

Chapter One

			“It’s not you. It’s me.” I said, cringing at the cliché. I’d gone through countless contract terminations and yet, I still hadn’t managed to come up with a better way to part on good terms. I was just a sucker for the classics.

			The gentle hustle and bustle of the suburban café made Jericho’s coffee shop the best place for a breakup, or in my line of work, the end of a contract. Terminating any form of relationship, whether it was business or romantic-related, was never easy. But a public area, especially a place I felt comfortable in, was always best.

			Timing was fundamental. It was the tail end of the lunch rush, so there were still a few stragglers in suits daring to test the limits of their one-hour break, while the rest of the coffee shop consisted of the usual suspects: older ladies catching up, a new mother and baby desperate to get out of the house, and a couple of students working at benches.

			Jericho’s appeal was all-encompassing. Particularly as it was one of the older and more established independently owned coffee shops in Drumcondra, a quiet yet up-and-coming suburb in Dublin. Drumcondra was situated on the north side of Dublin, so naturally, it had that grittier feel to it, which I loved.

			After all, I was a northside girl at heart, born and raised. Drumcondra had a quiet and unassuming vibe despite the huge and overpriced redbrick Georgian houses flaunting themselves at us underprivileged folk. It would almost have given the impression that it was the sleepy neighbourhood of Dublin. If a person could overlook the robust student culture.

			That was what made Jericho’s clientele even more unpredictable, propelled by the recent coffee culture boom that had bewitched pensioners to high schoolers. One table could seat the upper crust of society’s elite, while the other would have three students sharing a muffin for dinner.

			And more importantly, it meant that Drumcondra was the perfect neighbourhood if a person wanted to be seen and be invisible at the same time. As for Jericho’s, it wasn’t the fanciest or most hipster coffee shop in the area, hell not even on the street, which meant that my sugar dates would be unlikely to find the place again after we split ways. Which was of the upmost importance, considering I also worked there.

			“I don’t understand, Aisling,” he said. Also, not my real name. “I thought things were going great between us.” He rubbed the back of his head. “What changed?”

			It was always more difficult dealing with the sensitive type. That was why I tried to avoid them. The egotistical bachelors always made the inevitable breakup much quicker and painless. I typically received a simple shrug followed by, “Fine, whatever,” or my personal favourite, “I was going to break up with you anyway.”

			Sure you were, Geoff.

			“I just feel like we want different things from this arrangement,” I said.

			Another zinger of a cliché. I rotated my iced latte, anything to avoid actual eye contact.

			“Is this because of the other night? Because I only asked for you to spend the night because I wanted to wake up in the morning beside you.” He offered a lopsided smile.

			It was a sweet sentiment, but I’d been in this business a long time and had gotten very good at spotting the warning signs of attachment. This was a glaring red light. With bells and sirens. And there might have even been flames in the distance.

			I’d spotted a couple of amber warnings from Sean in recent weeks, but it wasn’t enough to tip his behaviour into “attachment” territory. We’d started off casually. Sexting mainly, a couple of nudes here and there, and then it had moved toward in-person contact. Dinner, drinks, and then back to his place. It was all very standard, and he was kind and respectful, but usually, if a sugar date wanted to see me more than once a week, that was an indication that they were getting attached. That was what had happened with Sean, bless him. I was his first taste of sugar, and now it was clear his emotions were interfering with the parameters of our contract.

			It wasn’t his fault. Some people were just not cut out for sugar dating.

			“Sean.” I sighed calmly and tried to keep the frustration from my voice. “We talked about this. There is a contract in place for a reason. I’m not your girlfriend, and I don’t do sleepovers.”

			“Okay, I won’t ask again.” He nodded, eager to cling to any shred of an arrangement. “We can still see each other, right?” He wasn’t getting it. It was time for the big guns.

			“It’s clear that you’re looking for more, Sean, and I’m sorry I can’t be that person for you.”

			“Well, why not?” he tried desperately. “We don’t have to go through the app, we could just date—”

			And there it was.

			“Sean.” I stopped him immediately and sternly. “I don’t date clients. I told you that in the beginning. I also told you that if the contract blurs in any way, and you start to want more from this arrangement, that I would end things.” He stared at the table, disappointed, perhaps in himself. “We’ve reached that point now.”

			“I just…I really like you, Aisling.” He touched my wrist. “I’ve never met anyone like you. You get me.”

			It was on the tip of my tongue to say, because you’re paying me. But I held back. He was already crushed enough without adding fuel to his misery. I’d become very good at “faking it,” and unfortunately, some clients had misconstrued that to be genuine. I couldn’t do the same. Sugaring was my job, and you don’t climb the ranks as fast as I had by getting attached. Emotional disconnect had to come first.

			“You’re going to find someone out there who’s perfect for you,” I said with a small smile, wanting to ease his heartbreak. “You don’t want a sugar girl. You want a girlfriend. And trust me, there are plenty of women out there who would be lucky to have you. I’m just not one of them.”

			“Okay,” I could just about hear. With that, I rose. He followed like a lost puppy that was clearly at a loss for what to do next. “Good-bye, Aisling.” He launched himself into a hug, which I was forced to accept.

			He pulled away and looked down at me. A small smile appeared on his face, followed by him awkwardly straightening his shirt and tie. He left the coffee shop, and I let out a breath of relief.

			“That went better than expected,” my best friend, Tracey, said, coming up behind me. She cleared our coffee cups. “I thought for sure he was a crier.” She swiped the table clean and pushed the chairs in neatly.

			“Same,” I mused as I watched him get into his car outside the front window and drive off. “He was actually really sweet. I might even miss Sam.”

			“Thought his name was Sean?”

			“Whatever.” I followed her back behind the counter where I retrieved my apron waiting.

			“I guess you’re going to have to find a new Thursday regular,” she said.

			“Hopefully, the next one won’t be so damn clingy.”

			“I hate that. Did he cry after sex?”

			“No, but the thing is, I wouldn’t have minded crying if he would at least last more than three minutes. Hello, I’m here too,” I teased before quickly switching to my best customer-facing voice as someone approached the counter. “Hi, what can I get you?”

			After taking the order, I prepared the two large lattes, all while continuing my conversation with Tracey.

			“Ugh, I don’t know why you put up with that,” Tracey said. “I terminate instantly if they’re bad in bed. Life’s too short to put up with bad sex.”

			“I don’t know how you hold on to your platinum status going through men that fast.”

			Tracey’s long auburn hair was tied back into a ponytail, but it kept sweeping around her shoulder and getting tangled in the front of her apron. She began loading the dirty dishes into the dishwasher but was careful not to make a mess and risk destroying her newly manicured nails. “Hey, ditching the shit dudes leaves you with more time for the gold,” she said smoothly. A beaming smile altered her expression, and she proceeded to shimmy up her sleeve, revealing a gold bracelet. “Look what I got from Mark last night.”

			Shining brightly in the afternoon sun, the bracelet took my breath away. I forgot all about the coffee order and instead reached for her arm. It was a fine gold bangle that framed her wrist neatly. It had unique engravings that were subtle, and there was no denying its expense given the handcrafted finish.

			“It’s real too,” she added, even though I wouldn’t have argued otherwise. “Worth more than seven hundred euros when I looked it up.” Tracey pursed her lips and flicked her brow, clearly pleased by her accomplishment. “I think I’m on to a winner with this one. He could be my best sugar yet.”

			Tracey took pride in sugar dating. She was one of the best in the company. We both were. Sure, there were days when I wanted to throw in the towel, but unfortunately, I didn’t have that luxury. Living in Dublin was expensive and frankly, near-crushing for two baristas struggling to pay off student debt, family healthcare, and rising rent. We both worked full-time in Jericho’s just to make ends meet, but when that wasn’t enough, we turned to Sugar Girl.

			Sugar Girl was an online interactive platform that safely and efficiently matched Sugar Daddies with Sugar Girls based on their mutual needs and wants. Both the clients, Daddies, and service providers, Girls, could include men, women, and other non-gender-conforming folk, but the patriarchy would dictate that they were known as Daddies and Girls regardless.

			In the age of social media, everything was personalised, and that included people’s sexual desires and needs. Back in the day, it might have been only desperate men who were turning to sex workers for a quick fix, but in today’s market, people from all walks of life used these types of services. And sometimes, it was the people you’d least expect.

			Sugar Girl offered its clients someone to fulfil their physical sexual desires, but it went far beyond sex. Some of my clients didn’t even live in Ireland. They might need someone to sext or have phone sex with or even just to talk to every once and a while. People got lonely and sometimes didn’t feel comfortable divulging their sexual desires to the person they loved. Perhaps they didn’t have anyone at all.

			That was where Sugar Girl came in. It was almost like my civic duty. I was helping lonely people, and quite frankly, I enjoyed it. I got to meet interesting people and enjoy their undivided attention over a fancy meal, and then there were other perks of the job such as gifts. And lest I forget, the very lucrative income.

			Tracey and I had joined Sugar Girl two years ago, and while it might have sounded like an over exaggeration, it saved my life. I didn’t know where I’d have been without the side hustle. Since then, Tracey and I had sugared dozens of wealthy suitors. Most of the time, it was men, but being pansexual expanded my sugaring options quite a bit. And Sugar Girl paid very well, especially for a Platinum Girl. But getting to platinum status took time, and I’d paid my dues. Putting up with creeps, stroking the egos of misogynistic men, laughing off borderline dangerous situations, and overall, having had to grow a thicker skin to survive in this business. I’d earned my place at the top table.

			When we’d first started, I was hesitant. Terrified that someone would expose me or uncover that I wasn’t who I said I was. It was why I’d used a stage name. For months, I stuck to texting or sexting. It felt less committal that way, but I wasn’t earning enough and slipping further into debt. Therefore, I’d decided to take the plunge into physical contact, and my ratings had skyrocketed. I got a few loyal clients, some of whom I still saw from time to time. They gave rave reviews and kept me on retainer. Retainer clients were great because I could build a rapport over months and years and work out an arrangement and payment schedule that worked for all parties.

			For example, my longest client, Graeme, paid me a monthly retainer for one visit per month, and most of the time, his work sent him elsewhere. He had Sugar Girls all over the world. Ultimately, Sugar Girl worked for the modern entrepreneur who didn’t have time to settle down but still wanted intimacy and human connection. It served me and Tracey as well for that very reason. Sugaring had successfully put a dent in Tracey’s student debt and helped me foot the never-ending medical bills and care assistance needed at home. Besides, I didn’t have the time or emotional strength to be in a relationship right now.

			Then there was another client of mine, Astrid; she had been going through a pretty gruelling divorce when we’d first met. For the last six months, my retainer fee had gradually increased, and all I had to do was meet her twice a month in her penthouse apartment. Yesterday, she had called me to tell me she’d made the decision to leave Sugar Girl because I’d given her the confidence to start dating again. That was always the best way to terminate a contract. Sure, I would miss Astrid’s company and her hefty retainer fee, but if I could help someone heal their broken heart and grow their confidence, that was the best feeling.

			While sex was important for some clients, it wasn’t for all of them, and I was more select nowadays about who I chose to be intimate with. That was the perk of Sugar Girl. I was never contractually obliged to sleep with anyone. Even if the client paid for sex, I could always issue a refund and leave at any time. That was why the contract was so fundamentally important, and every Sugar Girl had their own individual contract stipulating rates and more importantly, boundaries.

			In the past, I had ended things with clients because they pushed boundaries or voided our contract altogether. Other times, I’d ended it before things could get too serious, including any real intimacy or feelings. Sean was the perfect example of that. Tracey and I prided ourselves on keeping emotionally detached from our clients. And while it was a lucrative and relatively safe industry, most girls didn’t spend very long sugaring. They either moved on, quit, or found love.

			“Ciara,” Tracey called, my real name, “I think that’s about done.”

			She twisted the milk frothing handle off and smirked. I had obviously gotten lost in thought, prompting Tracey to take over. She took the metal jug of hot milk and poured it into the waiting takeaway cups.

			“Thanks, have a nice day,” she said pleasantly, and the customer left. She turned back to me, seeming a little disgruntled. “Do I have to start calling you Aisling too? Maybe that way, you’ll answer me.”

			When it came to sugaring, I never used my real name, Ciara Reilly. It was too personal. Aisling was my pseudonym. Aisling was confident, charming, and seductive. Everything I wasn’t. My fake surname was Murphy, if anyone asked, because there must have been about a million Aisling Murphys in Ireland.

			It also meant that when they tried to find me on social media, they had a lot of profiles to trail through. I kept my real social media extremely private, and I very rarely posted anything. It was too easy for a client to track me down. All interactions were done through the Sugar Girl app, including payment, messaging, and calls. It was an encrypted interface, so they couldn’t track our locations or personal information. My sugars didn’t need to know about my job, where I went to school, my family, or my friends. And I didn’t ask about their personal lives. Sometimes, they talked about their work and family, but I never divulged in return. Ireland was too small, and people liked to talk.

			I told myself I wasn’t ashamed of sugaring, but the truth was, I couldn’t bear the thought of my dad finding out about it and especially not my younger sister. Sophie would be devastated if she found out what I’d been doing to keep our family out of poverty. Just imagining their disappointment kept me awake at night. I’d already fucked up our family enough without adding that level of shame to the mix.

			Tracey’s phone began ringing and led her into the back to take the call. I started to clear dishes from one of the larger tables. It had quietened down considerably after the herd of teenagers who’d sat there for almost two hours had left. To no surprise, they didn’t leave a tip, but they did leave a huge mess. Dozens of sugar packets had been ripped open and poured onto the table.

			Memo to teenagers: you’re the fucking worst.

			I cleared up the mess and made my way back behind the counter again as Tracey returned from the kitchen. She had an eager bounce in her step as she approached me. “I need a favour,” she tentatively said. “I’m meeting Mark tonight.”

			“Okay?”

			“I kind of need your help with something.”

			I swiped the remnants of coffee granules from the counter. “What is it?” I asked hesitantly.

			“Mark has this friend. His name is Darren, and I was wondering if—”

			“A double date?” I fought my annoyance by going back to scrubbing the counter. “Really, Trace?”

			“What? Double dates are nice.”

			“A blind double date nonetheless.”

			“It’ll be fun.”

			“Right.” I scoffed. “Let me at least see his picture.” I pulled my phone out from my apron and went straight to the Sugar Girl app. “What’s his username?”

			“Okay, so that’s the other thing.” Her voice rose nervously. “He’s not actually on the app.”

			“What?” I barked.

			“Calm down, okay, he doesn’t know if he wants to join the app because he’s afraid of his ex-wife finding out.”

			“No way.” I held my ground despite her pleading expression. I didn’t climb my way to platinum status to lose it all getting caught sugaring outside of the app. That would lead to an automatic block.

			“Look, he’s going pay in cash.”

			“Forget it, Tracey. What is the matter with you?” I couldn’t control my temper. “Have you been doing dealings outside the app this whole time?”

			“No, of course not,” she said, but a part of me didn’t believe that was completely true. Tracey was crafty that way, and she was always trying to find a way to reduce admin fees. “Look, you don’t have go.” She shrugged. “I just didn’t want to be the only woman there, and besides, you haven’t stopped banging on about how much you wanted to try out Buon Vino, so I—”

			“Wait.” My interest was resurrected. “Buon Vino?”

			She nodded. Buon Vino was the top restaurant in Dublin. Literally. It had just opened on the eighth floor of the newly renovated five-star Greenwood Hotel. It overlooked the River Liffey and offered scenic views across both the north and south of the city. It had received top reviews, but as far as I knew, it was fully booked for months.

			That swayed me, and Tracey seemed to sense it. “You know, it doesn’t even need to be a sugar date.” My eyes collided with hers. “You could just come on a double date with me. I’ve heard the food is divine.” Her eyes rolled back dramatically; she just knew how to persuade me. I wish I wasn’t driven by food so much. “You don’t need to sleep with him or anything,” she said coyly.

			I didn’t have dinner plans. I was probably going to end up eating whatever scant leftovers I could salvage from the coffee shop. It was embarrassing, but it was the best way to keep my outgoings low.

			As if reading my mind, she added, “At the end of the day, it’s just a free meal.” She shrugged as if trying to sound less invested.

			“Okay, fine.” She beamed with delight, but before I let her get carried away, I added, “But I’m just there for the free meal.”

			Tracey eagerly bounced in excitement as she went about texting Mark the details. I never did get to see a picture of Darren before I agreed on the date, but to be honest, Buon Vino’s menu was all I needed to see to know I’d made the right decision. Even if Darren was dull as sin, at least I would have Tracey there to keep me entertained over a nice meal.

			





Chapter Ten

			It was a couple of days later, and I hadn’t heard from Charlie. I thought it was strange, considering she’d been very attentive up until Tuesday’s dinner. At the same time, I couldn’t deny that the distance helped ease the guilt. I hated lying, and seeing as I couldn’t come clean, at least not while Tracey and Mark were seeing each other, ending it with Charlie was my only alternative.

			When I hadn’t heard from her in two days, I half-heartedly hoped that maybe she was phasing me out first so I wouldn’t have to. It wasn’t until I got a phone call from an unknown number. When I picked up, it was her. She said she was away on business, but her phone charger had stopped working. Any hope I was holding on to of an easy break-up was gone.

			We arranged to meet on Friday afternoon at Phoenix Park. I was going to end things and wanted somewhere more neutral than Jericho’s. Besides, Tracey was working in the coffee shop, and that would lead to questions about why she was there and not in an office.

			I decided to walk to the park. It was only thirty minutes away, and I was far too anxious to get behind the wheel. The walk was a little chilly, but I could cope with the cold; it was the darkening clouds above that made me anxious. Break-ups were hard enough without a downpour. Though the greyish clouds matched my mood, and I could take some form of karmic relief in that. After all, I’d brought this on myself. I should have never started anything with Charlie while I was still sugaring. It was my own fault.

			When I arrived, I paced for a few minutes, readying myself. The poor weather meant the park entrance was quiet, so it wasn’t difficult to spot her. I also wouldn’t have missed the fact that her car was one of the more flash vehicles in the place. The reminder of her lavish lifestyle helped to justify ending things. I rationalised that it wouldn’t be long until she found another woman more financially suited to her.

			She got out of the driver’s side of a white SUV. I had wondered if she could drive, considering Rob was always chauffeuring her. I was slightly disappointed I wouldn’t get to see Rob again. She gave a wave and moved across the road.

			Dressed in a raincoat, she was more prepared than me. She wore a dark V-neck shirt with ripped jeans. I wondered how she managed to look effortlessly beautiful in anything she put on. Seeing her again after how we’d left it at her home gave me an anxious clamp in my stomach. It had played on my mind too: the awkwardness after she’d given me the necklace and my quick transition into sugaring moves. All of it felt orchestrated and wrong, and that was never how me and Charlie interacted.

			“Hi.” She stopped a little away and gave a hesitant smile.

			“Hey,” I returned, feeding off her shyness. “Shall we?” I awkwardly suggested, and we both started walking down the footpath.

			Silence engulfed us as we both walked next to each other. I couldn’t so much as look in her direction with the awkward tension. It made me want to run away. Birds chirped in the distance, and the nearby traffic could still be heard as we moved farther into the park. I was focusing on anything else to avoid the silence. Two runners passed, and their stamping feet provided the only break in silence. I knew why I was being quiet, but I couldn’t read her.

			“I got a new charger,” she said out of the blue. I said nothing while I tried to figure out where she was going with this. “A phone charger, I mean, and I charged my phone last night.” I started to click on. “You would not believe how many missed calls and texts I had.” I stayed silent as she glanced over. “I was surprised to have not heard from you.”

			There it was.

			My opening.

			This was it.

			Time to go in for the kill.

			And then, nothing.

			I knew what I wanted to say. She’d given me the perfect lead-in. Now was the time to say something like, things aren’t working out. Or I’m not feeling a connection, or I’m not in a place for a relationship, or I’m moving to Guatemala.

			At this stage, I would take any words, but nothing would leave my mouth. I couldn’t piece together any of the breakup lines I’d rehearsed on the walk over here.

			“It was my mam, right?” she asked. “She’s a lot, I know.” I took a big inhale, trying to ready myself to break it off, but the more she talked, the harder it was to gather my thoughts. “And Jeremy is such a little shit. I’m sorry about the necklace. It was too soon, and you don’t have to wear it—”

			“It’s not.” I sighed but still wasn’t able to look at her. “It’s not about your family…it’s about…” I caught her eye and crumbled. I couldn’t do it. “I can’t accept the necklace, it’s just too generous—”

			“That’s okay, that’s totally fine,” she said with a smile not at all offended but instead almost relieved. “I’ll take it back.” She reached out, and I grimaced.

			“Okay, so here’s the thing. I don’t actually have it with me.” Charlie laughed. “But I can give it to you next time I see you.”

			“As long as there will be a next time, that’s fine with me.” She playfully knocked into my shoulder, and that sense of guilt washed over me again.

			A next time? Jesus, this was supposed to be a break-up. Though the guilt didn’t have a chance to eat away at me when the ringing from my pocket pulled my attention away from her.

			“Anything important?” she asked as I spotted it was from Sophie.

			“Probably not. We call each other most days.” I raised the phone to my ear to answer. “Hi, Soph, now’s not a good—”

			“Ciara,” she said through sobs, “you have to come home.”

			“What’s wrong?”

			Sophie tried to speak, but a combination of her sobbing and the signal dropping meant I could barely understand a word she was saying. Something about Dad and the front door. The hysterical edge to her voice caused me to panic. Sophie wasn’t the kind of person to get upset over little things. My breathing accelerated as I imagined the worst.

			Charlie watched me with a helpless expression.

			“I can’t hear you, Sophie. What happened with Dad?”

			“He’s gone…Dad got out…”

			My worst nightmare came to life in three words. The other end of the phone went dead. I turned and rushed back to the entrance. “I have to go.” I barely looked back at Charlie. “I’m sorry.” I started power walking, and when that wasn’t enough, I shifted into something resembling a jog. My mind was moving a lot faster, and that was part of the problem.

			Charlie appeared alongside me, keeping pace. “Is everything okay?” Concern laced her voice and was probably on her face too, but I was too preoccupied with the exit to look elsewhere.

			“I have to get home. My dad is missing.”

			I started running as adrenaline fuelled my step. Charlie kept pace beside me. She didn’t say anything, and I could barely speak as my mind ran through how I was going to get home until I remembered.

			“Shit,” I let out just as we made it to the gates. “I fucking walked here!” I could feel the tears pricking at my eyes as I came to a halt, unable to breathe. “I don’t have my car—”

			“I’ll drive you,” Charlie said, and before I could object, she had grabbed my hand and was pulling me to her car.

			I couldn’t even think about the implications. There was nothing else I cared about at that moment other than finding my dad. Anything could happen to him wandering the streets alone. He probably wasn’t even wearing shoes. He could walk into traffic or go to the wrong part of town. He could be upset or scared and lost.

			We were in Charlie’s car in no time, driving south, and I could barely speak.

			“Where would your dad have gone?” she asked.

			“I don’t know, he doesn’t know the area. He’s confused.” I gave up conversing and turned back to my phone.

			I tried ringing Sophie, but she wasn’t answering. Then the worrying amped up. The possibilities were endless, and every single horrible thing that could happen to him was running through my mind. Charlie was driving erratically, almost dangerously, and taking side streets to avoid the traffic lights. She was overtaking cars and speeding in bus lanes, but I didn’t care. I didn’t care about anything as I dialled Dylan’s phone next, but he didn’t answer either.

			“What part of Rathfarnham does your dad live in?” she asked calmly as she overtook a car. I panicked because she was about to learn that I’d lied to her. He didn’t live in Rathfarnham like I’d told her, a nice part of town. But that didn’t even matter to me right now. “Where does he live, Ciara?” she asked again, less calm. I couldn’t lie myself out of this one. “Ciara?”

			“He lives in Tallaght.” I sighed. “I lied to you before because—”

			“It doesn’t matter.” She cut me off as she made an abrupt right turn, perhaps another shortcut. “We just have to find him. Does he have Alzheimer’s?” she asked, and it surprised me momentarily.

			But then I realised there was usually no need to panic when someone walked out of their own home unattended, unless of course, they had Alzheimer’s. She took a quick glance in my direction, and I nodded, too ashamed to say it out loud.

			“We’ll find him,” she said again, and I could feel the tears rushing to my eyes. “I promise.”

			A couple of minutes later, we were pulling onto the street where dad lived. Charlie stopped the car outside the house, and I ran to the front door while she found parking. With trembling hands, I shoved my key in the lock and opened the front door. I was about to call out for Sophie when she emerged from the living room.

			“He’s okay,” she said quietly but wheeled herself quickly to meet me. “We found him, he’s okay.”

			The adrenaline and fear had come to a head and caused my knees to give. I collapsed to the floor and burst into tears as soon as I reached her. She was crying too but hushing me at the same time so we didn’t disturb Dad in the next room. I knew he would be sitting in his chair right now because the stupid theme song of the fishing channel was all I could hear between our sobbing. She kept apologising in my ear while I apologised for not being there sooner.

			When I pulled back, Sophie looked over my shoulder quizzically. “Hello?” she said, and I turned to see Charlie looking down at us, concerned and short of breath.

			“They found him,” I told her and watched as Charlie’s shoulders relaxed. “He’s okay.”

			I climbed to my feet again and wiped my face with the back of my hand. Charlie offered a small smile as Sophie took the lead.

			“I’m Sophie. The sister.” She raised her hand, and Charlie moved farther into the hallway.

			“I’ve heard a lot about you, Sophie. I’m Charlie.” She paused, perhaps waiting for me to introduce her, but I was still reeling. “Ciara’s…friend.”

			“You want to come in?” Sophie asked.

			Charlie and I both awkwardly looked to each other. Her mouth looked as though she was trying to say something, but it came out in a string of incoherent words. “I, well, I wouldn’t want to…it’s…”

			“I’m not asking you to move in,” Sophie teased.

			“I mean, only if it’s…okay with you,” she half asked me, and I couldn’t help but nod just as awkwardly.

			Sophie gestured for Charlie to follow, and I quickly caught her impressed look. By our awkward exchange, it was clear that Sophie had worked out that Charlie was not just my friend. I rolled my eyes.

			So much for breaking things off today.

			





Chapter Eleven

			Having Charlie Keller in my father’s living room watching the fishing channel was a very surreal moment. We were next to each other on the couch, with me unsure of what to do next while Sophie said good-bye to Dad’s care assistant. All seemed calm, though the stretched muscles in my chest acted as a reminder of the stress and chaos Dad’s escape had caused.

			It had been an eventful day. The care assistant had been on the phone with the doctor when Dad had escaped. It wasn’t as if it was a cunningly devised “prison break.” He’d hardly outwitted them; it was just unfortunate and sadly, easily done. The care assistant was trying to get him the correct medication after he’d received the wrong prescription.

			At the same time, Dylan had come home from the shop and was unpacking groceries in the kitchen. Sophie was in her room folding laundry. It was one of those moments where no one was watching. It was only when Dylan went to check that he realised he’d forgotten to lock the front door.

			Within half an hour, Dylan had found him four streets away in a corner shop. Though the shopkeeper had never met Dad before, she had spotted his pyjamas and noticed how Dad was aimlessly wandering. She’d strategically stopped him for a chat to keep an eye on him until someone could track him down.

			Dylan came into the living room with a tray. “Here’s the tea.”

			He passed a cup to Charlie first, and she smiled her thanks. Dylan handed one to me next but wouldn’t make eye contact. I could tell he felt horrible for leaving the door unlocked. Sophie had tried to comfort him, but he just kept shaking his head.

			He moved over beside Sophie and sat on the arm of her chair. His arm naturally slung around her shoulder, and he gave it a squeeze.

			“Are you sure you don’t want tea, Dad?” I asked, but he just stared at the TV, motionless.

			“The new medication is making him a little spacy.” Sophie tried to make light of the situation and then turned to Charlie. “He’s usually better with company but just with everything today…”

			“It’s okay,” Charlie said as the room fell into silence.

			Everyone was still reeling from the near miss. I could see it on Dylan’s and Sophie’s faces, their shame and fear about what could have happened. I wanted to make small talk, but I never thought my family would meet Charlie, and even if I was in a position to bring someone home, I would have thought we’d be a little further in than four dates. It was precisely the reason I didn’t tell Sophie about such a new relationship, if that even was what me and Charlie were in.

			It was Charlie who managed to pull everyone out of their daze. “How’s uni going, Sophie? Ciara mentioned you’re almost finished.” I was somewhat astonished she remembered that. I’d only mentioned it once. “Maths, right?”

			“Here’s me thinking you didn’t listen to anything I said,” Sophie teased me before going back to Charlie. “Yeah, I just finished yesterday, actually.” She looked at her hands bashfully.

			“And?” Dylan nudged her arm.

			“And I’ve got an interview,” Sophie said shyly. “Two, actually.”

			“That’s amazing, Soph,” I said, my whole body tingling with excitement. “Where?”

			“Well, the one I really want is just around the corner. I don’t have to take the bus or anything, and it pays better. But it’s in forensic analysis, and I don’t know how qualified I am. The other one is a mass recruitment, all entry-level, for a company called Fintech Global.”

			“Fintech Global is a solid company. It would be a really good starting place if you wanted to go into software development,” Charlie said, and both Dylan and Sophie gave her a double-take. “And the other job, forensic analysis?” Sophie nodded. “What do you like about it?”

			Sophie’s face spread into a smile, the way she got when she was really passionate about something. “I really like cyber security. I find it fascinating and complex.” Charlie returned her excitement as Dylan threw me a look of bewilderment. “In uni, I was part of this group that got to intern at CK Security, and my mind was just blown away.” I recognised the name. Darren worked there, and then it clicked. “The software and technology they have access to is like nothing I’ve ever seen before. That’s actually where the interview is, but it’s not exactly entry-level.”

			“I wouldn’t worry about that. You’re on track for a First, right?” Sophie nodded. “You’re more than capable. I’ll make sure to put a good word in,” Charlie said as she made a note on her phone.

			It became clear then what the CK in CK Security stood for. Sophie furrowed her brow as she looked to me for an explanation.

			“Soph, this is Charlie Keller,” I said before turning to her. “I assume that’s what the CK stands for.” She nodded, and I had to roll my eyes. “What don’t you own?” She laughed.

			“You’re…Charlie Keller?” Sophie stuttered. “The Charlie Keller?”

			“Yeah, kind of.”

			“I have so many questions,” Sophie said, launching into countless questions all afternoon, and at times, I thought about rescuing Charlie, but she was just as engaged. They discussed all things technology related, and naturally, ninety percent of it went completely over my head. Amongst debating the latest cloud-based cyber security vs social media algorithms, a dinner invitation was extended.

			Dylan suggested ordering pizza, which seemed to make the most sense as no one was in the mood to cook. It was later when I was washing the teacups that I realised Charlie was nowhere to be found.

			In the living room, Sophie and Dylan were watching a movie while Dad napped in his armchair. I went in search of her and was surprised to find her in the small box bedroom that doubled as my bedroom when I slept over.

			“Find anything good?” I said, and she jumped slightly.

			“I got lost on my way back from the bathroom.”

			She had been looking at a couple of picture frames of me on the shelves. The room was very small and filled with old boxes. My bed was a single, which suited me fine as I rarely stayed over anymore. I didn’t have any clothes here so anything still in the wardrobe belonged to Dad, though I was sure there were still some of Mam’s old clothes.

			“Nice fingerless gloves, by the way,” Charlie said, looking at a picture of me and Sophie standing beside one another at my high school leaver’s ceremony.

			I snatched the picture from her. “They were cool back then.”

			“Sure they were. Just like the nose ring.”

			“It took forever for that piercing to heal too.” I brushed the side of my nose to her amusement. “I was a real brat back then.”

			“I kind of assumed you were more the popular cool girl in high school, not the scary goth that sets fires in the park.” She took a seat on the bed.

			“I didn’t light fires.”

			“Fine, then, used voodoo to curse your enemies.” She was clearly teasing, but my eyes remained fixed on the picture of me and Sophie. “I’m sure you were a real handful.”

			“And I will forever pay for that.” I sighed.

			The room turned silent, and I hadn’t fully realised what I’d said until my hand was running over Sophie’s standing figure in the picture. It caused a surge of guilt to swirl to the surface. When I glanced over, Charlie’s face showed curiosity and concern, but there was also an openness as well. And after the day we’d had, I felt like she needed to know how we’d ended up here.

			“We had the accident just six months after this was taken,” I explained, placing the photograph back on the shelf. “We didn’t used to live like this.” I looked around the room at the dark spots in the corner, the beginning signs of mildew. “We used to have a nice house. I mean, it wasn’t fancy, but it was homey, you know.” Charlie offered an encouraging smile. “Sophie’s accident was just the beginning of our run of bad luck.”

			“What happened?”

			I took a seat next to her on the bed and played with my hands on my lap. “I was in first year of university. I was enjoying living out on my own for the first time.” I sighed, remembering the days of my youth bitterly now. “I partied every night, sometimes days too. I lived in student accommodation, and my roommates were pretty outgoing. I used to tell myself it was cool, uni was for having a good time, and so, I did. It’s where I met my first girlfriend, Izzie.”

			Saying her name out loud felt foreign. I tried not to ever really talk about her. It used to be too painful after the way things ended, but with Charlie, it didn’t hurt so much.

			“She was so beautiful but intense. She was in a rock band.” I darted my eyes to Charlie as she smirked. “Yeah, I’m a cliché.”

			“A little bit. Your first jump into lesbianism, and it was with a hot rocker chick? We’ve all been there.” Charlie nudged my shoulder but didn’t move away, staying close as I continued.

			“We dated for a while, and it was great. I fell in love. At least, I thought I did. It was before I had any worries.” I swallowed as my throat felt smaller, a lump forming. “Before I had to grow up.” I exhaled slowly, the sensation of breathing suddenly feeling heavy. “My mom was diagnosed with breast cancer when I was in first year. Stage four, so she didn’t really have a lot of options. I did what any other fucked-up teenager would do. I started drinking and getting high.”

			She listened intently, and then her hand found mine. She gave a small squeeze, and it encouraged me to keep going.

			“My dad asked me to pick up Soph from football practice because he was taking Mam to chemo,” I explained with a heavy heart. “Of course, I completely forgot. Partied all night, slept like two hours, and then, I stupidly got in my car. On the way home, we hit a tree. I don’t even remember how or why. I was still drunk from the night before. The collision was to the passenger side, causing extensive spinal injuries to Sophie.” I barely even registered Charlie was still in the room as my mind replayed everything over those dark months. “My dad paid off someone in the Gardai to throw out my DUI, considering no one else was hurt. Except for—” I cut myself off, grinding my teeth as I swiped the tear that escaped.

			“It wasn’t your fault.”

			“Sophie screamed when the doctor told her,” I said, unable to listen to anything resembling empathy right now. “You never really forget screaming like that. It stays with you.” I could hear it in my mind. “I wasn’t even in the room, but I could hear her from the hallway.”

			It was one of the worst days of my life. My pathetic selfishness and inability to deal with Mam’s illness was the reason Sophie would never walk again.

			“Mam and Dad wouldn’t look at me for weeks,” I whispered. “Sophie was the best player on her team. She wanted to play professionally, and just like that—” I clicked my fingers as I stared off into the distance. “Her dreams were gone. Because of me.”

			Tears trickled down my face faster than I could wipe them. I’d hated myself back then. I wondered if I’d ever actually stopped.

			“Then Mam died a few months after that.” I sniffled and ran my hand through my hair. “I can’t even be sure she forgave me.”

			That was a hardship I’d never told anyone, and I couldn’t understand why I was telling Charlie all of this. Why after ten years I felt comfortable enough to reveal such a dark period in my life, and yet, Charlie’s silent but intent listening encouraged me not to bottle it up anymore.

			“Your mam forgave you, Ciara,” Charlie said and stroked the back of my hand.

			“Losing her was…devasting.” I swallowed the ball in my throat and breathed through the pain. “It broke all of us. It was so fast, we barely had time to process it. It took me months to begin to feel normal again and then Izzie…” I breathed out, shaking my head in disbelief. “I guess I was a little too fucked-up for her after all that. She didn’t want anything to do with me.” I started nodding, crazed as I thought about what happened next. “And then…Dad started acting weird.

			“He always liked a drink. But he started drinking a little more after Mam died. Soon enough, he was drinking every day. I moved home to help cut down on student fees. He wasn’t coping, but he was getting by. We all were. Until the recession came around and the housing market crashed. My dad was a housing sales manager his entire life. He’d been doing great selling houses during the boom, and then when the bust came around, he was the first one out the door. I remembered how upbeat he was at first. He used to say something would come about, but it never did. He became depressed, struggling to find any sort of steady work. He worked in warehouses and stocked store shelves at night just to get by.

			“We couldn’t make ends meet, and although Dad never asked me to, I dropped out of university. I had to step up and pay the bills. I told myself that it would only be temporary. That I would enrol again when Dad found work. I was so busy working and trying to take care of Sophie that I didn’t realise what was happening to him.” I ground my teeth again, making the most awful crunching noise.

			“How long has he been deteriorating?” Charlie asked softly.

			“I just thought he was forgetting stuff in the beginning. He was depressed and drinking after Mam…” I trailed off, unable to finish through the tears. “I thought he was drunk or whatever, it took me…far too long to realise it was something else.” I sighed as the only thing keeping me from getting completely lost in the memory was the soft stroking to the back of my hand.

			“I’m sorry, Ciara,” she whispered.

			I was so emotionally raw and exhausted that my head rolled forward. My free hand went straight to my forehead as I tried to bury the heartache. The rising emotion had me on the brink of breaking down. And I couldn’t risk that. Izzie had left me when she caught a glimpse of how fucked-up my family was, and I couldn’t take Charlie turning her back on me now. Perhaps I had already exposed my truth too much. The mere thought of Charlie’s rejection merged with my past demons and caused me to let out a sob I wasn’t expecting.

			“Hey, it’s okay,” she whispered again as she pulled me into a hug.

			My arm wrapped tightly around her, and I cried quietly into her shoulder. I hoped that she couldn’t hear me, but the fact that she wasn’t letting go told me she knew. She rubbed my back soothingly, and it felt so intimate. I would never be so close with someone I’d just started dating, but for some reason, I wanted to be myself with her. I wanted to show her my true self.

			“Pizza’s here,” Sophie called from the kitchen, and I finally came to.

			“I’m sorry,” I said, swiping at my eyes and creating some distance from Charlie. “You must think—” I tried to get
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