did she wake
up at all?’ Val dared to ask, convinced that she was having an
outer body experience as she tried to picture Jodi’s body lying on
a hospital bed rigged up to all sorts. But somewhere on another
plateau she conjured up a vivid image of Jodi skipping and jumping
and hurrying along to meet her as she always did, her thick wavy
brown hair bouncing on her shoulders.

‘She slipped in
and out of a distressed sleep on the journey here. She was very
short of breath and her lips seemed a bit blue,’ Betty said, her
eyes darting enquiringly towards her husband when they reached the
waiting area for Intensive Care. ‘And she kept asking me for a
drink. But she called me Nan,’ Betty sighed deeply and gave a weak
smile.

‘At least that
was something.’

‘The fact that
she knew you is good, isn’t it?’ Val clutched her mother’s arm,
clinging on to any bit of lingering hope, refusing to believe the
worst.

‘Val,’ her
father told her gravely. ‘The chief resident just came out. He was
still gowned up and they’d just brought the little mite back from
theatre . . .’

‘Aah!’ Val’s
wail brought nurses rushing from the adjoining station. But there
was no need to tell Val to keep the noise down as she’d flopped
feebly onto the floor in a helpless faint.

Humphrey, Val’s
father, gently aided two nurses to pull his daughter into a sitting
position on the floor. He sat on a chair beside her and leaned down
to put an arm around her shoulders to prevent her from tumbling
forward. Her forehead felt cold and clammy to his touch. He
grimaced as he took in her deathly pallor. His aged fingers stroked
her dark hair as he spoke soothingly to his only child. His heart
was heavy and he hated himself for not having been there to protect
Jodi and Val and prevent them all from suffering this intense
pain.

‘What’s your
daughter’s name?’ one of the nurses asked, looking from Humphrey to
Betty.

‘Val,’ Betty
replied, shaking her daughter gently to try and bring her around.
‘She’s had a terrible shock.’

The nurses
nodded kindly and exchanged looks as they glanced at the elderly
couple before them. If appearances were anything to go by, they
didn’t look very far away from fainting themselves.

Val slowly
opened her eyes and glanced frantic- ally around her. For a split
second she tried to figure out where on earth she was. And then it
came flooding back to her and her whole body began to tremble in
shock.

‘Val, do you
know where you are?’ One of the nurses held her hand while the
other went to get a blood pressure monitor and a syringe to check
Val’s blood sugar levels. She didn’t look at all well and they
couldn’t afford to have her fainting again, not with the ordeal she
had yet to face.

Val nodded and
smacked her dry lips together.

‘I’m sorry,’
she uttered, feeling as though her tongue was sticking to the roof
of her mouth. It felt so dry.

‘Could I have a
drink please?’

‘Of course,
maybe you could do with a lie down for a few moments?’ the nurse
suggested as she helped her onto a chair and encouraged her to take
off her heavy cardigan. The area in and around Intensive Care was
excruciatingly hot which wasn’t helping things either.

Val shrugged
out of her cardigan with relief and pushed a hand against her damp
forehead, moving a moist fringe out of her eyes. ‘No, I’m fine,’
she insisted. ‘I just want to see my little girl.’

The other nurse
returned complete with monitors and a cup of hot sweet tea. She
duly examined Val, pronouncing her to be OK even if her blood sugar
levels had dropped considerably lower than normal. ‘A lie down
would really do you all the good in the world,’ she tried again but
her advice fell on deaf ears.

Val shook her
head. How could they expect her to lie down when Jodi needed her?
She brought the paper cup to her mouth, sipping the hot liquid and
swirling it around in her mouth to try and eradicate the horrible
arid feeling. She licked her lips.

‘This has
happened before. I’ll be fine in a minute.’

She looked at
the nurses and gave them a half smile.

‘I’m not moving
from here until I get to see Jodi.’ The nurses both smiled
sympathetically and the more senior of the two gave her a final
note of advice. ‘For goodness’ sake, at least stay sitting down or
you’ll do your poor father an injury if he has to pick you up off
the floor again.’

‘We’ll be right
over there,’ the younger nurse added, pointing to the nurse’s
station. ‘If you’re not feeling well, let us know immediately.’

‘Thank you,’
Val replied sheepishly. ‘Can you please find somebody who can tell
us about Jodi?’

‘Here’s the
head of the team now,’ the nurse whispered as a doctor appeared
through the double doors.

He wore a blue
surgeon’s outfit and still had disposal plastic shoe covers over
his moccasins.

‘Good luck,’
the nurse offered, before returning to her station.

The doctor took
the white mask from his mouth and also removed surgical gloves from
his hands, bundling them both into a ball and tossing them in the
nearby bin.

Val found it
impossible to read his expression and waited with baited breath to
hear what he had to say. Just at that moment, the doors opened
again and a nurse left the room. Val’s eyes filled with fear and
she froze to the spot as she caught the first glimpse of her tiny
daughter who lay completely still in the room beyond. Her bed was
surrounded by huge machines and monitors. Val looked at her
sleeping daughter in disbelief. A short yelp escaped from her
throat and she shot a hand to her mouth as she continued to stare.
‘All the tubes and machines,’ she said in horror, bringing her
attention back to the doctor when the doors swung closed once
more.

The doctor sat
on a seat opposite Val and her parents. He thought for a moment as
he prepared to tell them the extent of Jodi’s injuries. He hated
this part of his job. ‘The impact of her body meeting suddenly with
the car has punctured her left lung,’ he finally told them. ‘The
car must have caught her in the left lateral chest.’ He caught a
glimpse of Val’s panic stricken face and quickly rushed to
elaborate further. ‘Don’t be unduly alarmed by this news. It could
have been so much worse. When we examined her we found that her
trachea had been shifted to the right.’

‘How could you
know that?’ Betty was horrified by the news.

‘Her breathing
was sporadic,’ he explained, trying to find simple words to explain
the situation. ‘Her blood oxygen levels were dangerously low and an
x-ray revealed that her chest had shifted ever so slightly to the
right. We could see that there was air in her chest cavity . .
.’

Val was
completely confused and stopped him in his tracks. ‘But I don’t
understand what that means. What are the implications? Why did you
operate? Please can you put it into simple english?’

The doctor
nodded. ‘Under normal conditions, there shouldn’t be air between
the lungs and the chest cavity. The blow to her chest introduced
this air, causing her lung to collapse. That’s what caused her
breathing to become laboured and difficult.’

‘Please can I
go into her?’ Val asked, unable to wait for him to continue.

Humphrey sensed
that his daughter was unable to concentrate on what the doctor was
telling them and decided to take it up from there. ‘Have you fixed
this problem now, Doctor? Is that why you operated?’

‘I called in a
pulmonologist,’ the doctor explained, and then seeing their faces
convulse in confusion at this big word, he hurried to clarify.
‘That’s a lung specialist to you and me,’ he gave a smile of
apology.

‘The urgency
was to remove the air as there was a high percentage of collapse in
Jodi’s lung. We inserted a plastic chest tube through an incision
in her chest, just between her ribs.’ He paused for a moment,
waiting for the look of horror on Val’s face to pass.

‘You cut open
her chest? But . . .’

Val’s father
put a comforting arm around his daughter’s slumped shoulders,
terrified she’d faint again.

‘We just made a
tiny incision. It will heal, I promise,’ he assured her. ‘We had to
do this to remove the trapped air. But be warned, it may take a few
days to work completely. We’re very hopeful that it will expand her
lung again and with a bit of luck she should be home in a
week.’

Val stood up at
this point. She had a haunted look in her eye as she stared at a no
mobile phone sign on the wall immediately above the doctor’s head.
‘This could reoccur though, couldn’t it? What then?’ She remembered
reading a piece in a magazine about something like that one
time.

‘There is a
risk of reoccurrence but not always, so hopefully this won’t be a
worry.’

‘Has she any
other injuries . . . ?’ Humphrey was almost afraid to ask this
question but felt they needed to be prepared for everything. He had
a heavy, heavy heart as he waited on the doctor’s reply. Would his
little granddaughter ever run and skip again? While Val had been
very laid back as a little girl, Jodi was just the opposite and
seldom sat still. That she may never run or skip again didn’t bear
thinking about.

‘Nothing that
we need worry about,’ the doctor reassured, ‘apart from some
bruising to her chest and forehead, she’s had a miraculous escape.
It’s early days naturally, but we are hoping she’ll have a 90 -95%
recovery to her lungs. Her chest will be very tender of course, but
with plenty of rest and pain relief she should come back well from
this.’ The doctor put a hand in his pocket and turned to look at
the anxious mother and grandparents beside him. That was enough
information for now, he thought, deciding it best to hold back the
rest of his concerns until he had analysed all of her test
results.

‘Can I please
see her now?’ Val begged with trepidation, her head beginning to
pound.

‘Just give it a
few moments. One of the nurses will let you in once they’ve checked
all her tubes and readings. Don’t be alarmed when you go in. She’s
still sleeping and we’re planning to keep her sedated until
tomorrow morning. We have her on a ventilator to give her some help
to breathe. This will give her lungs a chance to recover. That’s
what the tube in her mouth is for,’ he explained. ‘We might try
reducing it a little later this afternoon if her vital signs are
good. But considering what she’s been through, she could be very
sore if we let her wake up too soon.’

Val clutched
her father’s hand tightly, a lump the size of a golf ball stuck in
her throat. She was touched by the doctor’s sensitivity and
kindness to Jodi. ‘Thanks so much for taking care of her,
Doctor.’

‘Try to go home
and get some sleep tonight,’ he advised all three of them. ‘I
understand you won’t want to leave but really she’ll need a lot of
care when she gets home. It’s important you have plenty of rest
while she’s in here. She’s in good hands, trust me.’

Betty nodded
gravely. ‘We’ll take care of Val, Doctor.’

‘Now I have to
try and trace a family for the young chap who was driving the car,’
he added gravely. He thought it was best to warn them of the
driver’s close proximity. It couldn’t be helped. The hospital beds
were packed to capacity and their second Intensive Care unit didn’t
have any free spots. Therefore both casualties had to be put side
by side in General Intensive Care. ‘He’s lying in the next bed to
Jodi and his parents need to be contacted. He’s another fellow
who’ll be pretty sore when he wakes up.’

 



Chapter
Twelve

 


‘Pity about
him,’ Val muttered under her breath, clenching her fists as she
tried to suppress her rising anger.

Betty gritted
her teeth but refrained from uttering the obscenities that were on
the tip of her tongue. She’d been too upset to pay much attention
to the driver or passenger in the car and had only just caught a
glimpse of one of them stepping into the second ambulance. The
other guy, she presumed the driver, had been cut out of the car and
carried off by stretcher. From her viewpoint he barely looked old
enough to drive. If that brat had been in school where he should
have been, none of this would have happened. Joy riders would be
the death of someone yet. And where were their parents? Betty
wondered. They should be held accountable for all of this.

The trio
remained seated, each praying for Jodi’s safe recovery as they
continued to wait until they were given permission to go in to see
her.

‘You know when
the doctor was going on about Jodi’s lung?’ Val turned from one
parent to the other for reassurance. She couldn’t help thinking the
worst especially as the nurses were taking so long to let them in.
‘You don’t think she’ll be reliant on oxygen for the rest of her
life, do you?’

‘He mentioned a
90% recovery,’ Betty reminded her. ‘So please God she’ll be soon
back home where she belongs. By the sounds of things that driver
must be badly injured,’ she added.

‘If he’d been
travelling at the proper speed limit, this would never have
happened,’ Val banged the chair with her fist. She didn’t care
about him. Goddamn it, this was all his fault!

‘And if the
blooming Council had only listened to us and took a slice off that
bad bend,’ her father interjected. ‘How many letters and petitions
were sent into them about it over the last couple of years? Why do
they have to wait for a serious accident before anything can ever
be done? Our Jodi is very lucky to be alive, and it’s no thanks to
them,’ he said, his voice shaking in fury.

Finally when
she’d contemplated every worst possible scenario, Val was invited
in to see her daughter. She jumped to her feet immediately, her
legs trembling and her heart racing as she hurried through the
doors to Intensive Care. Unfortunately the nurse would only allow
one visitor at a time so Betty and Humphrey had to remain outside.
Val was filled with trepidation as she followed the nurse to Jodi’s
bed, focussing straight ahead and refusing to look at the other two
patients in the room. She found the unfamiliar sounds around her a
little unnerving. Ventilators hummed and vibrated behind each bed
while heart monitors beeped at a steady pace, not to mention the
occasional groan from all three patients. She struggled to be brave
for Jodi’s sake, fighting back the warm sweaty feeling that
threatened to engulf her again. Getting Jodi better was the only
thing that mattered to Val now and she was determined to be strong
for her.

‘Don’t be
afraid of the tubes and machines,’ the nurse sensed her discomfort
and placed a gentle hand on Val’s arm. ‘The ventilator is just
helping Jodi to breathe and take the pressure off her lungs for
now. Poor little thing has been through so much in the last few
hours.’

Val nodded in
agreement but was so overcome with emotion that she couldn’t speak,
finding it impossible to voice her concerns or ask the questions
burning in her mind. Now the words seemed lodged in her throat.

‘I’ll be just
over there,’ the nurse advised, pointing to a small workstation in
the centre of the room where she could keep an eye on all three
patients.

‘Call me if you
need anything.’

Val thanked her
profusely, tears welling in her eyes as she looked down on her
daughter’s sleeping form, aching to pull every tube and wire out of
her tiny body and hold her close in her arms. She stood watching
her for several minutes, finding it impossible to believe what had
happened to her family and wishing it was just an ordinary day like
any other. How could things ever be the same again? She’d be
terrified to let Jodi out of her sight from now on. How could God
let a little innocent be part of something like this? She shook her
head in despair and eased herself slowly into a chair beside Jodi’s
bed. Her pale complexion was shocking. Val gingerly touched her
cheek, terrified she’d disturb the ventilation tube. She couldn’t
believe how tiny and fragile her daughter looked in the big
hospital bed. Unaware of her own falling tears, she didn’t even
notice as they rolled down her face and dropped from her chin onto
her white cotton shirt.

A plastic tube
stuck out the side of Jodi’s mouth, resting awkwardly on her lower
lip, pushing her rosebud mouth out of shape. Val’s gaze followed
the tubing and saw where it attached to the huge ventilator that
was positioned behind her bed. Her eyes remained tightly closed
apart from the occasional flicker of her eyelids, her long sooty
lashes twitching every now and then. Blood and sweat matted Jodi’s
dark hair and it stuck horribly to her forehead and scalp, the dark
red colour in complete contrast to her white face. A funny looking
white peg was attached to her little index finger to monitor her
oxygen levels. Her chest heaved up and down in time with the
ventilator and a red heart flashed on the heart machine,
corresponding figures changing erratically as they monitored her
heart rate. Val watched the readings carefully and panicked every
time they dropped. I wish I could at least understand what level
was safe, she fretted, glancing nervously at the nurse who
immediately came over and gave a quick check, nodding reassuringly
to Val, letting her know everything was OK.

She slipped her
clammy hand underneath Jodi’s tiny one, careful not to disturb any
wires or attachments. Yet another jolt of fear shot through her
when Jodi’s lifeless little hand flopped in her palm. Val felt as
if her own heart had been ripped open and torn to shreds. Sitting
there in a state of shock, she felt utterly helpless and couldn’t
believe that life was so incredibly fragile. She remembered Jodi as
a gurgling baby and how her arrival had brought instant life to
their house, particularly when she’d begun to climb up on their
knees and snuggle into their arms.

Val couldn’t
but smile as a vivid memory of a tiny little chatterbox came to
mind. Once Jodi turned two, she’d begun to string sentences
together. She talked from morning til night, yabbering on and on
and asking thousands and thousands of questions, some of them
impossible to answer. How high is the sky? Why is the grass green?
Who put the trunk on Nelly the elephant? How I wish she’d open her
mouth and talk to me now, Val thought. Please God don’t take her
from me. She bargained silently, pleading for a second chance for
Jodi. I promise I’ll be a better mother. I’ll appreciate my life
more, use the talents you’ve given me. Just please let her survive
this ordeal and I give you my word, I won’t take her or life for
granted ever again.
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