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Dedicated to the wonderful bright stars who bring so much


joy and love to our family –


Cruz, Tom, Lexi, J.P., Sophia,


and Éabha, our newest little star, who arrived into


our world in the middle of a global pandemic,


a beacon of love and hope.


‘May the dreams you hold dearest be those that come true.’









CHAPTER 1


Holly


ON A WET WEDNESDAY NIGHT IN FEBRUARY, THE past I’d struggled in vain to put behind me detonated without mercy, exploding its dark menace across the living room of Rose Cottage.


It began as the most innocuous of moments. Luke was channel-hopping, searching for the post-match analysis of a soccer fixture. Then, in an instant that stopped my breath, the television screen was filled with an image of Liffey Gate. Despite the words of protest flapping inside me like caged birds, and the scalpel-sharp pain that sliced my stomach, I reached out and stilled Luke’s hand on the remote control.


I think because he was so startled, he didn’t object.


‘Once heralded as the ultimate experience in dockland living,’ the female reporter was saying, ‘and brought to market in a blaze of high-octane, champagne-filled publicity, now, fifteen years later, a succession of fire-safety examinations have identified so many problems and lack of appropriate standards that the only option is demolition.’


Demolition? Icy fingers clawed at my spine.


Her voice oozed about me like a malignant force. ‘Liffey Gate,’ she went on, ‘is the latest example in a long line of Celtic Tiger apartment blocks to suffer problems as a result of being constructed with scant regard for rules and regulations. Major defects have now been identified in many of these …’


I wasn’t interested in other apartment blocks. Only the one we’d lived in.


‘… Liffey Gate residents have had their tenancies terminated,’ she continued, ‘and legal proceedings are proving complex due to the apartment block being owned by a group of several investors, the original developer now declared bankrupt.’


She spoke about Liffey Gate’s enviable dockland location, the camera panning across the river, the choppy surface glinting with sunshine. It skimmed over the Convention Centre and onto the grey, harp-like cables of the Samuel Beckett Bridge, before it panned back to the south side of the quays, fastening on the apartment block where we’d once loved and laughed and lived with no heed for tomorrow.


But all was changed.


Hoarding covered the lower floors, plastered with lurid-looking safety warnings. Above that, the top two storeys of the six-storey block had already been stripped to a skeletal framework of concrete floors, bone-bleached pillars and redundant lift shafts. Steel tangles protruded from the top of the ghostly structure like mocking limbs.


From high-octane celebrations to an inglorious destruction: a perfect metaphor for our lives.


I could just about make out the third-floor apartment where we’d partied until dawn, coming out onto our tiny balcony to see the sunrise streaming up Dublin Bay. Then later, the partying days over, the sleepless nights, and later again, near the end of it all, when Luke had smashed a set of china mugs against the balcony door, cracking them one by one into a million pieces, cracking my heart into smithereens as he sat on the floor afterwards, put his head into his hands and wept.


‘Did you know about this?’ I asked Luke, my voice hoarse.


‘No … no, I’d no idea.’


I didn’t know whether to believe him or not. Had he known, he surely would have done his best to keep this disaster from me. Liffey Gate being demolished meant walls, floors and ceilings being taken apart, and if the building was harbouring any secrets, the demolition could uncover them. A ripple of foreboding ran through my veins.


‘You think you’re clever, getting rid of the evidence …’ Jay had snarled that snowy, fateful night, ‘You won’t get away with this, Holly.’


I tried to prevent my imagination from exploding in a billion directions, to convince myself that there was nothing to worry about, least of all the threatening words Jay Slater had thrown at me. I told myself it had all been over seven years ago. I’d watched the late-night news footage coming from Grand Canal Dock where divers had brought up his remains from the murky depths of the water, the area shadowy and dark save for pools of light picked out by temporary arc lamps. By the following night the media had moved on to other tragedies, Jay’s sad time in the spotlight fleeting and temporary. But our lives had never moved on, even though we liked to pretend they had. His ghost still stalked the emotional rubble in my head, blasting out pockets of anxiety, sometimes jolting me into rude wakefulness at three in the morning.


‘I’m not watching this shit,’ Luke said, channel-hopping again until the screen filled with soccer pundits arguing about whether or not a goal had been offside.


I rose on shaky legs, went into the bedroom and took a pill I kept for emergencies. Outside, there was nothing to see except a blanket of dark Kilkenny countryside staring in at me through the rain-streaked window pane. I pulled down the blind. Even though I was in my mid-thirties, the impenetrable pitch black of the night still scared me. I closed my eyes and willed myself to dive down into that place deep inside me where nothing at all existed except a pool of dark stillness. No past, no pain, no hurt. But most of all, no Jay Slater.









CHAPTER 2


Alice


ON THURSDAY MORNING, WHEN SHE SAW THE February date on the calendar and felt the cold shadow of his absence rippling silently across the kitchen, Alice Clarke picked up the glass vase that had sat for years on the windowsill and dropped it into the sink so that it cracked.


Thirty-six years was too long to be filling a vase with early daffodils as a sort of magic spell to draw her father home and make him stay. Her six-year-old self had begun that tradition because she knew he loved their beauty and symbol of new beginnings after a cold, dark winter, but he’d never come home to see them.


Distracted, she left the house without an umbrella, and as she joined the throng of commuters swarming out of the Dart station on Westland Row, dark clouds opened and sheets of rain bucketed across the city centre streets. Juggling her tote bag, which was weighed down with her packed lunch and a hard-backed novel, she freed the hood of her coat from its zipped compartment. Dodging as many umbrella spikes as possible, and veering away from sprays of dirty water churned up by passing traffic, it took her ten minutes to reach the staff entrance of Abbey Lane Library. Thankfully, the steel shutters were already open. She keyed in the code for the door release and stepped into the passageway, dripping a trail of fat raindrops across the tiled floor as she dashed to the bathroom. Her hood was sodden, her shoulders wet through and her fine dark hair stuck flatly to her head. She peeled off her coat, eased off her boots and slid down her leggings, hanging them over the back of a chair.


From the depths of her bag, her mobile chimed. She was tempted to ignore it, but in case it had anything to do with her daughter Chloe, who’d been brought to school that morning by her childminder Maeve, she wiped her damp hand against her jumper and fished it out. Just as well. It was Ronan – he who must not be ignored.


‘Yes, Ronan?’ she said, glancing at her reflection in the mirror. Besides her saturated hair, mascara slid down her cheeks like matted tyre tracks. Just as well he couldn’t see her because her ragged appearance would be further ammunition in his artillery of unfit-motherhood bullets, which he regularly fired off in his attempts to have more access to Chloe. Ronan had already told her he wouldn’t be happy until he had main custody of their precious daughter.


‘You haven’t forgotten this evening?’ he said, his voice disjointed as though he was on the move. She pictured him marching across the floor of his office, barking the reminder to her in between commands to his staff.


‘No, I haven’t,’ she said. ‘Chloe will be ready.’


‘I’d better get parking outside,’ he said. ‘Your road is mental at rush hour.’


A flat tone in her ear told her he’d terminated the call.


Of course he’d get parking. Ronan was quite capable of bulldozing his way along Victoria Row in his tank of a Merc and commandeering an undesignated spot, or double parking if needs be, with scant regard to cycle lanes or double yellow lines. Chloe was always ready for a quick handover, because the less Alice had to see of Ronan, the better. Most of the time what Ronan said or did was filtered through a huge safety net – Alice had some ammunition tucked away. Compromising to say the least. Still, as he had pointed out, if she tried to use it against him, he had friends in high places. Ronan L. Russell hadn’t cemented his reputation as the brainchild behind one of Dublin’s most successful corporate law firms without having plenty of contacts in judicial positions, as well as high-powered business contacts across the city. The sooner their divorce was finalised, the better.


But whatever about the disintegration of relations between them, Ronan had never taken any of his annoyance out on Chloe. He adored his daughter. Ronan spoiled her rotten as some kind of compensation for the harrowing fact (his view) that Chloe was being raised by a separated mother and a dad who only saw her on Sundays unless there was a special occasion, such as this evening, when he was bringing her to his young nephew’s birthday party.


All Alice’s fault, of course. Nothing whatsoever to do with Ronan.


Alice turned towards the wall-mounted hand-dryer to dry her hair. There was nothing but an oblong of lighter-coloured paint indicating where it had once sat. She’d forgotten it had been replaced last week by a new waist-level air-blade model that only pumped hot air when your hands were inserted. It would work for drying off her leggings, so her lower half was sorted, but her hair was the biggest problem. Putting one hand into the innards of the dryer, she bent her head as far as she could, hoping to catch an upwards drift of warm air. No such luck. Today, she would just have to brave the world with the less-than-well-groomed Alice Clarke mask. When she went out onto the library floor, her leggings still slightly damp, she hoped it would work its magic on her rising irritation.


Abbey Lane Library, in an earlier incarnation, had been a small, perfectly proportioned grey-stone church, the only surviving part of an old south-inner-city Dublin abbey. The library incorporated a lot of the church’s former glory, and Alice liked to think that reflections of the still, calm ambience lingered in the beautifully arched doorways, the smooth wooden shelves offering books to satisfy every need and the soft glow that flickered through high stained-glass windows, even on dull days.


Finbarr, the senior librarian, was over at a table with Ralph, the library attendant, who was putting reference stickers on that morning’s newspapers before slotting them into a holder behind the counter.


‘Morning, Alice, quite a bad one out there,’ Finbarr said.


‘If there was anyone waiting outside, I’d open the public door early,’ Ralph said, ‘but it’s all quiet.’


‘Not surprised, with that deluge,’ Alice said.


The library was open from 10 a.m. to 5 p.m., Monday to Saturday, with late-night opening until 7 p.m. on Thursdays. Alice worked four days a week.


Gwen arrived in, bundled into a huge plastic raincoat, breathless from having hurried from the Luas stop on Dawson Street, followed by Julia, equally muffled up. There was no sign of Sharon, even though she was rostered for counter duty that morning, so Alice would have to stand in and show her rain-sodden face to the customers, although she’d planned to go through the boxes of new books delivered the previous evening. It was her favourite job, inhaling the new-book scent, feeling the heft of them in her hands, anticipating the mysteries within. Ralph and Finbarr were setting up the computer room – a volunteer from Age Action was coming in that morning to put some pensioners through their internet paces. Gwen was looking after the tiny tots’ story-time.


Sharon eventually arrived, forty-five minutes late. The rain had stopped and she swanned in through the main entrance brandishing an unopened golf umbrella, wearing pristine silvery boots, a pair of white jeans and an emerald jumper under her open cream trench coat. Her blonde hair fanned about her shoulders in a cascade of waving perfection. At twenty-one years old, she was half Alice’s age and the newest member of staff. Sometimes Sharon was so dazzling and immaculate and beaming with sunshine that she reminded Alice of Holly, her younger sister, and made her feel drab and dull by comparison. This morning was one of those times.


‘Sorry I’m late,’ Sharon said, giving everyone the benefit of her brilliant smile, ‘the weather was so bad that I waited to get a lift from my dad.’


‘’Tis far from lifts by adoring dads that you or I were reared,’ Julia said under her breath as she elbowed Alice.


Adoring dads.


Alice lifted a stack of returned books so hurriedly that most of them slipped from her grasp, slid across the counter and toppled to the floor.


♦


By lunchtime, Alice’s hair resembled a crumpled sheet of frizz. She sat in the kitchen with her sandwiches and fruit while Sharon picked daintily at a mixed salad bowl, bought at some expense in the artisan deli down the road.


‘I won’t be doing this too often,’ Sharon said, noticing how Alice’s eyes strayed to her bowl. ‘I think I’ll copy your sensible example and bring in my lunch.’


Sensible. Sharon was right and it stung.


‘Anyway, I’m saving hard,’ Sharon went on.


‘Are you?’ Alice felt obliged to ask.


‘Yes, I feel I can trust you, Alice, but not a word to the others for now,’ Sharon confided. ‘I’m going to spend a year trekking around the world, with my best friend Emma. Just us and our backpacks and the stars at night. It’s going to be a wonderful adventure.’


Sharon lived for excitement. Her weekends and days off were filled with new experiences. The previous weekend she’d gone zip-lining in Tibradden, in the Dublin Mountains. Everything about her life seemed to be a glittering adventure of sorts.


Echoes of Holly.


Let me breathe, she’d said.


Let me have a life of adventure.


And for God’s sake, keep out of it.


Alice’s apple tasted sour.


What happened, Holly? Why are you hiding away in the depths of the countryside?


‘I’d hate to end up like Finbarr,’ Sharon said. ‘Don’t get me wrong,’ she leaned forward, her big blue eyes earnest, ‘I love Finbarr to bits – he’s an absolute dote – but almost forty years in the exact same job? And he goes to Benidorm on holidays every single year. Jesus – how boring is that?’


A lot of people would feel blessed to hold down a permanent, pensionable job with a guaranteed income for the span of forty years, and have an annual holiday in Benidorm, Alice wanted to say. Apart from a three-year career break during which she’d married and had Chloe, she’d been in the library service since she’d left school, and she fully intended staying there in her role as senior assistant for the next twenty years. She counted herself lucky to have an annual holiday in Majorca with Chloe. No doubt Sharon would consider her lifestyle to be as boring as Finbarr’s.


‘You’d think Finbarr would do something more exciting with his life,’ Sharon said.


Alice could have told her that excitement often came with a sting in its tail. She’d had her thrill ride into the danger zone when she’d met and married Ronan. Never again. There was a lot to be said for a humdrum, sensible life.


Wasn’t there?


After lunch, Alice stayed back, channelling a vague irritation with herself into tidying the kitchen; even so, when she went out onto the library floor, Sharon’s remarks were still darting under her skin like pinpricks. The library hummed with activity, students grouped around study desks, others working in the computer room, Ralph looking after printing and photocopying requests. Mr Woods, a pensioner whose wife had dementia and who escaped into the library for an hour every day when their home help came in, was relaxing with the newspapers in his usual armchair in the reading area. Finbarr was going through the range of online resources with a customer. A man was standing at the front desk, looking in Alice’s direction, smiling in expectation.


‘Here’s Alice Clarke now,’ she heard Sharon say, with a laugh in her voice. ‘She’ll sort you out. Alice is the dedicated one with years of experience – I’m still the newbie.’









CHAPTER 3


‘HI, ALICE,’ THE GUY SAID, ‘I’D LIKE TO BOOK A place at this evening’s author event.’


He was medium height with a pleasant face. Neat dark hair. Mid-forties-ish. Well educated, with a successful career, Alice guessed, judging by his beautifully cut suit and expensive tie, the intelligent expression in his hazel eyes.


‘Please?’ he added, with a confident smile.


The library was hosting an event that evening with Ian Donohue, an American bestselling science fiction author. Ian was holidaying in Ireland, exploring his family roots, and he was giving an informal talk in the library because it was close to the inner-city area his great-grandparents had hailed from. It had booked out swiftly.


‘It’s fully booked,’ she said, wondering why she was being unusually abrupt with a customer. She even sensed Sharon glancing at her quizzically.


‘Are you sure?’ he asked. The guy smiled at her as if she’d be able to conjure up a place especially for him, simply because he’d asked her in the nicest way possible. But charm offensives didn’t cut any ice with her, no matter how well presented. Ronan had oozed charm, in the beginning.


‘I’m positive,’ she said.


‘Do you not need to look up the thingamajig?’ he said, his gaze flickering expectantly to a computer screen behind the desk.


‘No. I do not need to look up the thingamajig.’


‘I told you Alice was super-efficient,’ Sharon said in a slightly apologetic voice.


‘I’ve been away,’ the man went on. ‘I only heard about the event at lunchtime. I’m a huge fan.’ He smiled again. ‘Could you squeeze in an extra chair? Or I could bring a fold-up stool. I could stand. Better again …’he paused, ‘I could bring chocolates.’


He sounded mannerly. His eyes, when they rested on Alice, were kind and considerate. She was conscious of her frizzy hair and hurriedly repaired face. Then she understood why she had been so abrupt with him. In another kind of life, where Ronan and the impending divorce didn’t exist, or even before him, in a life where a younger Alice might have felt stronger, more confident on the inside, this was the kind of man she would have been drawn to, the kind of man who might have loved and cherished her and shared a full life with her, but it was too late now and she was quietly angry with herself and her lost opportunities.


‘Oh, don’t tempt me with chocolates.’ Sharon laughed. ‘I’m minding my figure, but Alice would enjoy them.’


‘I’m sorry, but we can only accommodate a certain number of attendees,’ Alice said, striving to be polite. ‘Health and safety.’ He looked like a thoughtful person who’d respect such regulations.


‘Ah,’ he said.


‘And, officially, we’re not allowed to take gifts from the public,’ Alice went on, realising she sounded ridiculously prim and proper.


‘No way,’ the guy said, laughing easily.


‘Don’t mind Alice,’ Sharon said. ‘She’s far too inclined to play by the book. Haha, library book.’


‘Could you take my name in case there’s a cancellation?’ he asked.


‘We can add you to the waiting list,’ Alice said.


‘Thank you, Alice,’ he said. ‘I appreciate that. My office is nearby. I can come at the last minute.’ He took out his wallet and extracted a business card, handing it to her. She glanced at the details. Damien Maher. Senior Analyst, KLW Investment Management.


‘Well then,’ he said, backing away, ‘enjoy the rest of your day. It must be lovely to spend it in this environment instead of looking at double computer screens.’


‘That all depends on what’s on the screen,’ Sharon said with an infectious giggle.


He left then, an unsettling energy rippling in his wake.


‘I’d have squeezed him in,’ Sharon said, staring after him. ‘He’s gorgeous, for a middle-aged man.’


Middle-aged? Alice had to forcibly remind herself that when she’d been twenty-one anyone over forty was getting on in life.


‘So you would have flouted health and safety?’ she said sourly.


Sharon laughed. ‘Chill, Alice. You’re far too serious at times.’ She drifted away, examining her nails before she began to sift through the books on the returns trolley, mindful of her shellac.


♦


Ronan didn’t come into the house when he dropped Chloe home that night. He waited out by the kerb, the engine of his gleaming Mercedes purring like a sleek black panther, keeping out of Alice’s hair because he knew he’d had Chloe out late on a school night. As soon as Chloe was safely through the hall door, he gunned the engine and roared off.


Chloe had the fidgety look in her blue eyes of someone overdosed on sugar, and sticky streaks ran up her flushed cheeks. She was just seven years of age. At times Alice wanted to weep at the way the innocent baby and toddler years had flashed by in the blink of an eye, but she was grateful that Chloe seemed to be growing up happy and healthy, and turning into a well-adjusted person in her own right. She hadn’t botched things entirely with her daughter.


‘Daddy’s in a hurry,’ Chloe said, clutching a goodie bag and playing imaginary hopscotch as she skipped down the hall, her auburn hair loosened from her ponytail. ‘He has to go back to his friend.’


His friend. ‘You mean Amanda?’


‘Yeah, Amanda. She’s nice.’


Alice had lost count of the women Ronan had taken up with after the break-up of their marriage, details of which she’d gleaned from the weekend supplements, with the commentary that they were helping Ronan come to terms with his heartache and move on in the aftermath of his separation. Chloe had not seemed aware of any of them, until Amanda.


‘He asked me again if you have any friends that call here, but I said no,’ Chloe said, oblivious to the connotations of the question.


Friends? She’d lost contact with a lot of her schoolmates, drifting apart over the years thanks to the way her life had mainly revolved around Mum, Holly, her job and Victoria Row. Then later, any tenuous friendships she’d held on to had been severed when Ronan had come into her life. She avoided social media whereas Ronan revelled in his Instagram account. According to him, he had thousands of followers who loved being updated with details of his social life, his golf and his favourite eateries. Alice stayed close to home most evenings. Ronan had a habit of calling the land-line two or three times a week, ostensibly to say good night to Chloe, but also checking on Alice, making sure she was there, preferably alone. Any sign of her wavering off the straight and narrow path would be ammunition in his ongoing battle for main custody of Chloe.


As it was, he only saw Chloe on Sundays, preferring to have his Saturday nights free for socialising. He wanted full weekday access, with Alice being relegated to the weekends. She was determined to retain her existing custody rights and see through the next six months as quietly as possible, until their divorce was finalised.


He resented his daughter going to the local school and being ferried there and back by Alice’s cousin Maeve, who looked after Chloe along with her own young children when Alice was at work. He would have preferred Chloe to attend the fee-paying school in his privileged south Dublin enclave and to have had a personal nanny for her. Chloe was his. She even looked like him. He insisted he could give her a far better lifestyle than Alice could. When Alice tackled him about his ‘friends’, he glibly informed her that it was his way of finding out who was the most suitable in his efforts to set up a stable home base with a mother-figure for his daughter, seeing as Alice hadn’t cut the mustard. However, as far as Ronan was concerned, the same rule did not apply when it came to Alice having men friends.


‘If there’s even a hint of another father-figure sniffing around, thinking he can step into my shoes with my precious Chloe,’ he’d said, ‘I’ll … I’ll …’


‘You’ll do what, exactly?’ Alice had asked, raising her chin, giving him the look that reminded him she had something in her back pocket that could be used against him, even though she knew she hadn’t really got it in her to stoop that low.


‘You don’t want to go there,’ he’d blustered.


In dark moments, she asked herself how she’d ever become involved with Ronan in the first place.









CHAPTER 4


FRIDAY EVENING BROUGHT MORE HEAVY RAIN, and when Alice came out of the library the sky was a low, leaden-grey bowl, the city centre gridlocked with traffic, pavements clogged with pedestrians wielding dripping umbrellas. She went to dash across the road close to the pedestrian crossing, before the amber light flickered to red, but was so intent on avoiding the onslaught of people rushing towards her that she misjudged her step and tripped, her bum hitting the kerb as she fell, landing on her back. Pain shot through her lower back and her hips. Dazed, she blinked up at a forest of wet raincoats and jackets and curious faces, sheets of rain beating down on her upturned cheek. Voices drifted down to her.


‘Are you okay?’


‘What happened?’


‘Don’t try to move – you could have broken something.’


Some of the circle shifted and separated as onlookers moved on, their curiosity satisfied. Someone had stopped the oncoming traffic and car horns blared, drivers up ahead unaware of what was causing the hold-up. Then a man bent down, blotting out the spitting rain and dark grey sky.


‘Alice? It is you, isn’t it? What happened? It’s Damien,’ he said. ‘I talked to you in the library. Yesterday. Where does it hurt?’ he asked, his dark hair and face beaded with raindrops.


‘I’m perfectly fine,’ she said, unable to pinpoint the exact source of the waves of pain, embarrassed at the undignified sight she must make lying there, legs splayed, her hood askew and hair soaked with the rain.


‘I’m calling an ambulance,’ he said, taking out a mobile.


‘Don’t be ridiculous. I’ll be grand in a minute,’ she said, deciding not to attempt the ungainly job of getting to her feet while he was there to witness it.


‘I’m sure you will be,’ he said pleasantly, ‘but in the meantime you need to get checked out.’


‘I can move,’ she said feebly, flexing her legs and lifting her head. ‘There can’t be much wrong. Just bruises. Go home.’


‘You could have slight concussion,’ he said. ‘Hold on a minute …’


He stood up and she heard him talking to another man, an answering reply. Then he bent back down. ‘We’re going to see if you can stand up, Alice. There’s a taxi right here and we’ll get you to the nearest hospital. It’ll take a while for an ambulance to arrive in this traffic.’


‘I’m fine, honestly.’


‘Of course you are.’


Gently and slowly, Damien and another man levered Alice to her feet. Alice glared at the remaining onlookers and more of them drifted away, satisfied that the drama was over.


‘My bag …’ Alice looked around. Her tote was on the pavement, some of the contents spilling out. Damien scooped up everything, tucking it back into the bag. She felt as though her lower back had caved in as he helped her into the taxi and leaned over to secure her seat belt, so close she saw the green flecks in his hazel eyes and dark eyelashes. He hopped into the back beside her, putting her bag between them.


‘What are you doing?’ she asked, as the taxi edged out into the traffic.


‘I’ll see you to the hospital.’


‘There’s no need.’


‘I can’t leave you alone. If there’s someone you can call on, I’ll wait until they arrive. Okay?’


‘Oh God— Chloe. Maeve is minding her. I’m supposed to be picking her up soon.’


She found her mobile, safely tucked into the zipped compartment of her bag. She keyed in her PIN code and scrolled to Maeve’s number. The pain slicing through her hips was reminiscent of the agony of the labour ward. She did her best to tell Maeve what had happened without alarming her.


Maeve’s voice was reassuring; she wasn’t to worry one bit, Chloe could have a sleepover with her daughter.


‘Hugh is out at a work do right now,’ Maeve said, referring to her husband, ‘but as soon as he comes home, I’ll be over to the hospital. I don’t like to think of you in there on your own.’


‘I’m not on my own,’ Alice said, explaining briefly about Damien. As soon as she finished the call, she turned to him. ‘I don’t mean for you to stay,’ she said, ‘of course not. I’m trying to save Maeve the hassle – it’s enough that’s she minding Chloe.’


‘Is Chloe your daughter?’ he asked.


‘Yes.’


‘Is there anyone else you want to call?’


‘No,’ she said. ‘I have a sister, Holly,’ she went on, ‘but she moved out of Dublin years ago.’ The realisation that there was no one else to call filled her with loneliness and a sense of failure. She was glad that Damien stayed silent and didn’t ask if Chloe’s father was around. Presently the taxi arrived at the hospital entrance and halted outside A&E. Alice reached into her bag for her purse.


There was no purse. She took out her lunchbox and book, the better to check, but there was no sign of it. ‘I’m sorry,’ she managed to stutter, appalled at this fresh humiliation, ‘but I can’t pay. I can’t pay the hospital charge either,’ she went on in a quavery voice. ‘My purse is gone. It must have been robbed when I fell.’


‘Jesus,’ Damien said. ‘Was there much in it?’


‘About a hundred euro along with my bank cards and store cards.’


‘You’ll have to cancel those,’ he said. ‘First things first, let’s get you inside.’


He thrust some notes at the taxi driver, who waved half of them away, mentioning something about the circumstances, mortifying Alice further. Damien took her bag and insisted she hold on to him as he eased her out of the taxi. She’d no choice but to do so, as together they stepped gingerly around the yellow criss-crossed no-parking zone, into A&E.


♦


On a normal Friday night, Alice would be at home in Victoria Row with Chloe, making popcorn and hot chocolate, watching an early-evening movie before she tucked Chloe up in bed and herself on the sofa in her PJs, with a book and a glass of wine. Oh, for it to be a normal Friday night instead of sitting here in the triage cubicle, in the middle of the seething cauldron that constituted A&E.


‘You might need an X-ray to see if your coccyx is fractured or bruised,’ the triage nurse said, keying something into her computer when Alice admitted that most of the pain seemed to be radiating from her tail-bone.


‘Like tonight?’


‘Either tonight or we’ll give you an appointment for early next week. What were you saying about your head?’ the nurse asked, peering into her screen.


‘I whacked it when I fell.’


‘Any dizziness or brain fog? Nausea?’ the nurse asked sharply, looking at Alice.


‘No.’


Sometimes she got brain fog when Ronan was around, or when she woke up at three in the morning and thought of the years she’d been married to him. Sometimes she felt dizzy when she thought of the way her mum had died, and that she was no longer around. The mother she’d loved, who’d laughed and moved and inhabited the rooms in Victoria Row; gone now. Grief and bereavement were cold and hard and metallic; sometimes they were colourless and flat, but always painful. Sometimes she felt a surge of nausea when she wondered where she’d gone wrong with Holly, or why Holly had chosen to bury herself with Luke in a remote part of the country just as Chloe had been born. Sometimes she felt dizzy when a sudden memory of her dad sliced across the kitchen in the soft-lit morning and sucked her underwater.


The questions continued as the pain in her tail-bone set her teeth on edge.


‘You’ll need to see the doctor,’ said the triage nurse, ‘but there’s a bit of a wait.’


When she went back out to the waiting area, Damien was still sitting there, like the only steady anchor in a sea of shifting chaos. The electronic board indicated an estimated five-hour wait.


‘Why are you still here?’ she asked, anxiety rising inside her. It had been embarrassing enough that he’d paid the A&E charge with his credit card, saying that Alice could pay him back before his bill arrived the following month. He knew where she worked, he’d joked, in case she tried to renege on the debt.


‘I was keeping your seat for you,’ he said pleasantly, indicating the overcoat folded on the seat beside him, which he picked up. ‘They’re in short supply around here.’


All the plastic chairs were occupied by a cross-section of humanity. Most people looked resigned to the dubious fate of A&E on a Friday night. Some were grumbling about having to wait when they clearly needed urgent attention. An elderly man in a wheelchair was crying quietly, his son trying to comfort him. A television high up in a corner was turned to a news channel, and the air was muggy with the scent of damp clothes, the windows heavy with condensation.


‘I rang the police and told them about your purse,’ he said. ‘I gave them my contact details in case it turns up, but you’ll have to call the bank yourself.’


‘You didn’t have to do that.’


‘I had the number of Store Street station on my phone. It was no trouble.’


‘Thanks for your help,’ she said, sitting down beside him as gingerly as possible, ‘but please go home now.’ There was mud on her trousers and a gash on the side of her face. Her hair was a mess. Pain flared out from her hips to her lower back, as though someone had taken a blow-torch to it. She had no money. Even in the crowded A&E, she felt alone in the world, and the last thing she needed was this stranger witnessing her humiliation.


Her mobile rang. Ronan.


Damn.









CHAPTER 5


‘HI, RONAN.’


‘Where are you?’


‘I’m not at home.’


‘Obviously not, seeing as you didn’t answer the land-line. Who are you with? Where’s Chloe? Can I talk to her?’


The thought of admitting to Ronan that she was in A&E having slipped and fallen filled her with fresh annoyance. Pretending she was doing some late-night shopping might account for the noise around her. Then the sequence of events played out swiftly in her head. He would phone Maeve next, to check on Chloe, and there was a chance Maeve would chat about what had happened to Alice, including her good fortune in having a nice man escort her to the hospital.


‘Chloe’s with Maeve. I’m in A&E, I fell,’ she rushed on, ‘I need to get checked out.’


‘How the fuck did you manage that?’


‘I fell on the way home from work.’


‘Silly Alice. Now Chloe’s routine is all upset.’


‘She’s fine. She’s having a sleepover.’


‘I’ll call Maeve and satisfy myself about that.’


‘In case you’re interested, Ronan, I’ll be fine too. A library customer made sure I got here okay.’ She knew it was preferable for her to introduce the part Damien had played rather than Ronan hearing it from Maeve.


‘Yeah? Who was that now, exactly?’


‘A guy who saw what happened and knew I needed help,’ she said, cringing internally.


‘How did he see what happened? Was he with you?’


‘No, Ronan, he was passing by and recognised me from the library.’


‘Is he still there?’


‘No. I sent him home.’


‘I’ll check on Chloe and collect her as usual on Sunday,’ he said.


When the call ended, Alice was reluctant to meet Damien’s eyes. He had surely heard every strident word out of Ronan’s mouth as well as her replies. Still, it was safer for Damien to witness her little white lie rather than having Ronan go into meltdown at the thought of her being with another man.


‘That was Ronan, my ex-husband,’ she began.


‘Ronan. I kind of sussed that.’


‘He was worried about our daughter.’


But you probably guessed from the call he wasn’t worried about me. Feck you, Ronan.


She contacted the bank and cancelled her cards, and then she exchanged numbers with Damien. ‘I’ll text you next week and arrange to pay you back,’ she said. ‘I appreciate what you’ve done. I don’t even have the money to get home, once I’m out of here,’ she went on thoughtlessly.


‘I can see you home,’ he said.


She was sorry she’d spoken, hot and cold at the idea of him sitting there throughout the long haul. ‘No way. You go on off, I’ll sort something out – I’ve money at home. The taxi driver will wait.’


‘I’m not going to abandon you now,’ he said. ‘Tomorrow’s Saturday, so it’s not as if I have to be in the office at eight in the morning. Seriously, Alice, it’s fine. Tell me about Chloe, your family.’


She was reluctant to go there, to the place she felt she had failed, between her rift with Holly and her marriage. To take the spotlight off herself she turned the conversation around and asked Damien about his favourite books and authors, surprised to find that over three hours slipped by while they chatted about various genres, how some bestsellers never lived up to the hype, how movie adaptations were never the same as the sensory experience of a book. He told her he’d lived in Hong Kong for a few years, had come home over a year ago and had been working in KLW ever since. He went to the vending machine, Alice refusing anything but a bottle of water while he got crisps and chocolate.


‘You’re probably starving,’ she said.


‘Nah, I was out for dinner earlier today, a celebration for a retiring colleague, so no worries there.’


‘Good, I owe you enough as it is without having you pass out from hunger.’


She was glad he was there when some of the crowd got restless and unruly, the ambulance sirens kept shrieking up to the door of A&E and, later that night, a fight broke out between two drunks in the back seats. Eventually she was called through to the other side: more bedlam and a logjam of trolleys and scurrying staff. Her injury was more than likely severe bruising, she was told. She was given strong painkillers to see her through the night and a prescription for more, then an appointment for an X-ray the following week, just to be sure there was no hairline fracture, plus a note for work – she’d have to rest up for a few days.


‘Sit on a pillow or two,’ the nurse said. ‘Better still, get a swimming ring.’ She didn’t look much older than Chloe, and Alice wondered how she was going to deal with the burly and disorderly drunks outside.


‘I’ll live,’ she told Damien, deciding that the less she mentioned pillows and swimming rings, the better. They went out into the night. It was almost two o’clock in the morning and the rain had stopped, the damp air cool and soft. She could have been in a dream of sorts – she had that insubstantial feeling that she was seeing everything through a haze. She wasn’t sure if it was the effects of the medication, the aftermath of the shock or the man beside her, helping her gently into a taxi.


‘Where to?’ he asked.


She gave her address and watched as the late-night city centre streets glided by the window, revellers tumbling out of clubs, queues jostling at taxi ranks. Presently they arrived at Victoria Row. Damien helped her out of the taxi. When she was standing on the pavement, Damien looked around him, absorbing every angle of the scene in front of him. She saw a smile breaking out across his face as he looked at her in the lamplight.


‘Is this where you live?’ he asked.


‘Yes.’


‘Wow.’ He stood looking, in no hurry to move.


Alice had had many reactions to where she lived before, but none as satisfying as this. Victoria Row was a terrace of eight cosy red-bricked Victorian houses, fronted by small railing-enclosed gardens, tucked between handsome period properties and grander Edwardian residences. ‘Bijou’, they’d been labelled when a couple of them had been put on the market in recent years. ‘Two up, two down’, they were more commonly referred to in the vernacular.


But the most desirable feature of all was the location: Victoria Row was situated along the seafront in Sandymount, where the Poolbeg peninsula sat at one end and the southern flank of Dublin Bay at the other, the coastal villages of Killiney and Dalkey floating on the near horizon like a grey, curving arm. Now, at half past two in the morning, the sea was a dark, murmuring expanse beyond the green on the far side of the road. The cool air carried a briny scent as it rippled over Alice’s face. Up high and down to her left, lights on the Poolbeg chimneys twinkled into the night, silent signals that had landmarked home to Alice and winked at her all through her life.


Damien scanned her face in the shadowy light. ‘Well, Alice Clarke, you work in a library and live by the sea. It’s perfect. I’m jealous.’


He was right. Her world was perfect in lots of ways. Chloe, her job, her small, cosy home. She mightn’t see all that much of Holly, but her sister insisted she was happy – which was all that mattered. The spectre of Ronan was something Alice only had to endure for a few minutes each Sunday.


‘Sorry,’ Damien said, ‘I’m standing here like a gobshite and you’re in pain. Let me see you safely inside.’


And then, partly because of the strange night that was in it, and partly because Damien seemed so charmed by where she lived and worked, and it warmed a part of her she hadn’t realised was cold, she heard herself say – half-expecting him to refuse: God knows what she looked like after her ordeal, between her usual mask in shreds and her self-esteem on the floor – ‘Why don’t you come in for coffee? A drink?’


‘Thank you,’ he said. ‘But only if you feel up to it.’


She could have backed out then and cut the intangible connection she felt thanks to the time she had spent in his company, but even this moment was surreal, this man called Damien Maher smiling kindly at her, having said her job and the place where she lived was perfect, and in doing so giving her something she didn’t understand yet.


‘I am up to it,’ she said, mentally sticking her finger up at Ronan.









CHAPTER 6


ALICE’S FRONT DOOR OPENED ONTO A SMALL square hall. To her right, a door led into the living room. A staircase straight ahead led up to two bedrooms and a bathroom. She disconnected the alarm, hung her coat on a peg and went into the living room, trying to ignore the ache in her bum as she switched on lamps and closed curtains.


‘This is lovely and cosy,’ Damien said, looking around.


‘Thanks,’ she said. Lamplight glowed on a grey sofa softened with blue and green cushions and a cream throw; an alcove by the fireplace was shelved from top to bottom, arranged with books and CDs and scattered with photographs and mementoes; there was a coffee table, a television unit, a mirror over the fireplace reflecting sparkly candle-holders on the mantelpiece, more photos on the walls, and an armchair drawn up to the front window – which had a fabulous daytime view.


‘The kitchen is through here,’ she said, indicating a door at the back of the living room. ‘Would you like tea or coffee?’


‘I’ll look after that,’ Damien said. ‘You relax. I can find my way around a kitchen.’


She was too woozy from the additional painkillers to do anything but sit down, easing a cushion under her bum – she couldn’t think about the tidiness or otherwise of her kitchen. She wanted to laugh at the total weirdness of having this guy making himself at home, when she rarely invited people in. It was another mad moment to add to the whole craziness of the evening, when it seemed her life up to now had skidded off the rails and lurched onto a different track.


‘I could make you a sandwich if you’re hungry,’ Damien said.


‘No, I’m fine, but help yourself to whatever’s out there.’


He disappeared and presently a comforting aroma filtered into the room. ‘What’s that smell?’ she asked, when he came through to ask if she took sugar or milk.


‘I’m making toast for you.’


‘That sounds lovely.’ A wave of emotion washed over her. A simple gesture, but she couldn’t remember the last time anyone had made tea and toast for her. Damien pulled the coffee table up beside her, before going back out to the kitchen and returning with tea and perfectly buttered toast.


‘This is great, thanks,’ Alice said.


‘By the way, your vase on the windowsill is cracked. I shoved it into a corner of your counter – can’t have you picking it up and injuring yourself further.’


‘Thank you. I was great at putting a few daffodils into that vase every spring.’


‘New beginnings?’


‘Yeah, that kind of thing. Fresh starts …’ she swallowed, ‘after a long dark winter.’


Damien brought out tea for himself and a chocolate bar. ‘I can resist everything except chocolate,’ he said.


‘Chloe loves those bars too,’ she told him.


Damien was looking at the photographs on the wall and she suddenly realised that she had invited an almost-stranger into her home in the small hours of the morning. But something was happening to her. The painkillers had kicked in big time, and her limbs softened and sank into the sofa. With that, her critical faculties seemed to be dissolving. Any notion of alarm blurred at the edges as calmness swept through her.


‘Is that Chloe?’ he asked, nodding towards a framed photograph.


‘That’s her all right – she was seven in January.’


‘She must have been born around the time I went to Hong Kong,’ Damien said, sitting down in the armchair. ‘She’s gorgeous. She looks happy.’


‘She is, most of the time.’


‘Who are these two?’ he asked, indicating another photograph.


‘My mother and my sister, Holly.’


Damien looked closer. ‘I can see you resemble your mother,’ he said.


‘Yes.’ She knew she was the image of petite, dark-haired Hannah Clarke.


‘But you wouldn’t think you were related to your sister,’ he went on.


‘She’s the image of our dad,’ Alice said.


‘Where is she now?’


Alice blinked. ‘Where’s who now?’


‘Your sister. Did you say she wasn’t around?’


‘She moved to Kilkenny with her husband, Luke. And Chloe’s the image of her father,’ Alice said, focusing on her daughter rather than the memory of Holly leaving Dublin so abruptly. ‘I’m so grateful to have her in my life. She was the one wonderful thing to come out of my crap marriage.’


‘If your marriage gave you Chloe, then it wasn’t crap.’


‘That’s a–’ she paused, swallowed, ‘another way of looking at it. Ronan and I should never have married,’ she said.


‘I don’t suppose you’ve any photographs of him hanging up?’


‘No.’ Alice shook her head. ‘I don’t want any reminders of my failure.’


The failure was always there, a black cloud hovering over her head. She was surprised to find herself admitting it to this man. Instead of being Ronan’s beautifully groomed wife, enjoying a glittering, work-free lifestyle, mixing in the best social circles, living in a fabulous house in south County Dublin where she’d be looking after Chloe full-time, she had reverted to being Alice Clarke, separated mum, going back to work in the same job she’d had since she’d left school, even back living in her old childhood home.


‘I’m partly at fault,’ Alice said, ‘because I was dishonest with Ronan from the start.’


How on earth was she talking like this? Telling Damien things she’d never admitted to anyone? ‘Irreconcilable differences’ was what she usually said on the few occasions she explained why she was separated and awaiting a divorce.


‘You, Alice, dishonest?’ Damien said, smiling.


‘You ask a lot of questions,’ she said.


‘Sorry. I’ll leave you in peace – I’m sure you need to rest.’


To her surprise, she was in no rush for him to go home, leaving her alone with her thoughts. She gripped her mug as images dizzy-danced through her head: Ronan, his gaze flickering distastefully from her head to her toe, twirling someone else around the dance floor, a blonde woman, whispering in his ear. The coffin lid being screwed down over her mum’s body. Holly telling her she was far too over-protective and co-dependent. Her dad … Alice wiped away the image of Gus Clarke in her head. It was always the same one – her dad admiring the first flowering of the daffodils in their front garden, the last ever morning he’d walked her to school.


Don’t go there …


She felt as though her usual armour had been ripped off and her life lay in shreds before her. Sometimes this happened when she awoke in the dark reaches of the night. She knew by now to ride it out, and she was usually okay by the time she put on her face in the morning. Tonight it was caused by the shock of falling, being without any money in a vulnerable situation, the frenetic A&E, this strange man in her house, calmly making tea and toast, looking at her with interest despite her bedraggled appearance. Right now, he was the only thing that sat between her and the prospect of being sucked under a dark tide.


‘Don’t go,’ she said. ‘Actually, Damien, it’s weird – I’ve never felt more wide awake and woozy at the same time. Would you like more tea? There’s wine out there as well. I don’t have beer but there’s some –’ she tried to think, ‘– gin, I think it is.’ Gin that Maeve had brought over one evening when they were having a girls’ night in, bingeing on Netflix.


‘I might have a glass of wine. If you’re sure.’


‘There’s white in the fridge and red somewhere in the wall press, beside the glasses.’


‘White is fine.’


‘Will you pour me one as well? I know I’m on painkillers, but what the hell.’


When he came in from the kitchen and handed her her drink, she took a long slug.


‘Do you see much of your sister?’ he asked.


‘We were close once,’ she found herself saying. ‘But we’ve drifted apart. Holly and Luke used to live in a posh dockland apartment by the Liffey, and then almost overnight they gave up their high-flying lifestyles. I rarely see her now and I miss that closeness.’


‘That’s a shame. Is she gone long?’


‘She moved away around the time Chloe was born.’


There was a silence.


‘And my mum died suddenly,’ Alice went on, feeling the urge to talk. ‘Twelve years ago now. She was forty-eight.’


‘Sorry to hear that,’ Damien said. ‘She was young.’


‘Heart attack. No warning. Looking after Holly kept me sane. She was distraught.’


‘I’m sure you were equally distraught,’ Damien said. He put his glass down on the table beside her and leaned forward, his forearms resting on his legs.


‘I was the eldest by six years,’ Alice said. ‘I was a bit more mature than Holly was.’


She used to envy Holly her easy tears when she felt freezing cold and numb inside. She’d kept her grief hidden, not wanting to inflict herself on Holly and upset her further. Somehow that became a habit. She knew now that it wasn’t good to hide things or let grief fester for too long.


‘You must miss your mother,’ he said, his eyes empathetic.


Alice took another slug of wine. She nodded when Damien went to refill her glass.


‘I do, still,’ she said. ‘By now, people generally assume you’ve moved on …’


‘I know from my family that there’s no such thing as moving on from grief. You eventually learn to live with it, but it alters everything.’


‘Ah, feck it, Damien, when it hit me, about three years later, I felt ambushed. I didn’t know what it was, at first. I didn’t like the person I was changing into, but all I could think about was that I’d never see her coming home from her line dancing again, all happy and excited; I’d never hear her singing along to the Bee Gees, out of tune as usual. The physical pain was indescribable. How come I’m telling you this?’ Alice paused. Another gulp of wine. ‘I don’t like this time of night,’ she went on, her brain unable to stop her words. ‘I don’t like the dark and the way things can come crowding in, things you don’t want taking up space in your head.’


‘I’ve had late-night moments myself,’ he said.


‘Sometimes when I wake in the night, I look out the window and watch the lights from the Poolbeg chimneys,’ she told him. ‘They’ve been there all my life, and night after night, they’re still there, like good friends. No matter how dark it is, they’re always winking at me, reminding me that with every wink the seconds and the minutes are ticking by, and in time the night will pass and morning will come.’


‘That’s a good way of looking at it,’ he said.


She took another long slug. ‘I need to fix myself,’ she said. ‘Big time.’


‘I don’t think you have anything that needs to be fixed, Alice.’


Oh, but she had. Everything seemed worse tonight, as though she was in shreds. How had this happened? She didn’t want a man in her life. She’d sworn off all things love and romance, they only brought grief and pain. Besides, Ronan would have a field day, and the last thing she wanted to give him was any ammunition to fire back at her – yet this almost-stranger was sitting here in the sanctuary of her home in the dark, loneliest hours. She blinked slowly and swallowed hard. Her tongue felt thick, her mouth loose and wobbly. She shouldn’t have had wine on top of her painkillers. She shouldn’t have invited Damien in. She shouldn’t have tripped up against the kerb in the first place. She saw Damien getting to his feet, coming over to her, his image hazy, felt her rigid fingers being peeled away from her glass before it was lifted gently out of her hands.


It only seemed a minute later when she became conscious that she was lying down, a cushion behind her head, the cream throw placed over her. Her bum was sore, the pain radiating out in waves. Her eyes flickered open. She realised she was lying on the sofa in the living room. Light pressed against the curtains. She heard traffic rumbling slowly along the main road outside. It was morning.


Then she remembered. Last night. The hospital. Damien. Her words running away from her, talking about light and darkness. Her chest tightened in panic. How could she have been so silly and stupid as to invite a stranger into her home, then fall apart and fall asleep in front of him? He’d obviously been considerate enough to cover her with the throw before he’d left, but he could have been anyone, anyone at all.
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