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      February 2012

      The strangest sensation filled Grace’s body. Her arms and legs felt as light as dry leaves whipping through an autumn breeze. And for a moment, it was as if part of her left her body and floated upwards towards the ceiling.

      She looked down towards Dr Kennedy who sat frowning, in a battered old brown leather chair. He leant forward earnestly, looking at somebody who looked very much like her.  

      ‘I need to get my roots done,’ Grace thought, as she took in dark streaks peeping through her blonde curls.

      She recognised that it was a ridiculous thought to have in the circumstances. And she also knew that it was impossible to be in two places at once — she hadn’t lost her marbles — yet. But somehow, she was on the ceiling, watching the scene unfold below.

      Sitting beside Grace was her friend Sean. Even curiouser, she could feel Sean’s hand gripping hers so tightly it hurt. The only logical explanation she could come up with was that this was one of those out of body experiences. The other possibility was that the shock of the news delivered, stopped her heart.

      ‘Do you understand what I’ve told you, Grace?’ Dr Kennedy’s voice jolted her back to reality with a bump and a crash.

      She fell from the ceiling and landed unceremoniously into the uncomfortable chair. Not dead then.

      She considered complaining about the terrible chairs the patients had to sit on while doctors had far more comfortable leather ones. The injustice of it seemed unbearable. But maybe this wasn’t the time.  

      ‘I want to go back up there,’ Grace pointed to the ceiling.  

      ‘You’re not making any sense.’ Sean said to her. He looked distraught. He probably thought she’d gone mad. Maybe she had.  

      ‘Grace?’ Dr Kennedy said gently, in a manner that suggested he’d seen far crazier things in his office all the same.  

      No more floating on the ceiling. 

      No more analysis on the state of the chairs. 

      Yes, she understood all of that.

      But she wasn’t ready. Grace decided she’d have one more stab at dodging the truth. ‘There’s been some kind of stupid mistake and I’ll be honest with you, it’s not on. I’ll be writing a strong letter to complain. I have a cold or maybe even proper flu. That’s why I’ve had this bad pain in my back. You always get aches and pains when you have proper flu.’

      She turned triumphantly to Sean. As a GP himself, he often complained about his patients coming in with the common cold, but declaring they were in bits with the flu. As he often said, when you have the flu, you know it, you can’t move, your body is aching so much.

      Grace felt a stab of irritation when Sean looked away. He couldn’t look her in the eye. She looked at both of them with growing desperation. Grace knew she was clutching at straws, but she couldn’t stop. This was her life they were talking about.  

      Dr Kennedy tried again, this time his tone sharper. ‘Grace, you have a form of leukaemia, commonly known as AML – Acute Myelogenous Leukaemia. I know that it’s a lot to take in and you must have many questions for me. I’ll do my best to answer them as honestly as I can. But there’s no doubt, I’m afraid.’

      Grace felt a tear run down her cheek. Her breathing became ragged. It was as if a truck had smashed into her body. Then Jack’s beautiful face popped into her head. His little voice said, in his beautiful sing-song voice, ‘Mommy, I love you!’  

      And with that, she knew she had to pull herself together. She had to fight this with every fibre of her being — for her son’s sake.

      So yes, she did have questions to ask. Thousands of them began to jump into her head, so much so she thought it would explode.  

      But the one she wasn’t aware she was even thinking, was the one that she whispered to them both.  

      ‘Am I going to die?’
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      Grace Devlin stood in the sitting room of her apartment in Swords, a large suburb in North Co. Dublin. It was Valentine’s Day and she awaited the arrival of her five closest friends. Tom reckoned she fancied herself as a bit of a domestic goddess in the kitchen. Whenever he called for dinner, he always joked, ‘Watch your back Nigella, Grace Devlin’s in town!’

      But as much as Grace loved having her friends visit, today she watched the clock with trepidation. She’d spent the morning cleaning an already clean apartment, anything to try to stop the constant questions running through her mind. The number one being, how the hell do you tell the people you love that you have cancer? Walking over to the large black marble fireplace in her sitting room, Grace looked into the gilt mirror hanging above it. She stared at the image reflected. Had the monster inside her, changed her already? No, nothing on the outside yet, least. But how long before cancer took her wavy, strawberry blonde hair that fell down her back?

      Grace hadn’t cried since she’d learnt she had cancer. She squeezed her green eyes shut, so tight it almost hurt and stemmed unshed tears once more. Her refusal to cry surprised her, as in the past, she’d never had any trouble having a good boohoo. When her parents died, Grace had cried for a month solid and now, years later, she still broke down, the loss at times unbearable to deal with. When her ex-boyfriend Liam left her, the tears flowed almost non-stop for an entire year. But since she’d left the doctor’s office, she’d felt numb more than anything else. Maybe she was in shock.

      The thing was that Grace had never considered that she would test positive. That sort of thing happened to elder relatives, or strangers on social media, who shared their stories of beating illness to inspire others.  

      Grace looked at the array of framed photographs lining her mantelpiece, her photo gallery of family and friends. Centre stage, quite rightly, was Jack, Grace’s three-year-old son. The picture was taken at Christmas, snapped as he walked into their sitting room to see all the gifts under the tree. Grace had zoomed in on her phone camera, capturing his delight and amazement at Santa’s handiwork. Like her, he had strawberry blonde hair and big green eyes, but apart from the colouring similarity, he was the image of his father, Liam. And she’d placed a small picture of Liam next to Jack’s photograph. It was tough looking at Liam’s face every day. But he was Jack’s father. For Jack’s sake, she wanted him to at least have one photograph to look at, even if Liam wasn’t in either of their lives.

      It was three years since they had split up. Liam was the love of her life and they had five beautiful years together. But then Liam started to drink, or rather he began to drink heavily. Grace believed that Liam had always loved her, but this was destroyed by his affair with alcohol. It was a tough mistress to compete with and in Grace’s case, she wasn’t strong enough and lost not just the battle but the war too. She often thought that if it had been another woman, she might have had a chance at holding them together.

      Her pregnancy came as a shock to them both. At first, she didn’t notice that her period was late. She put it down to the break-up. But eventually, she realised that the nausea she felt and the extreme tiredness might be down to something other than a broken heart. She picked up half a dozen tests in the chemist’s. With Tara and Abby patiently waiting for her, she sat down and did the pee on a stick dance. To her horror, a big fat positive came back. She remembered how terrified she was at the time. But as her bump grew and she felt new life stir within her, so did her excitement to meet her little baby. And seven months later, Grace had a perfect, glorious baby boy. The start of an incredible love affair began. 

      Until Jack came along, Grace now realised that she was only treading water. After his arrival, she felt complete at last. This child was like the missing part of her, and life looked so much more vibrant and colourful having him by her side. For the first time in her life, there was someone who was related to her by blood.

      Looking at the picture of Annie and Mike, her parents, smiling into the camera felt bittersweet. Seeing their happy faces in the photo made Grace smile, but then a sharp pain stabbed her heart.

      Grace was adopted as a young baby and had always felt a little bit different to everyone else. Her adoptive parents couldn’t have loved her any more than they did and she knew she had lucked out when Annie and Mick Devlin adopted her. They only let her down once, and to be fair, that wasn’t even their fault. They were killed in a car crash when she was nineteen. This unbearable news would be easier to bear, with them here by her side. She never stopped missing them, and a day didn’t go by that she wished they had lived long enough to meet Jack. They would have adored him.  

      Grace walked over to the drinks cabinet and poured herself a small brandy. It early for strong liqueur, but this was not a typical day, and she felt she was excused. Maybe the alcohol would stop her from continuing to maudlin’ town. She picked up the picture of Tara on her wedding day and smiled. They’d known each other since they were babies, with only a couple of weeks between them. They were destined to be friends from the moment Grace’s parents brought her home following the adoption. Tara’s mother, Molly, was Annie’s sister. Living on the same road in Drumcondra, they had done everything together, from taking their first steps to holding hands on their first day of school. To have gone through thirty-two years together, including adolescence, and still be best friends was pretty cool. Tara looked so gorgeous — tall, dark and beautiful. Many people thought she was Italian until she opened her mouth — then there was no mistaking she was a Dubliner through and through.  

      Standing beside Tara in her beautiful wedding gown was Sean. Grace smiled as she remembered the day she introduced them. Grace loved to sing and, in the nineties, karaoke-fever-hit Dublin. She used to go to all the competitions and it was at one of these, she met Sean. He was in the final singing against Grace – her choice was Nancy Sinatra’s These Boots Are Made for Walkin’ and Sean had chosen Frank Sinatra’s Fly Me to the Moon. Grace couldn’t believe it when she won, something she never let Sean forget. However, she did share her winnings of €50 with him, by buying him drinks for the night. There was never any attraction between them, which surprised Grace, as Sean was quite the handsome doctor. But Sean and Grace did decide to become karaoke buddies and, while singing their little hearts out, became firm friends.  

      Sean was everything a doctor should be, calm and friendly, with a really great way of connecting with his patients. He had an uncanny knack of always allaying any fears or anxieties patients had within five minutes into a consultation. Grace always teased him that he broke quite a few hearts, when his female clientele found out he was spoken for. The friends had nicknamed him their very own Dr McDreamy, which Tara said he secretly loved.

      Sean didn’t meet the rest of her friends for a couple of years. They kind of had this private karaoke hobby going on, and the gang had long since got bored listening to Grace belt out her tunes. But then, on Grace’s 25th birthday, she threw a house party and Sean was invited. She couldn’t have been happier when he and Tara hooked up. She’d never thought of them together until that night. But when she introduced them, Grace couldn’t believe she hadn’t engineered a meeting previously. Two years later, they were married and Grace was a bridesmaid. As Tara was a nurse, she’d always sworn she’d never date a doctor, never mind marry one, yet despite herself, she’d done both.

      Standing beside Grace in that photo, in a matching cerise pink bridesmaid dress, was their best friend, Abby. They had met her during their college years and soon Tara, Abby and Grace were inseparable. They’d done some serious clubbing and partying. Abby looked so tiny and fragile beside everyone else in the photograph. Petite, at only 5’ 4, Tara said she felt like the jolly green giant whenever she stood beside her. Abby had short blonde hair with ashen porcelain skin. A china doll with an astonishing talent – Abby was a brilliant artist. In the artists’ gallery in Stephen’s Green shopping centre, she exhibited an array of colourful and impressive works of modern art. 

      Abby also sold really cool charcoal portraits. Grace had an 8x10 charcoal picture of Jack and herself when he was 8 months old and it was her favourite possession. Abby had managed to make Grace look like Mother Earth – not to mention about a stone lighter than she was post-baby. And more importantly — is there anything more important than a painting that makes you look a stone lighter? — she had captured the very essence of Jack. In that one portrait, she portrayed that Jack was all at once fiercely independent, funny, stubborn and loving. Some days Grace found herself staring at that picture, losing time.  

      Grace offered up a silent wish that Abby sold some of her big pieces soon. It had been a dry spell and she’d confided to Grace that things were tight. She often missed out on luxuries to finance her passion for art. If it was a choice between paint or food, it was no contest. Mind you, Grace thought with a smile, Abby was certainly no saint, having been known to party hard with the rest of the gang. She always found the money for that. Grace offered up a second wish that Abby would meet her Prince Charming soon. Other than a few one-night stands recently, there hadn't been anyone special for a long time.

      Picking up the last of her photographs, Grace felt her heart swell with joy. There was something about this duo that cheered her up no matter what. The last of their gang – Tom and Gerry. When they met, Tom joked that he would have to change his name so they could date. But they had survived the Looney Tune jibes. They lived together in a beautiful Victorian house in Clontarf, a beautiful coastal village in North Dublin. Tom was the joker of the bunch and they had all been on the end of his high jinks at some time or other. He was also the oldest of them all, forty-two years young. He’d been grey since he was fifteen, and —  to use Tara’s words to describe him — was like a comfortable old slipper. A little bit shabby on the outside, but the most perfect fit. Appearances could be deceptive, though. Tom was a Detective Sergeant in the Gardaí and was a tough cookie when necessary.

      Gerry, was 6’2, wore only designer clothes and never missed his daily workout in the local gym. The baby of the bunch, at thirty, Gerry was an Image Consultant. He joked that the opportunity to insult someone and get paid for it was too good to pass up. He did a regular stint on breakfast TV doing makeovers, so he was also the mini-celebrity of the group. Tom told the gang he had found him practising his autographs at home in case he was recognised. They had all teased him endlessly about that one. 

      At first glance, Tom and Gerry were an unlikely couple, complete opposites, but as it often is, their differences were what made them work. Tom was the more grounded of the two, whereas Gerry was a drama queen of the highest order. If he could cause a scene where he was the central character, he’d orchestrate it. Gerry also adored movies and was a major movie buff. He had this incredible knack of equating all significant events in life to a suitable movie and forever quoted lines. 

      Grace met the boys through her work as an interior designer. Tom and Gerry hired her to redesign their house. A defining moment in her career. Their home was featured in the Sunday Independent. During the interview, the journalist asked who had done the decor and ‘Interiors by Grace Devlin’ was launched into the public eye. Before she knew it, she was the hot new talent in town, her phone ringing off the hook with enquiries. Grace called to see them with a magnum of champagne to say thanks and Gerry had opened the door to her, saying, ‘Grace darling, from the moment we met you, we knew you were going to be our bestie!’  

      It was almost time for her friends to arrive. Grace was organised with tuna steaks ready to put on the griddle and salads prepared in the fridge. She had several bottles of wine and large bottles of Bulmers cider for Tom. He wouldn’t drink anything else, much to Gerry’s irritation.

      Tara and Sean were the first to arrive. Tara was all tumbling dark curls and big rosy cheeks, holding a beautiful bunch of white roses. She knew they were Grace’s favourites.  

      ‘Be my valentine, Grace?’ Tara said, so giddy she was practically dancing. 

      ‘Too late, she’s mine,’ Sean retorted, handing Grace a bottle of wine.  

      ‘Thank you both, but I’m afraid my heart’s already taken – Jack and I exchanged cards at 6.30 this morning, while you two were still snoring your heads off.’ 

      ‘Oh my god, that’s inhuman. How are you still awake? I’d need an afternoon nap if I’d been awoken by a three-year-old at that ungodly hour.’ Tara said. 

      ‘That’s because you’re a lazy old tart,’ drawled the unmistakable Kerry accent of Tom.

      ‘Move aside, let me kiss this vision in front of me,’ Gerry chimed in.  

      And then, all of a sudden, Grace became the filling in a Tom and Gerry sandwich. Tom gave her a big slobbery kiss on one cheek, as Gerry gave her his standard air kisses on the other. She closed her eyes for a moment to savour it. Her friends all huddled in her hallway, creating chaos within seconds of arriving, and she started to believe that maybe, just maybe, all was going to work out. 

      ‘Jaysus, this is like a bad episode of Friends! I demand we stop all this right now and get pissed!’ Tom shouted. With that, Abby arrived, and the noise level in the apartment jumped by a further 10 decibels. Grace left the gang to chat while she put the finishing touches to lunch and got the drinks ready.  

      A few minutes later, as they were all tucking into lunch, Gerry begged Tom to tell everyone about the latest investigation he had handled. 

      ‘Well, my last case involved eight victims who were conned by the same guy.’ He took a gulp of his Bulmers before continuing. ‘Each of them was looking for an apartment to rent in Dublin. They answered an advert in the Evening Herald for a stunning apartment in the IFSC centre. The rent was really reasonable — €1000 per month.’

      ‘That’s for nothing,’ Sean said, amazed. He knew those apartments; they usually cost at least double that.

      ‘I know. That’s why the "landlord" got so many takers. He showed the apartment to the eight prospective renters and then promptly agreed to rent it to each of them.’

      ‘That’s crazy.’ Tara said. ‘Sure, how did he think he’d get away with it?’

      ‘Well, the landlord took €500 deposit from each and a further €1000 for one month’s rent in advance. They all signed contracts and were given a set of keys. The boyo told them they could move in the following Saturday.’

      ‘That’s €12,000!’ Abby said, quickly doing the math.

      ‘Not too shabby, hey?’ Tom said. ‘Well, Saturday comes and eight new tenants all arrive within a couple of hours of each other, complete with bag and baggage. You can imagine the chaos when each of them produced an identical contract.’ There was a suitable amount of oohs and aahs from the group, Tom noted with a grin.

      ‘Did they call the landlord? Did he come to the apartment to explain?’ Tara demanded.

      ‘Yes, and yes to answer your questions. The landlord was traced and called by the property management company for the building. But the problem was that, when he arrived, they saw that it wasn’t the same guy who had rented the apartment to them.’

      ‘Oh my god!’ Tara and Abby exclaimed in unison.

      ‘Who was the guy who gave them the contracts then?’ Sean asked.

      ‘Well, after a lot of explaining — the landlord was as confused as the multiple new tenants — they worked out that the existing tenant was the con artist. He was moving on but decided to scam a few quid before he left. He lost his deposit, but that was only €1000. He’s still quids in.’

      ‘How do these guys think of such things?’ Tara asked. ‘The imagination of them.’

      ‘The cheek of them more like.’ Tom answered. ‘More than likely, he’s done this before. He was only in the apartment for six weeks. The contracts he gave each of the “new” tenants were very professional.’

      ‘So you’re trying to find him?’ Abby asked.

      ‘That I am princess. And I’ll get him too. I feel sorry for those poor eejits who lost out. They were devastated.’

      ‘Darling, don’t worry too much about them,’ Gerry interrupted. He turned to the group and told them, ‘I was waiting for Tom outside the station and saw the tenants all leaving after they gave their statements. The way that tall, dark guy was looking at the blonde girl. I’m telling you sparks were flying between them two.’  

      ‘God, you’re an incurable romantic.’ Tara said.

      ‘Can I help it if I notice things? You mark my words; they’ll be looking for a double apartment next time.’

      ‘Well, there’s a new way to consider how to meet a man,’ Abby said. ‘Maybe I should start flat hunting.’

      While everyone listened to Tom’s story, it gave Grace a moment to compose herself. Her heart began to thump so loudly she was sure they could all hear it. She wiped her sweaty palms on her jeans.

      Sean looked distracted, throwing worried looks in her direction. It had been really hard on him; she was aware of that. He’d been amazing, and she knew it’d been a strain keeping things from Tara in particular. She had been adamant that nobody was to be worried unnecessarily until all the facts were discovered. Looking back, Grace hadn’t been feeling well for a couple of weeks now. She had dropped a few pounds. Tara had nagged her to get antibiotics to shift the virus once and for all, so she had gone to see Sean. He did an initial examination, and although he agreed with Grace that it was probably the flu, he decided to do some blood tests. Grace had been a bit annoyed at that, thinking Sean was going overboard in his Dr McDreamy routine. But hindsight was a wonderful thing, and of course, he was right to do those tests. 

      Grace was pulled back from her daydreaming by a demand from Gerry. ‘Right Grace, I’m in suspenders here for too long. Why are we all here? You’re not preggers again, are you?’ 

      ‘Nah, couldn’t be that Gerry, the spawn of the Devil hasn’t been around for years now.’ Tara said. She never missed an opportunity to have a dig at Liam. She would never forgive him for leaving Grace on her own.  

      ‘When are you going to stop laying into Liam? He’s guilty of many things, but the spawn of the Devil is going a bit far, I think. Remember he’s Jack’s dad,’ Grace responded. Her voice was a tad too sharp, but Tara’s words annoyed her. Seeing Tara’s hurt face made Grace feel instantly guilty. She smiled lamely to try to take the sting out. 

      Making sure everyone had a full glass, Grace figured it was now or never. ‘Gerry is right, though. I’ve put off telling you my news for long enough now. I did get you guys around here for a reason. No getting anything past you lot ... I’m not sure how to start,’ Grace faltered. 

      ‘Are we talking It Could Happen to You kind of news?’ Gerry interrupted. ‘Nicholas Cage, Rosie Perez winning the lotto. Nick giving half his winnings to a waitress played by Bridget Fonda. Rosie goes frigging nuts.’ With every word, Gerry’s voice had raised a pitch with excitement.

      ‘Jaysus Gerry, you don’t have to give a synopsis of every movie you quote — we have been to the cinema on occasion too, you know.’ Tom said, blowing a kiss to his boyfriend when he swiped at him.

      ‘Fraid’ not, Gerry. No lotto wins here. I suppose it’s more of a Terms of Endearment moment actually,’ Grace responded.  

      Gerry loved it when his friends played along with him. With a big grin, he started his narrative.

      ‘Jack Nicholson, Shirley McClaine, Debra Winger. God, Jack was gorgeous in that movie. As for Shirley, divine. Can you guys remember that scene in the hospital? I swear I needed Valium because I was crying so much.’

      And with that, Gerry stopped, his mouth forming a cartoon like perfect O. Four pairs of eyes turned away from Gerry and looked at Grace. 

      ‘Right, I need you guys to be strong. No tears, okay?’ They all nodded, so Grace continued, ‘It’s a bit of a bitch, but I’ve got cancer.’  

      It was the first time that Grace’s friends had all been silent. Tom found his voice first. ‘Grace, this is one sick joke. Not even a good one. See, nobody’s laughing.’ He gestured around the table.

      Grace had never seen Tom looked scared before.

      ‘It’s not a joke, though.’ Abby said.

      ‘No pet. It’s not. Or at least if it is, the joke’s on me.’

      Sean then spoke quietly, ‘If you guys have any questions, I’ll answer them for you.’

      Tara jumped up then, angrily pointing at Sean, barely able to get the words out, ‘You knew about this, Sean? You knew and didn’t tell me.’ 

      ‘Big picture Tara, please, big picture,’ Sean answered calmly. ‘Grace is my patient and asked me not to say anything to anyone until she had all the facts. I had to respect that.’ He pulled Tara in close, sitting her down beside him again. Continuing, he said, ‘Grace’s bone marrow is faulty. It’s sending out wrong signals in making her blood.’ 

      ‘Or in layman’s terms, my bone marrow is fucked,’ Grace clarified helpfully. She felt guilty as soon as the words were out when she saw her friends wince.  

      ‘What treatment have they decided on? Will they do chemo?’ Tara asked.

      Grace gestured at Sean to continue. She couldn’t even think about the treatment, never mind say it aloud.

      ‘Grace will start a course of chemotherapy next Saturday. She will have a small procedure in the morning to install what’s called a Hickman. That allows the doctors to give Grace all the meds she needs without damaging her veins.’ 

      ‘And the chemo will kill the cancer?’ Tom asked.

      ‘Well, it’s not that simple, I’m afraid. The chemo will stop cancer from growing further. But really, what we need to do is to fix the problem with Grace’s bone marrow.’

      While Sean ran through her treatment plan, Grace watched her friends. Gerry slipped his hand into Tom’s. He looked about ten right now, while Tom looked like he wanted to hit something. With every word Sean said, she could see Tom became angrier. A vein she’d never noticed before, popped and throbbed on his forehead. Abby tried to be brave because Grace had asked her to. So she kept giving Grace a slight smile, but the tears spilled down her face. Grace realised that Abby wasn’t even aware of them. Tara, surprisingly enough, looked emotionless. She listened to Sean so attentively; it was as if her life depended on it.  

      ‘Are they looking at a marrow transplant too?’ Tara asked.

      ‘Yes, that’s the optimum solution. Assuming a suitable HLA match is found, that will be the way they’ll go. The chemo will also prepare the body for a transplant.’

      ‘Now we’re talking,’ Tom said, jumping up and breaking into a smile. The frown all at once disappeared from his face. ‘Why didn’t you say that? Problem over, I’m the donor. Sign me up, McDreamy; I’ve got plenty of good Kerry marrow ready for the lady.’  

      Gerry squealed with delight, looking at Tom with unadulterated love on his face. And who could blame him?

      Grace walked over to Tom’s side and kissed him firmly on the lips. ‘My big gorgeous friend. I’m so sorry, it’s not that simple. I must have been one bad bitch in a previous life because the double whammy here is that it will be quite difficult for me to find a suitable match. I’ve a rare blood type, O negative.’

      ‘Sean?’ Tom said, ‘I’m A positive. Would that be a match?’

      ‘The hospital will arrange a test for you,’ Sean said. ‘We’ll cross our fingers, okay?’

      ‘What about me, Tom?’ Gerry asked. ‘What blood type do I have?’  

      ‘The same as me, love,’ Tom replied quietly.

      ‘I don’t even know what blood type I have,’ Abby stated forlornly. She got up and walked over to Grace, grabbing her hands tightly. ‘Grace, I’m going to get tested, and I’m going to pray that I’m a match. There’s a chance, isn’t there, Sean?’

      ‘Course there is, Abby; there’s always a chance,’ he responded. ‘And Tom, before you ask, I’m going to set up tests for us all. It’s only a slim chance that we’ll be a match, as we’re not blood relatives. But it’s definitely worth a shot. I’ve already started checking all options. I’m on this, and I’m not stopping until I find a donor for Grace.’ 

      And with that statement from Sean, Grace was undone. 

      She had kept calm, focusing on getting the lunch ready, making sure everyone had a drink, anything but think about the news she had been given yesterday. But seeing the devastation on her friends’ faces — no, she corrected herself, these were her family now — made the whole thing terribly real. She couldn’t hold it together anymore. 

      She had cancer. 

      Grace finally allowed the tears to come.
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      Tara and Sean were back at their three-bed semi-detached home in Malahide. Her blue eyes were shiny with unshed tears. Everyone had cried at some point over the past couple of hours at Grace’s, except for Tara. She had to be strong for her cousin. She repeated this like a mantra over and over in her head, as the horror of Grace’s illness was revealed. Watching Grace fall to pieces had been unbearable. They felt useless that they couldn’t help, and guilty for their own good health. They each took turns holding Grace until her sobs stopped. Tom made coffee, and Grace called time on any more questions. It was enough for one day and it was time for Grace to pick Jack up from his friend’s house, where he was on a play date. Tara watched Grace pull herself back into Mommy mode. No way would she allow her son to see her so upset. Thinking about Grace being so selfless, made Tara want to crumple onto the floor.

      But Tara still had some questions to ask her husband. ‘What is the prognosis, Sean? The truth, please.’ 

      ‘With chemo, 30%. If we can find a suitable donor, that increases dramatically.’ 

      There was nothing to say to that. Tara walked over to the drinks cabinet and poured herself a large vodka. She noticed Sean raise his eyebrows, but one look from her stopped him from saying anything. They were both on a health kick at the moment to help with their efforts to conceive. But this was not the time to nag her about drinking.

      ‘I can’t stop thinking about Jack.’ Tara said with a sob.

      ‘Jack will be fine, Tara. He has a mother who loves him and a gaggle of aunts and uncles who would all chop their arms off for him. We’ll make sure he’s okay. Right now, I’m worried about you. You look pale.’ 

      Tara stared into the bottom of her glass, deep in thought. Sean let her sit quietly; he knew she would talk when she was ready. After a couple of minutes, she looked up at her husband.  

      ‘I feel so guilty. This morning, the way I behaved. I thought it was the end of my world. How ridiculous is that?’

      Sean put his hand up quickly to stop Tara from continuing, ‘Don’t you dare apologise or feel guilty about how you feel. You were disappointed this morning. We both were. We thought this time you were pregnant. It was understandable to be upset. I’m gutted myself, to be honest.’

      They had been trying for years to get pregnant, and it was getting to the stage where they should seek help as it wasn’t happening for them. The constant cycle of devastation they were on, was a recurring nightmare. This morning when Tara got a Big Fat Negative - again — it felt like Groundhog Day. He knew that in a few weeks, Tara would be back to religiously peeing on a stick, taking her temperature, waiting for the go-ahead that it was the right time. Then the fervent days waiting till they could test, both allowing themselves to hope that this month it would be their month. Tara would work out in the possible due date of their baby, sharing it excitedly with Sean. Thus setting themselves up for a fall, but they couldn’t help it. And then the crashing realisation that once again this wasn’t their turn.

      Grace’s cancer had put their own situation into sharp context.

      Sean stroked Tara’s arm lightly.

      She looked up at him and said, ‘I can still remember the day Grace got the call to say that Annie and Mick were in a car crash. I’ll never forget the look on Grace’s face as she took that call. The colour drained from her. We drove like madwomen to Beaumont Hospital, all the time me saying to Grace that she must try to keep positive, it mightn’t be Annie and Mick. A case of mistaken identity. Grace never said a word. She sat in the passenger seat, quiet as a mouse. By the time we got there, they were both gone. Mick had died instantly, and Annie couldn’t hold on anymore.’

      Tara stood up and paced the room. ‘I really had myself convinced that they’d be okay. That it was all a big mistake. Grace fell to the tiled floor, and the scream that came from her stopped everyone in their tracks. I mean, hospitals see some serious tragedy every day. Still, there was something so heartbreaking about that noise that Grace made. It’s stayed with me. I don’t think I’ll ever forget it.’

      ‘Baby, you’re torturing yourself. That’s all in the past,’ Sean said as he took hold of Tara’s hands, heart breaking as he listened to the raw pain in his wife’s words.

      ‘You don’t understand. I’m trying to tell you something. Everybody has a sad story. Or if they haven’t, it’s only a matter of time before they get one of their own. The thing is, Grace has had her sad story. A horrific tragedy when Mick and Annie died. So, why in all that’s sacred, would God ask Grace to deal with this now? It’s not fair, Sean. It’s not fair.’

      There was nothing Sean could say, so he pulled his beautiful wife into his arms and held her. Held her so tightly that he wondered who was comforting whom? 
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      Can this day get any crazier? Tom thought. He had taken a call from Liam, Jack’s father. His timing was bloody marvellous. After the emotional rollercoaster hearing Grace’s news, Tom wanted to go home, crack open a couple of beers, and chill with Gerry. His brain felt like it was melting as it tried to process Grace’s illness. It was a lot to take in, and he was struggling. Tom had already lost his Dad to the ‘Big C,' and it frightened the life out of him. Always had. Something about the word cancer conjured up the worst fears inside all of us. It was like the bogey man for adults. You could make a Stephen King novel about that word alone, and it would make all his other horror books look tame. 

      Gerry was eerily quiet, unlike his usual non-stop chatterbox self, saying maybe ten words since Grace made her announcement. Abby was quiet too, shit — what did he expect; he wasn’t exactly waxing lyrical himself. Each of them needed to be alone with their thoughts.

      When they left Grace’s, Gerry had insisted that Abby come home with them. This was one of the many reasons Tom loved Gerry. He may hold the title of the biggest drama queen in Ireland; he even gave the word ‘queen’ a capital Q. However, as Tom had learned, Gerry had hidden depths and was a series of contradictions. For example, on the one hand, Gerry was the biggest snob alive. Unless his clothes had a designer label, he wouldn’t put them on his body. Yet Gerry never passed a charity collection without making a donation. No matter where they were, Gerry would stop and throw in some money if someone was collecting. Tom preferred to donate to a charity instead. But when he suggested this, Gerry replied, ‘Darling, if somebody is willing to risk varicose veins by standing for hours on end collecting for charity, that has to be worth a euro.’ And that was that. 

      As they were leaving Grace’s, Gerry realised that whilst Tara and Sean had each other, and Gerry and Tom likewise, Abby would be going home to her flat on her own. The rest of the group were so wrapped up in their own thoughts, they forgot about little Abby. But not Gerry. He took matters into his own hands.

      ‘Darling, put your skinny ass into our taxi right this minute. And don’t even begin to open that pretty little mouth of yours to tell me all the plans you have for this evening. Tom and I need you to be with us. The spare room is ready and waiting. Besides, I have this lovely bottle of Pinot Noir waiting to be enjoyed. You have simply got to save me from death by cider. You know what a heathen he is.’ Gerry pointed theatrically to Tom.

      So Abby had done precisely what Gerry had asked, with no argument.

      Tom walked into the sitting room and stood in the doorway for a couple of seconds, watching them. They were drinking the Pinot in beautiful Louise Kennedy glasses that had been an anniversary gift to Gerry from him earlier this year. Gerry reckoned wine tasted better in Louise Kennedy glasses, and who was Tom to disagree?

      ‘Guys, you will not believe who that was on the blower.’ Tom realised how badly Gerry had taken the news about Grace when he didn’t jump up and start guessing. Instead, he looked up at Tom, semi-interested.

      ‘Liam,’ Tom stated dramatically. That got their attention.

      ‘Liam, as in Grace’s Liam?’ Abby questioned.

      ‘The one and only. He wants to meet up with us to discuss an important matter. He wouldn’t expand on that, other than to say that he didn’t want to cause any problems, just wanted to chat.’

      ‘Darling, what on earth could he have to say to us, that we need to hear? I’m not in the humour for a drunken scene, Tom. None of us is,’ Gerry said.

      ‘You know what I think about what Liam did to Grace. But he sounded sober and serious. He’s back in Ireland and wants to see us. Anyhow, he’s coming here tomorrow. I’d better call Tara. She’s going to go mental.’
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      Liam didn’t think it was possible to feel this nervous about anything. And today was just a chat with Tom. He figured it was the best bet to meet with him first of all, as he’d be more likely to hear Liam out without blowing a gasket in the first five minutes. Tom might bluster and shout initially, but he was fair. One of the most level-headed people Liam had ever known. They had been beer buddies and had drunk many a pint together. And although there was always a lot of bull spoken with drink, there was a brutal honesty hidden there. They had discussed their childhoods, Tom’s homosexuality, careers, relationships. And Liam would like to think that he was a friend to Tom, at least before the drink took over everything else. Taking a deep breath, Liam knocked on the door of Tom and Gerry’s house.

      Tom answered the door, shaking Liam’s hand firmly. ‘You’re looking well pal. Come on in.’

      Liam followed Tom into the living room to find himself under severe scrutiny from several pairs of eyes. Of course, Tom had told everyone. His eyes rested on Tara. And she looked mad as hell. Liam wiped a bead of sweat from his upper lip.

      ‘You don’t think I’d have missed an opportunity like this, do you?’ Tara asked, accurately guessing Liam’s thoughts. ‘I’m in serious need of a good laugh, so when Tom said you were coming round, I knew I’d have to be here. Never thought I’d ever say I’d miss anything about you, Liamo, but in fairness, your tall stories were always hilarious.’

      ‘Darling, give the man a chance. Liam, as I live and breathe, you’ve got more handsome, if that’s possible. Have you been working out? Jeez, Abby, look at those bloody abs.’ Gerry said, jumping up to shake Liam’s hand.

      ‘Tara, always a pleasure. Gerry, thank you, you’re looking good too. Hi Sean, Abby. And for the record, I’m not here to spin any stories, honestly.’

      Tom stepped in, ‘Righto, take a seat, Liam, and we’ll all keep quiet. You’re a brave man, I’ll give you that, facing us lot.’ 

      ‘Well, I know you don’t have a high opinion of me. I know that I’ve done some goddamn awful things, and I was going to see each of you individually to apologise. I wasn’t planning on doing it all on this occasion, but hey, maybe this is better. It shouldn’t be easy for me.’

      Silence greeted this statement from Liam. He felt like a rabbit caught in headlights. Taking another deep breath, he continued. ‘I’m an alcoholic.’

      ‘No shit Sherlock, give that man a prize,’ Tara shouted. 

      Gerry giggled. Sean shrugged. He wasn’t going to tell Tara to shut up. He happened to agree with her. Tom, on the other hand, was determined to let Liam have a fair say.

      ‘All right, guys, settle down — go on, Liam.’

      ‘As I was saying, I’m an alcoholic. You guys have known that for years, but I only realised it myself just over a year ago now. And I’m happy to say that I’ve been clean since that moment. I’ve finally shaken that monkey off my back, as we say in rehab.’ Liam stopped suddenly, feeling stupid and highly vulnerable. They didn’t want to know those details. Telling himself to keep it simple, not do too much ‘therapy talk,' he continued. ‘Speaking of rehab, it’s amazing the shit you remember. As a rule, alcoholics have a selective memory. It’s the only way we can keep drinking without the guilt taking over. If we remembered every morning what we did the night before, we probably couldn’t live with ourselves. So our minds block out the bad stuff, only remembering the highs of drinking. But when you’re in rehab, everything’s stripped away. It’s raw, and memories come back to you in the middle of the night, and you can’t switch them off.’

      ‘Get out the bleeding violins,’ Tara muttered.

      ‘Most of them,’ Liam continued, glancing at Tara, ‘most of the bad ones revolve around Grace. But a lot of them include you guys too. I’d like to believe that you guys were my friends. And I did wrong by you all. I mistreated you all.’

      Liam was shamefaced to admit to himself that a part of him hoped that someone at this point would jump up and tell him not to worry; he had nothing to apologise about. No such luck. ‘I’m really sorry for the stuff I got up to. There’s no excuse, and I don’t expect you to forgive me just like that.’

      Tom’s face was hard to read. Liam felt like heading for the door and running like Forrest Gump. But he needed to face his demons. He would never get another opportunity like this.  

      ‘How you treated us isn’t an issue,’ Tom said finally. ‘We’re all big boys and girls, and we got over it. But what you did to Grace is a different story. You really messed her up, man. She had this painted-on smile that she wore whenever you were drinking. She thought we all bought that she was enjoying herself, when in fact, we all knew that she was trying so hard to hold it together. Watching you constantly, making sure you didn’t say or do anything to upset anyone. I don’t think she let her guard down at all in the year before you left.’

      Every word felt like a soccer ball punch to Liam. He had gone through all of this in rehab but hearing it from Tom, his best friend, was hard.

      Tom was aware that his words were upsetting Liam, but he also knew that they had to be said, so he went on. ‘It killed me watching our lovely, funny Grace, so stressed because you basically wanted to get pissed. I hated you at times because you changed Grace. When you got off your face, she was on edge all night. Wondering what shit you were going to get up to next.’

      ‘I closed my mind to all that. I had to because the guilt was too much. I’d have to have a drink to forget. When I was pissed, I felt like I was king of the world.’ Liam replied.

      The tension was palpable in the room, and Gerry picked that moment to throw in: ‘Leonardo DiCaprio, Titanic, holding Kate Winslet in his arms — what a moment.’ Everyone laughed for a second. Then they all remembered that they were giving Liam a hard time.

      ‘Tom, you’ve been like a brother to me, and I know that I’ve pushed you to the limits. But I miss you, man. It would mean a lot to me if I knew you could forgive me one day.’

      ‘It’s all right, Liam. Nuff’ said, apology accepted,’ Tom said with a lump in his throat as he once again shook Liam’s hand. ‘It’s good to see you.’

      With that, Tara began to clap. Slowly but getting louder each second.  

      ‘Well done, Liam, that’s a performance and a half. You almost had me there. But I’m afraid I don’t buy it. Why now have you decided it’s time to apologise? You say you’ve been clean over a year; how do we know that’s the truth?’

      ‘I don’t blame you for being suspicious. Why should you believe me? But I’m asking you; hear me out at least.’

      ‘All right, Liam. I’ll hear you out for one reason only: Grace fell in love with you, so you can’t be all bad. So go on. I’m listening.’ 

      ‘My counsellor said that all alcoholics have a defining moment. Something happens, and it shocks us into realising we have a problem and want help. Until that moment, it doesn’t matter what anyone says or does; you’re in denial. Mine was on January 4th last year.’

      ‘Jack’s birthday,’ Abby said.

      ‘Yep, that’s right. Jack was two years old, and I wanted to see him. I mean, Grace has been amazing, sending me photos. I know a lot of women wouldn’t do the same in her shoes. But I needed to see him.’ Liam closed his eyes as he shared the next part, remembering the moment as if it had happened yesterday. ‘When Grace was pregnant, she came to see me. I was on a high, thinking that maybe, we were going to get back together. I didn’t even drink that day. I knew how much my drinking freaked her out, so I thought I’d do without my usual four o’clock cocktail. And before you say it, Tara, I know what a moron I was.’

      He opened his eyes, as Tara closed her mouth. She had been about to say something smart along those lines. 

      ‘I thought that by not drinking for a couple of hours, Grace would forget all the stuff I’d put her through, and we’d be back on track again. But Grace didn’t want to get back with me. She told me she was pregnant. I’d always wanted kids. Not any kids, mind you. Kids with Grace. I reckoned they’d be gorgeous.’

      ‘You were right; Jack is divine,’ Gerry said.

      Liam smiled at this and then continued, ‘Grace asked me to promise her something. If I had ever loved her, I must vow never to be involved in the baby’s life, as long as alcohol played a part in mine. I didn’t want to promise never to see my baby. But as Grace said, she simply asked that I stay away if I continued drinking. I thought, no biggy, I can stop drinking anytime. But as you guys all know, I didn’t stop drinking. I kept meaning to, you know. Every morning I’d wake up and think that’s it. Today, I’ll stay sober and get my act together. But by five o’clock, I’d be having a beer.’ Liam self-consciously put his face in his hands. ‘Anyhow, back to Jack’s birthday. I cleaned myself up and got the early bird flight from Gatwick. Got into Dublin at eight o’clock. But I was so nervous and scared that I blew it. I went to an early house. I didn’t get to Grace’s until that afternoon.’  

      ‘Grace never told us that,’ Tara said sharply.

      ‘She never knew. I was outside the apartment waiting for her to get home when a little boy walked by about four or five. He was lovely, so I said hello to the little fella. Went to cuff him behind the ear. You know the way you do. Then all of a sudden, this woman came running and picked him up, screaming at me to keep away from her son. I looked at her and started telling her I meant no harm, but the more I spoke, the more freaked out she got. I was slurring my words with bloodshot eyes, reeking of booze. No wonder she was frightened. It was at that moment, seeing how scared that little boy was and the look of revulsion on her face, that the house of cards all came tumbling down. What the hell was I doing? I couldn’t even stay sober to go visit my son on his second birthday. I knew I needed help.’

      ‘What did you do?’ Abby asked, her eyes wide in shock at the story.

      ‘I jumped in a taxi and did what any self-respecting Irish man does – I went home to my mammy.’

      ‘Jaysus, you must really have hit rock bottom to have done that.’ Tom quipped.  

      The gang all laughed. Liam’s mother was a legend in the group. Fierce and strong, she was a force to be reckoned with.

      ‘She saved my life, Tom. I hadn’t been home in nearly two years. Nor had I told her about Jack. I was too ashamed. I think that was the thing she found hardest to forgive. Not knowing that she had a grandson down the road. Anyhow, she got me into a rehab clinic the following week. I had to be eight days sober at home before they would take me. That was hard. But my mother locked me up in her bedroom. There’s an en suite there and a TV, so she said I’d have no excuse to leave. She got my uncle Martin round every day, morning and evening, to bring in some grub, so I couldn’t try to escape.’

      ‘It’s like Trainspotting and 28 Days all rolled into one,’ Gerry squealed. ‘And now that I think about it, if Sandra Bullock and Ewan McGregor got together and had a kid, it would look exactly like you, Liam.’

      ‘Still the movie buff, I see,’ Liam said with a grin. ‘God, this soul-baring is thirsty work. I need something to drink. Any chance of a coffee?’

      ‘Now there’s one sentence that I never thought I’d hear you say,’ Tom joked. ‘I’ll get some coffee going.’ 

      Tara jumped up and joined Tom
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