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For Una. Always in our hearts.


January 2013

Deano sat in the corner and watched as a guy in a scruffy overcoat pushed his way to the top of the queue. Nobody seemed willing to challenge him. His eyes were scary in a glazed over sort of way, and everyone seemed reluctant to even look at him. Red Ron, as he was known, had apparently been coming here for years and had well and truly marked his territory. He took his bowl of coddle and sat in his usual spot by the window. Even when the place was packed to the brim, Red Ron’s seat was always left untouched. It would be a brave man or woman who’d dare to sit in that seat.

Deano turned his attention to his own coddle. He wiped up the rest of it with a piece of bread which he stuffed in his mouth. He’d always hated coddle. Scummy water, he used to say to his mother when she served it up. Scummy water with raw rashers and sausages – how could anyone want to eat that? But here things were different. Here you took what you could get and were grateful for it.

He’d come here first only a couple weeks ago but hadn’t been interested in making friends. He wasn’t like them. He couldn’t associate with people like that. All he needed was something in his stomach to tide him over for the night. His was just a temporary situation – a little glitch that would sort itself out soon. There was no point in getting to know people when he’d be moving on and, let’s face it, his world wasn’t part of theirs.

Wiping the crumbs from his trousers, he took his jacket from the back of his seat and stood up. He’d always prided himself on his appearance. His philosophy was that if you looked smart and respectable, people would treat you with respect. Even under the present circumstances, Deano managed to wash most days and kept his black hair neat and tidy. He hauled his rucksack onto his back and nodded his thanks to Liz behind the counter before heading out into the cool November air.

It was like déjà vu as he walked along the Liffey towards O’Connell Street. He remembered watching that movie, Groundhog Day, and thinking how head-wrecking it must feel to wake up and repeat the same day again and again. But that was exactly how he felt. Time was just blurring and he was even losing track of what day of the week it was. This wasn’t his life. He wasn’t a drug addict or an alcoholic. He wasn’t a gambler and he wasn’t lazy. But one thing Deano was, although he hated to admit it, was homeless.


Chapter 1

Seven months later

Bloody spots! Becky Greene had always prided herself on her lovely dewy skin but her face seemed to be screaming objection at turning thirty by popping out unsightly red lumps. She sighed as she painstakingly applied another layer of Mac concealer to the affected areas. At least she was able to tease her wavy blonde hair to hide the ones at the side of her face. She took a black kohl pencil and lined her green eyes more thickly than usual in the hope of drawing all the attention to that part of her face. ‘It will have to do,’ she sighed to herself as she smacked her plump lips together to spread her trademark pink lip gloss.

Half past eight. At least she was finished her preening before the toilets were overrun by a gaggle of women fighting for a place at the mirror. She hated making small talk and tried to be at the office before anyone else so that she could avoid their inane gossip. She didn’t dislike any of her co-workers; she was simply indifferent to them and kept out of their way as much as possible. She knew they considered her stuck-up, but she really didn’t care.

Everything Becky did, she did well, and her job as an assistant manager in the bank was no exception. She was in charge of commercial foreign transfers and had her own desk at the very back of the open-plan office where, thankfully, she was mostly left to her own devices. When she’d been transferred to the city-centre branch three years earlier, everyone had been very welcoming. She’d come from a smaller branch on the south side of the city and her new workmates had been keen to include her in their after-work social activities. She’d politely declined every invitation and now the offers were few and far between. She wasn’t there to make friends – it was a means to an end. A job that would keep her brain active, her wallet full and keep her safe in the knowledge that she’d never, ever end up like her mother.

She washed her hands just as the door swung open and two girls arrived in, talking nine to the dozen.

‘Hi, Becky,’ they practically sang in unison.

‘Morning,’ said Becky, as the girls tottered over to a mirror on their too-high heels. Although Becky was fond of her heels, she could never understand why these young girls wore shoes like that to do a job that involved being on their feet all day. Both girls were new, having started on the same day the previous month, and Becky had immediately pegged them as gossipers.

‘I love your eye make-up,’ the one called ‘Lynda with a y’ said, although Becky could see she was clearly eyeing up the unsightly spots on her face.

‘Ooh, yes,’ the other joined in. ‘It makes you look sooo young.’

Becky gritted her teeth. ‘Thanks. We old folk have to do all we can to keep up with you youngsters. Right, better get back to it.’

She took a final glance in the mirror before plucking some blonde hairs from her navy suit jacket and heading out the door. She wasn’t at all surprised to hear the words ‘sarky bitch’ being uttered as she walked back into the main office. It was water off a duck’s back.

She stopped at the front desk where two of the staff were sorting through the post. ‘Anything for me?’ she asked, leafing through the unopened envelopes.

One of them, a guy who seemed about twelve and looked to Becky as though he was making his confirmation in the oversized suit, looked at her fearfully. ‘We’ve only started going through them, Becky. I’ll drop yours down to you as soon as they’re sorted.’

Becky looked at her watched and tutted. ‘Make sure you do. And you know when it’s your week to do the post, you need to be in early and have it sorted before anyone looks for it.’

‘Yes … I … it was just … sorry.’

Becky shook her head disapprovingly and headed down to her desk. The place was beginning to come alive with chitter-chatter as the staff arrived but Becky was happy to feel invisible. She powered up her computer and began sorting through the mound of paperwork in her in-tray. It was then she noticed the date: 26 August. There was a time when that date had meant something to her. Not any more.

‘Morning, Becks. Look at you all bright-eyed and bushy-tailed. How on earth do you manage to look so fabulous this early in the morning? I’ve barely brushed my hair!’

Becky smiled at Kate, a small, fiery redhead and Becky’s only ally in the place. ‘Well, the difference is that I need all this slap whereas you’re just naturally beautiful.’

‘Ah, go away with you.’ Kate blushed, lighting up the freckles on her pale face. ‘But what’s the story with Carl on the post desk? I saw you having words with him and he looked like a scared schoolkid.’

‘I’m just sick of the young ones slacking off, that’s all. They think they can make their own rules but I’m not having it.’

‘Ah, Becky, you have to ease up. You don’t always have to be on people’s backs.’

Becky sighed. ‘I know – I just can’t seem to help it. But luckily I have you to keep me in line. How are you, anyway?’

‘Grand, not a bother.’ Kate shifted some of Becky’s paperwork and perched on the edge of the desk. ‘Do you fancy lunch today? I’m just in the mood for a big stodgy burger. Me and Garreth went down to Spillane’s last night and had a bellyful.’

‘I could never do that on a Sunday night, knowing I’d have to face a whole week in work after.’

Kate’s eyes twinkled. ‘Well, Sunday has become one of our BBB nights and I wouldn’t miss it for the world.’

‘Do I even want to know?’

‘Well, let’s just say it’s something that you should try sometime.’

Becky was intrigued. ‘Go on, what is it? Is it something to do with Big Brother?’

‘Nope.’ Kate was giggling like crazy.

‘Well, don’t have me guessing or we’ll be here all day.’ Becky was anxious to get back to work. The thought of lunch and a chat with Kate sounded great, but she had a mountain of stuff to get through first.

Kate lowered her voice. ‘Beer, burger and bonk! And I can’t recommend it enough. Now I’d better fly and help Trisha take out the cash or there’ll be wigs on the green.’

Becky laughed as she watched her friend input the combination on the door of the large safe and disappear inside. Being English, she found a lot of the Irish expressions hard to understand and Kate was always full of them. She made a note to google ‘wigs on the green’ later.

Becky loved Kate’s company. Despite her vow to keep her distance from everyone, she’d warmed to her from the very beginning. She was different from the others. She wasn’t giggly and gossipy and part of any clique – she was mature, intelligent and self-assured, despite her mere twenty-three years. She said things as they were, and Becky liked that. When Becky had refused to go for drinks with the staff on her first Friday in the job, Kate had come over to her and asked why the hell she wouldn’t go. Becky had balked at first and thought Kate was rude but the more she got to know her, the more she’d liked her outspoken ways. She liked the fact that Kate wasn’t into the touchy-feely stuff and didn’t pry too much into her personal life. They’d formed an unlikely friendship.

Her eyes were drawn to the date on the computer again. She’d tried to blot out certain dates over the past few years but some were more difficult to forget. Today was her mother’s birthday. She’d be sixty-two years old. She briefly let her thoughts wander to the house she’d once called home in London. She doubted there’d be any celebrations there today. She gave herself a mental shake – she wasn’t going to let herself think about it for one more minute. The morning would fly by with so much to do and then she could relax over a lovely, gossipy lunch with Kate.
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‘So, go on. Tell me what’s up with you.’ Kate launched into her double cheeseburger with gusto, squirting tomato sauce all over the table.

‘God, Kate. How on earth do you manage to stay so slim when you eat so much? If I looked at that burger, I’d put pounds onto my hips.’

‘I’m lucky with my metabolism, I suppose. Although sometimes I think I should be more careful what I eat. I’m fed up not getting anywhere with this modelling and maybe if I was skinnier, I’d do better.’

‘Are you joking me? You’re a size eight and absolutely gorgeous.’

‘Thanks, Becks. But I’m also way older than most successful models out there so if I’m going to get anywhere, everything needs to be perfect. And anyway, stop changing the subject. I was asking what’s up with you.’

Becky raised her eyebrows as she sipped her coffee. ‘What do you mean?’

‘I know there’s something wrong, Becky. You haven’t been yourself lately.’

‘In what way?’

Kate licked the sauce that was running down her arm. ‘Well, for starters, you’re paler than usual and a hell of a lot grumpier!’

‘Oh, thanks for that. Kick a girl while she’s down.’

‘But that’s just it, Becky. Why are you down? What’s going on?’

Becky sighed. ‘It was just a figure of speech. But I probably do need a bit of a pick-me-up, if I’m honest. I think I’m just overworked and not getting enough sleep.’

‘Maybe. When was the last time you’ve had a check-up with the doctor? You don’t look after yourself enough. Why don’t you make an appointment? I can even come with you, if you like.’

‘Honestly, Kate. I know you’re only looking out for me but there’s nothing to be worried about. And anyway, you know you become a snivelling mess at the mere thought of going into a doctor’s surgery.’

Kate nodded. ‘Well, that’s true. Remember the time Garreth made me go with him so he could get the lump on his balls checked out? Oh, God, the mortification!’

‘How could I forget?’ Becky giggled. ‘You spent the whole morning trying to think of an excuse not to go with him.’

‘But I went in the end, didn’t I? Even if I did end up fainting as soon as the doc began to examine poor Garreth’s private parts!’

‘Haha! God, I would have loved to have seen that.’

‘What? Garreth’s private bits?’

The two girls burst into fits of giggles and Becky’s heart lifted. Kate was a tonic and exactly what she needed. ‘Well, you certainly don’t need to worry about coming to any doctor with me. A few early nights and I’ll be as right as rain.’

‘I would come with you, you know,’ said Kate, her face becoming serious. ‘I know I can be a bit flippant at times and I like a good laugh, but you can talk to me about anything. You know you can rely on me, right?’

Becky smiled at the younger girl. ‘I know I can, Kate. And you’re the first person I’d come to if I had a problem, but I can promise you everything is absolutely fine.’

Kate exhaled. ‘That’s a relief. Maybe a few nights away would be the perfect tonic for you. Why don’t we head down to Galway or something – just the two of us?’

‘I’d love to but I can’t. You know I can’t.’

‘But there has to be a way, Becks. You’re still a young woman – you should be out there having fun.’

Becky’s face darkened. ‘But I am having fun, Kate. Maybe it’s not your idea of fun, but it’s my life and I wouldn’t have it any other way.’

Kate knocked back the last of her Coke and looked at Becky. ‘I know and I’m sorry. I didn’t mean anything by it but I’d just love to see you getting out and about a bit more.’

‘I don’t do too badly, considering,’ Becky said, picking at the croutons in her salad. ‘I was barely home all weekend.’

‘Yes, but that’s a different sort of going out. I’m not talking about walks in the park and trips to the shops – I’m talking about proper let-your-hair-down nights out. I couldn’t believe you didn’t even celebrate your thirtieth last month.’

‘We have different lives, Kate. And as far as I’m concerned, I did celebrate. Alice cooked a delicious meal at my house and we had a lovely evening.’

‘You see!’ Kate looked triumphant. ‘That’s just what I’m talking about. Borrrrring!’

‘Reel your head in, Kate, will you? I’m sick and tired of you nagging me.’

‘I’m sorry,’ said Kate, looking sheepish. ‘It’s just that I—’

‘God, have you seen the time? We’re going to be dead late. Let’s go.’ Becky jumped up suddenly and grabbed her jacket from the back of the chair. She was glad of an opportunity to change the subject. The two of them didn’t argue much but when they did, the seven-year age gap was more evident. Although Kate was mature for her age, she didn’t understand responsibility. And why would she? She was young and free and could do what she wanted with her life and she seemed to think that Becky should want to be like that too.

But Becky hadn’t been lying when she said she was having fun. She loved her life. It may not have been the life she thought she’d have. It may be far removed from how she thought things would turn out, but she was happy. It was the life she’d chosen and she wouldn’t change it for the world.


Chapter 2

‘How are you, Mr Grimshaw?’ said Becky, waving to her next-door neighbour as she arrived home. ‘Is the leg any better?’

‘Ah, it’s not too bad at all, Becky, love. Another few days and I should have the dressing off.’

‘That’s great news.’ She opened her silver-painted gate and walked up to the front door. She loved her little two-bedroomed terraced house in Cabra. It wouldn’t win any prizes for looks, with its ugly red-stone cladding and varnished front door, but it was quaint in its own way. It was the neighbourhood that appealed to her more than anything. It was a small cul-de-sac of fifteen houses, most of which were occupied by elderly people who’d lived there all their lives. Everyone looked out for each other but they didn’t intrude. Becky felt safe there. Safe and happy.

She’d been delighted to move from the drab bedsit she’d lived in before. As soon as her transfer had been confirmed, she’d trawled the internet to see what was for sale within walking distance of her new job. She’d fallen in love with the little house as soon as she’d seen it and the sale had gone through quickly. She’d been glad about that because her situation had meant that she needed to be settled as soon as possible.

‘Only me,’ she said, as she pushed open the front door. She kicked off her shoes in the hall and hung her jacket on the banister. ‘Something smells delicious. Have you two been baking again?’

‘Mummy, Mummy, we’re in here. Come and see what we’re doing – it’s so cool.’

Becky followed the little voice into the kitchen and had to stifle a giggle at what she saw. ‘Oh, sorry, I think I’m in the wrong place. I was looking for my house but I see this is a beauty salon.’

‘Silly Mummy,’ giggled Lilly, Becky’s four-year-old daughter. ‘It’s me – see?’ She took the two pieces of cucumber from her eyes to convince her mother that it was, indeed, her. ‘Alice got new face stuff that’s going to make her ten years younger so we were just trying it out.’

Alice had removed the cucumber from her eyes and looked sheepish. ‘Sorry, Becky. I didn’t expect you home early. I’ll get all this cleaned up now.’

‘You’re fine. It was quiet this afternoon so I managed to slip out. I’m glad you two have been having a good time.’ Becky plonked herself down on a kitchen chair and looked in amusement at the two brown faces in front of her.

‘And, no, we haven’t been baking,’ Alice said, wiping the thick brown substance first from Lilly’s face and then her own. ‘It’s this chocolate face mask I bought in town last week. The girl told me that cocoa contains loads of antioxidants that protect your skin from damage and it even has brilliant anti-ageing properties.’

Becky laughed at that. ‘Alice! How much have you spent already this year on anti-ageing stuff? I wish you wouldn’t believe everything they tell you. Honestly, they could package seaweed in a jar, tell you it’s good for wrinkles and you’d buy it!’

‘How did you know, Mummy?’ Lilly jumped up onto Becky’s lap and snuggled into her.

‘How did I know what?’

‘Come on now, Lilly,’ said Alice, turning a deep pink. ‘Let’s go and get a bath ready for you.’

Lilly shook her head, her straight blonde hair flying from side to side. ‘Not yet, I want to tell Mummy about the seaweed.’

‘You didn’t,’ said Becky, looking at Alice.

‘I, em …’

Lilly continued. ‘Alice brought seaweed last week. She said not to tell you because you’d think she was mad. We just had to wet it and leave it on our faces for twenty minutes and our skin was all smooth and shiny after.’

‘Gosh, Lilly. If you keep up these treatments, you’ll be two years old in no time.’ Becky’s eyes twinkled.

‘Silly Mummy! It doesn’t make me younger – only Alice. She says she’s never, ever going to be fifty. Even if she lives to be a hundred!’

Alice wagged her finger at Lilly. ‘Don’t you be giving my secrets away, Missy. Or else everyone will want to be trying them out.’

‘Well, your secrets are safe with me,’ Becky said, pulling herself up out of the chair with Lilly still attached. ‘You get on off home, Alice, and I’ll see you in the morning.’

‘Are you sure? I can stay and throw together some dinner for you if you like.’

‘Thanks, but I think we might order a pizza and have a movie night. What do you think, Lilly?’

‘Hooray, hooray, can we, can we?’ The little girl’s eyes almost popped out of her head at the prospect, and Becky’s heart filled with love.

‘Yes, but it’s a bath for you first and then into your pjs.’

Alice cleared the last of the mess from the kitchen table and washed her hands in the sink. ‘She’s been a great girl today, Becky, and tried two new things – a kiwi and some turnip.’

‘Good girl.’ Becky beamed at her daughter. ‘And did you like them?’

‘The kiwi was fun. It felt kind of furry and tasted like grapes. But the turnip was nasty. It made me want to throw up.’

Becky laughed at that. She wasn’t a fan of turnip herself. ‘Well, at least you tried.’

‘Right, I’m off.’ Alice came over and took Lilly from her mother’s arms to get a cuddle before she left. ‘You be good for Mummy and I’ll see you in the morning, okay?’

‘’Kay, Alice. I love you.’

‘I love you too, sweetheart. See you tomorrow.’

After a quick call to order a pizza, Becky carried Lilly upstairs to the bathroom and began to run a bath. She smiled when she thought of the scene she’d come home to. Alice was forever trying to make herself look younger. Although Becky couldn’t understand why – at forty-seven, she was a fine-looking woman. The short black hair that framed her face had yet to turn grey and she barely had a wrinkle on her pale skin. Her body was in good nick too, although she claimed her size-eight frame was more to do with genetics than exercise or diet.

Despite her eccentricities, Alice was the most wonderful nanny she could ever have wished for, and not a day went by when she didn’t thank God for finding her. She’d been working for another family, minding twins, when the mother had decided suddenly she couldn’t cope with work and wanted to be at home with her babies. It had left her without employment so she’d taken a part-time job in a local playschool. One of Becky’s new neighbours had a child in the playschool and had told Becky all about the wonderful Alice. That had been nearly three years ago and both Becky and Lilly loved her dearly.

‘Why is Alice not a mummy?’ Lilly searched her mother’s face as she splashed in the bath.

‘I’ve told you this before, sweetheart. Alice was never lucky enough to have her own children, but she loves you just like you were her daughter.’

‘But she could have her own children and still love me, couldn’t she?’

Becky sighed. How do you explain the devastation of infertility to a four-year-old? ‘Well, she could, but she wants to save all her love for you.’

‘But I wouldn’t mind if she had some children. Or you could have some more, Mummy. I could be their big sister and play with them and mind them and everything.’

‘You’d make a great big sister, darling. Maybe some day.’

‘And could we get a daddy too? I think maybe we need one to get more babies.’

Becky didn’t know whether to laugh or cry, but Lilly continued. ‘Rachel in Friends got a baby and Ross was the daddy but Phoebe had three at the same time and there wasn’t even a daddy. It’s a bit confusing.’

‘Since when did you watch Friends?’ Becky couldn’t contain her surprise.

‘It comes on sometimes after my programmes. Why don’t I have a daddy?’

Jesus! ‘Because sometimes that’s just the way it is, sweetie. And I can do the job of a Mummy and Daddy. See these muscles?’

Lilly giggled as Becky flexed her muscles and made a silly face. ‘So can we get a baby?’

‘Quick, I think I hear the pizza man outside. Let’s get you out of that bath and into your pjs. You can pick the movie while I’m getting out the plates.’ Thankfully the conversation was averted for the moment. Becky loved that her daughter was chatty and inquisitive but sometimes she just didn’t have the answers to her questions. That wasn’t the first time she’d asked about her daddy and Becky was never sure what to say. She suddenly felt exhausted. Pizza in front of a movie seemed like the best idea she’d ever had and she was looking forward to relaxing for the next couple of hours.
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‘Night, sweetheart. I love you. See you in the morning.’

‘Night, Mummy.’ The words were barely a whisper before Lilly’s eyes closed. Becky sat for a moment, drinking in her face. The little girl never failed to take her breath away. She watched as her little mouth relaxed open and her head dropped to the side. Her long, straight blonde hair was fanned out on the pillow and she looked like an angel. Becky kissed her lightly on the tip of her button nose before tip-toeing downstairs.

Becky was exhausted and knew she should really just go to bed herself but Kate’s words were playing on her mind. She really had become very settled since Lilly was born. Yes, she had responsibilities and couldn’t just go out at the drop of a hat, but Kate was right. She was still young and should be making a better effort to get out and about. She so badly wanted to be a good mother to her little girl that she sometimes forgot that life was passing her by.

She headed into the kitchen and filled the kettle with water. Maybe a coffee and a Coronation Street catch-up before bed would help her relax and have a good sleep. Kate made fun of her for watching Corrie – said it was for old fogies – but Becky found it fascinating to get such an intimate look into the lives of others, regardless of the fact that it wasn’t real.

She poured her coffee and headed into the sitting room where she curled her legs up underneath herself on the brown leather sofa. As she flicked on the telly, she looked around the stark room and made a vow to jazz it up a bit as soon as she got a chance. She’d always intended to inject a bit of colour into the clinical-looking room, but she just hadn’t got around to it yet. She’d bought the house for a song, but the décor had been so old-fashioned and fussy that she’d just painted every room cream and had oak laminate floors fitted throughout. The only thing that added a bit of homeliness to the room was the gorgeous portrait of a two-year-old Lilly hanging over the fireplace.

Just as she was about to press play to start watching Corrie, the shrill tone of the phone ringing almost caused her to spill her coffee.

‘Shit!’ Although she was tempted to ignore it, she didn’t want it to wake up Lilly. Leaving her coffee on the floor, she ran to grab the phone from the hall table.

‘Hello.’

‘Hiya, Becky. It’s Kate.’

‘Oh, hi, Kate. What’s up?’ She was almost sorry she’d answered it now.

‘I just thought I’d give you a buzz to see how you are and to … well … I’m sorry for saying what I did today. You know what I’m like. Me and my big mouth.’

Becky relaxed and took the phone into the sitting room. ‘Don’t worry about it. I know you mean well and, to be honest, I probably should try and get out a bit more.’

‘Exactly, Becks. I know I probably said it the wrong way earlier, but I just think it would be good for you.’

‘I know,’ conceded Becky. ‘And Alice is always offering to babysit so Lilly wouldn’t be a problem.’

‘That’s brilliant. Why don’t we make plans for this weekend? It can be your proper, grown-up birthday celebration. See if Alice will stay late on Friday and we could even go straight from work.’

‘Definitely not straight from work, Kate.’ Becky was adamant. ‘I’ll need to go home and see Lilly first. I feel guilty enough as it is, being out at work all day every day.’

‘Well, see what you can do. Let me know which night suits and we can plan something. We might even find you someone to have a BBB night with!’

Becky laughed at that. ‘Do I look like a BBB sort of girl?’

‘Ah, come on, Becks. From what you’ve told me about Lilly’s father, I’d say you’re exactly that sort of girl!’

Becky stiffened and didn’t answer.

‘Becky … are you there? I was only joking, you know. I didn’t mean anything by it. I just think you’ve gone long enough without … you know … I think you could do with a bit of … oh, God, help me out here!’

‘I could do with a bit of what?’

‘Do I have to spell it out, Becky? From what you’ve told me, it’s been years since you’ve had a man in your bed. You could do with a good seeing to.’

‘Jesus, Kate!’

‘Look, I’m sorry that I don’t say things in a proper way, but I’m just saying it as I see it. I really don’t mean to offend you.’

‘I know you don’t, Kate. Look, I’d better go and check on Lilly. She was a bit unsettled tonight. We can chat tomorrow about the weekend, okay?’

‘Okay,’ said Kate, sheepishly. ‘And sorry again. I just can’t seem to help saying the wrong thing.’

‘Don’t worry about it. Chat to you tomorrow.’

Becky threw the phone on the sofa beside her and fought the urge to scream. Damn Kate. She was too bloody honest for her own good. She always said stuff that nobody else would dream of saying – the thing about it, though, was that she was often right.

The reminder about Lilly’s father had unsettled Becky. She’d always felt she’d done the right thing in not pursuing him. What man would want to hear that he’d got a woman pregnant from a one-night stand? She’d had a shock when she’d realised she was pregnant but, in true Becky style, she’d focused and decided what she needed to do. She was a strong, independent woman and she was going to raise her child alone. It hadn’t been easy and there’d been times when she felt she’d taken on too much but she’d got through it – was still getting through it.

But what had Kate meant when she said she was exactly ‘that sort of a girl’? Flirty? Flighty? Irresponsible? Is that what people thought of her? She’d worked very hard to develop a thick skin over the years and she really didn’t care what others thought but what she did care about was Lilly. She’d hate to think that any decisions she’d made in the past weren’t in her daughter’s best interests. Everything Becky did, she did for Lilly, and her only wish in life was that Lilly would grow up happy, healthy and secure.

She suddenly felt exhausted. She drained the last of her coffee from the mug and switched the telly off. Corrie would have to wait for another night. Dropping her mug into the sink in the kitchen, she switched off all the lights, set the alarm and headed upstairs. Lilly was snoring softly, the covers tangled around her legs and one arm hanging off the bed. Becky’s heart melted at the sight of her. She tucked her in and kissed her gently on the cheek. Yes, she’d done the right thing. She was a good mother and Lilly was a very happy, well-adjusted child.

She hopped into bed herself and barely had her duvet pulled up over her before she began to drift off to sleep. But it wasn’t a restful sleep. Something had unsettled her. She couldn’t be sure what it was, but she had a horrible feeling of foreboding. Becky liked to pretend she was unbreakable but, underneath, she was really still the same vulnerable child who had hugged her knees to herself as she sat on the landing listening to what was going on downstairs.


Chapter 3

‘You don’t think this is too much, do you? I mean, I know we’re just going to a pub but it’s ages since I’ve been out in town and I want to make an effort.’ Becky could tell by Kate’s face that she’d gone over the top.

‘Well, em, you look really nice but—’

‘Right,’ sighed Becky, turning to head back up the stairs. ‘I’ll go and get changed. I wouldn’t want to—’

‘No!’ Kate lunged off the sofa and startled Becky by grabbing a hold of her, almost sending her flying. ‘You look gorgeous. Now please, can we just go?’

‘Relax, Kate. It’s not even nine yet. Just let me run to the loo and we’ll be off.’

She ignored Kate’s eye-roll and flew back upstairs, where she locked herself in the little bathroom. Maybe she had gone over the top with her outfit but she didn’t go out at night very often and had wanted to give her new Calvin Klein dress an outing. She’d picked up the little black number the previous weekend in TK Maxx when she and Lilly were having a girlie shopping day. It was tight-fitting and quite a few inches above the knee but she knew she had great legs and wasn’t afraid to show them off along with her size-twelve curves. She’d teamed it with a gorgeous pair of Kurt Geiger lipstick-pink heels which brought her five foot seven height up to nearly six foot.

She rooted in her make-up bag and found her bronzer. She’d do a quick touch-up job before heading back down. She was glad now that she’d let Kate talk her into going out. She wasn’t going to go mad – just a few drinks and then home – but she’d promised Kate that next time she might let her drag her to a club after. Thankfully, Alice had offered to babysit so at least she knew her daughter would be in safe hands.

Giving her hair another blitz of hairspray, she was finally happy with how she looked. She was going to keep her outfit on. Kate was gorgeous and looked amazing in just a pair of jeans and t-shirt but Becky felt she needed a bit more than that to look good. She liked her glamour and the main thing was she felt good in it. She could hear giggles coming from Lilly’s room so she couldn’t resist one last peep in before she left.

‘What are you two whispering about?’ she asked, wagging a finger at her daughter and Alice, who were lying on the bed side by side. ‘I hope you’re not planning a party or anything while I’m out.’

‘Becky! How could you suggest such a thing? I’m deeply offended.’ Alice winked at Lilly, who tried to look serious but couldn’t hide the giggles.

‘Well, you be good for Alice, Lilly, and I’ll be back in a few hours. Night night.’ She kissed her daughter on the lips and hugged her tightly. ‘And thanks for this, Alice. I owe you one.’

‘You owe me nothing. Sure isn’t it me who’s the lucky one, having this little one for company. Now go on out and enjoy your night.’

‘Jesus, I thought you’d gone for a nap or something,’ moaned Kate, as Becky appeared back in the sitting room. ‘Come on, will you. It will be closing time before we get there at this rate.’

‘Bloody hell, Kate. I’m here now so let’s go.’ She ushered her friend out the front door and the two girls headed down towards the main road where they planned to get a taxi into the city centre.

Half an hour later, they were pushing open the door of the buzzing pub, glad to get in out of the nippy night air. The Duke was a small and popular pub just off Grafton Street – and Becky had always loved it. She’d gone there a few times with the girls from her last branch but hadn’t been inside the place since she’d moved. She shivered slightly as she looked around and memories of the past came flooding back. It seemed like a lifetime ago.

‘You go and find us a table and I’ll get the drinks in,’ Becky said, aware of stares from both men and women. ‘A pint of Bulmers?’

Kate nodded. ‘Lovely. Look, I’ll grab us those two stools over there. There’s a shelf we can put our drinks on.’

Becky gave the barmen the order and let her eyes wander around the room as she waited. Something inside her had come alive as soon as she’d stepped inside the pub. Her life had changed completely when she’d had Lilly and although she wouldn’t change it for the world, there were certain things she’d started to miss about her life pre-motherhood.

‘There you go.’ She was jolted out of her reverie when the barman placed the drinks in front of her. She paid for them and headed over to where Kate was busy with her phone.

‘Kate Murray! I’m going to hide that phone on you one of these days. Who are you texting?’

Kate looked sheepish and slipped the phone back into her bag. ‘I was tweeting, actually.’

‘Even worse! I honestly don’t get what’s so great about Twitter. You’re chatting to a whole load of people you don’t even know. I’d understand if you had no friends and were looking for company, but you’ve got loads of real-life ones.’

‘I’m determined to get you tweeting one day. I bet you’d become addicted just like the rest of us.’ Kate’s eyes twinkled as she took a big glug of her pint.

‘Never!’ Becky laughed. ‘I have no interest and never will.’

‘And what about men?’ Kate looked at her warily.

‘What about men?’

‘As I said the other night, maybe you should think about meeting someone. I know you keep saying that men are off the menu, but surely you must think about it.’

‘Kate, I haven’t got the time for a man. There just isn’t room in my life right now. Maybe when Lilly is all grown up and off in college or something.’

‘Jesus, Becky. You’ll be ancient by then.’

‘Oh, thanks for that.’

‘But you must have … you know’ – Kate moved in closer and lowered her voice – ‘… urges.’

‘Nothing I can’t sort out myself.’

‘And nobody can do it like we do ourselves, but don’t you want more? Wouldn’t you sometimes like a bit of male company – even to have someone on hand for a booty call now and then.’

‘Kate! You’re sex mad. There’s more to relationships, you know.’

‘I know. But the sex is the best bit.’

Becky laughed at that. ‘Well, as I said, it’s not something I’m too bothered about at the moment.’

She took a sip of her wine and tried not to meet Kate’s eye. She wasn’t being entirely truthful, but she didn’t want to get into a heavy conversation about it. She could barely admit it to herself, let alone anyone else, but a part of her would love to be in a relationship. She hadn’t been with a man since the night Lilly was conceived and, until recently, she hadn’t felt as though she was missing out. But the truth was, she was lonely. Lately, she’d been thinking a lot about her situation and imagining what it would be like to be with someone. She’d been letting her thoughts drag her down and wasn’t sleeping well as a result. But she wasn’t ready to share how she was feeling with anyone yet. She wasn’t the sort to wear her heart on her sleeve and she liked to appear unbreakable, when she was anything but.

‘Becky, are you okay?’

‘Sorry, I was miles away.’

‘I knew it! I’ve got you thinking about getting it on with some sexy hunk, haven’t I?’

‘Well …’

‘Becky Greene. Spill the beans. Are you keeping something from me?’

‘I wouldn’t dare. I was just thinking about Len Sherwood and how he keeps asking me out when he comes in to the bank.’ It was the first thing that had come into her head.

‘Ah, the lovely Len. Now he wouldn’t be my idea of a sexy hunk – too clean-cut. But maybe it’s about time you put him out of his misery and went out on a date with him. He seems like a really decent guy.’

‘Hmmm. It’s become a game with him, I think. We’re like Tom and Jerry. It just wouldn’t be the same if Tom caught Jerry, now would it?’

‘Haha! You’re mad. But I still think he’s worth taking a chance on.’

Becky smiled to herself. ‘It’s nice this, isn’t it? The two of us out on the town. We should do it more often.’

‘That’s exactly what I’ve been saying. There’s no reason why having a child should stop you from having a life of your own. It’s about time you … What is it, Becks? You’ve gone white as a ghost.’

Becky’s mouth dried up and she suddenly felt she couldn’t breathe. Her hand went to her chest and she looked to the ceiling in an attempt to gulp in as much air as she could. But her breaths were short and sharp and her chest was tightening.

‘Jesus Christ. What’s wrong?’ Kate jumped from her seat and went to put her arm around her friend.

‘I … I’m fine,’ said Becky, barely whispering the words. Her breath had begun to even out again. ‘I’m okay, honestly.’

‘You frightened the life out of me. I thought you were having a heart attack. Are you sure you’re not? We should probably just go. What are you looking at?’

Becky was staring over at the bar, where two men in suits were deep in conversation.

‘Who are they?’ Kate asked, sitting back onto her stool. ‘Do you know them?’

‘I thought I knew one of them but it was a false alarm.’ She stopped staring at the men and turned her attention back to Kate. ‘I’m sorry for giving you a fright. I think it was a panic attack. I’ve had a few of them over the past year but they’re nothing to worry about.’

‘Oh, God, poor you. I never knew.’

‘It’s no big deal. They come and go usually within a minute or two.’

‘But why did you panic when you thought you knew that guy?’

‘Because there are people from my past I’d rather not see again.’

‘Oh, well, now you have to tell me more.’

Becky could see Kate wasn’t going to let it go. ‘I thought he was Lilly’s father.’

Kate gasped. ‘Really? And is it definitely not him?’

‘Definitely not, thank God.’

‘And would it have been such a bad thing if it was him?’

‘Yes!’ Becky slammed her drink down on the table. ‘I don’t need him coming into our lives and complicating things. We’re fine just as we are.’

‘But aren’t you even a little bit curious about him? I know you told me it was a one-night stand and you haven’t seen him since, but aren’t you ever tempted to look him up?’

‘Absolutely not.’ Becky shook her head vehemently. ‘He’s nothing to us.’

‘Was he nice? I mean, did you get to talk to him much before … you know …’

Becky sighed. ‘There wasn’t much talking, if I’m honest. Dennis was a—’

‘Dennis? Was that his name? That’s the first time I heard you say it.’

Becky nodded. ‘He was pretty well known in the area for his womanising. He ran an estate agency close to where I worked and, by all accounts, he was loaded. I’d often see him out and about flashing his cash. In fact, I used to see him in here sometimes. That was probably on my mind when I thought I saw him.’

‘That makes sense,’ Kate said, sipping her drink and listening intently. ‘You should have said and we could have gone somewhere else.’

‘I hadn’t even thought about it until I walked in the door. But it’s not as if I’d been here on a date with him or anything. In fact, I’d never even spoken to him until the night that … you know …’

‘And how come you didn’t tell him about the pregnancy? I mean, surely you thought about it.’

‘Of course I did. I thought about nothing else for months but, in the end, it just didn’t feel right. We’d only chatted briefly in a crowded club before he brought me back to his flat. He seemed like a nice enough guy but I was just another of his conquests, I suspect.’

‘But, still, it’s a pretty big decision to make not to involve him at all.’

‘Kate, I’ve been through enough in my life to know that we can only truly rely on ourselves. I thought about it long and hard but, in the end, I decided it was going to be just me and my baby. To involve someone else – someone I didn’t even know – would have been way too complicated.’

‘God, you really are brave. Do you think you’ll ever tell Lilly about him?’

‘I’ll definitely tell Lilly when she’s older. I’ll give her any information I have and she can make her own decisions. But I have a long time to go before I have to think about all that.’

Kate drained her drink and stood up. ‘Right, let’s have another. I think we could do with it after the shock you’ve just had. Same again?’

Becky nodded, glad not to have to explain herself any further. Her conversations with Kate were usually more gossipy than deep and meaningful. That’s probably why she’d never spoken to her about Dennis before. She had told Alice the whole story – but Alice was different. She was maternal and understanding and, despite her mad obsession with everything anti-ageing, she was always full of good, sound advice. Becky often said she was her Irish Mammy to which Alice would always say, ‘Sister, I’m your Irish sister!’

‘Here we go,’ said Kate, returning with the drinks. ‘That barman is a bit of all right, isn’t he?’

Becky laughed. ‘Now, now. You’re taken, remember? What would poor Garreth think if he heard you talking like that?’

‘I can look at the menu, can’t I? Where’s the harm in that?’ She took a gulp of her drink. ‘So what do you say to a club after this? Can I tempt you?’

‘Not this time. Although I wouldn’t say no to a Big Mac.’

‘You really know how to party, don’t you?’ giggled Kate. ‘But now that I’ve got you in the mood, I’m definitely taking you clubbing next time. And maybe you’ll have even got it on with Luscious Len by then.’

‘I wouldn’t bank on it. Now drink up, I’m starving.’ Becky took a big slug of her wine and winced as the liquid burned the back of her throat. Her head was spinning, but it wasn’t from the alcohol. She was trying hard to get Dennis Prendergast out of her head. She hadn’t thought much about him in years and now between Lilly asking questions and her eyes playing tricks on her, thoughts of him were filling her head. She and Lilly were doing just fine and Becky didn’t need memories of the past coming back to haunt her.
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Kate kicked her shoes off and snuggled into Garreth on the sofa. It hadn’t exactly been a wild night – if she was honest, it was actually pretty boring. Except for Becky’s story about Lilly’s father. That had definitely been the highlight of the evening. She loved Becky and really wanted to see her happy, but sometimes she didn’t help herself. She was a good-looking woman with a good job but she was letting life pass her by. Any man would be lucky to have her but Becky was still being all prissy, saying she needed to give Lilly her full attention. What she actually needed was a good shag to make her realise what she was missing!

The mere thought of sex, mixed with the headiness of the pints she’d had, made her hot with desire. She glanced at Garreth, who was engrossed in football on the telly, and slowly slipped her hand down the waist of his jeans.

‘Kate Murray! I should send you off with your friends more often if this is what I get when you come home.’

‘There’s more where that came from. Let’s go upstairs and I’ll show you what I’ve got.’

Garreth didn’t have to be asked twice and they both raced upstairs, discarding clothing along the way. Kate had an insatiable appetite for sex, although she’d been a bit of a late starter. But when she’d brought herself to orgasm that first time, she’d realised what she’d been missing, and sex became a huge part of her life. She’d gone through a huge number of men before she’d met Garreth – not because she craved different men but because they just couldn’t keep up with her and were frightened away.

She’d landed on her feet the day she’d met Garreth, a year earlier. It had become clear very early on that they both wanted the same things from life – money, fun and a lot of sex. But all their aspirations weren’t shallow ones. Garreth was a singer-songwriter trying to make it big in the music business. He spent most of his time gigging in pubs and clubs and dreaming of one day making it big. Kate understood his drive because she had her own eyes on a modelling career. She’d had some small successes in her late teens but she’d recently signed with a new agency who assured her that there was still time to make it big in the industry. The job in the bank gave her the money to invest in herself and she was hoping one day it would pay off.

Her mind turned to Garreth and his naked, supple body bearing down on hers. He was an amazing lover – he always sensed whether she wanted it fast and passionate or soft and gentle. They knew each other intimately and nothing was off limits. But what made their relationship different to all the ones she’d had before was the fact that she loved him. She had no doubts that he was the man for her and, despite her sexual appetite, she didn’t want to be with anyone else.

‘That was amazing, love,’ said Garreth, rolling onto his back, the duvet a tangle around their feet. ‘You’re just so beautiful.’

‘You’re not so bad yourself. But I could definitely do with losing these love handles.’ Kate pulled at the almost non-existent fat on her waist.

‘Don’t be ridiculous. You’re absolutely perfect. I really love you, you know.’

She knew. Her mind wandered to the bullies in school who’d made her life hell. How many of them were as happy as she was now? None, she hoped. Her six years in secondary school had been a nightmare because of those girls. They’d taunted her about everything, from her ginger hair to her lack of boobs. And when they’d approached their Leaving Certificate years and most of them were sexually active, they’d called her frigid. Just because she wasn’t ready. Bitches. If they could only see her now.

She moved in closer to Garreth and spooned him. She felt protected and loved. It was like living in a bubble that nobody could touch, and she just hoped against hope that it would never, ever burst.


Chapter 4

‘I’m delighted you had a good night out,’ said Alice, zipping up her jacket at the front door. ‘And sure Lilly’s an angel – I’d mind her every night of the week.’

‘Thanks, Alice. You’re so good. What would I do without you?’

‘Well, you’ll never have to find out. Now get yourself up to bed. If I know that little girl, she’ll have you up at the crack of dawn.’

Becky rolled her eyes. ‘Seven on the button! She’s never late. And to think I used to love my sleep.’

‘She’s worth it though, isn’t she? Night, love. I’ll see you bright and early on Monday morning.’

Alice kept the smile plastered on her face as she drove off, waving to Becky until she was out of sight. She’d barely turned the corner when the tears came. Big, fat tears falling right down her neck and soaking her top. She parked the car at the side of the road and banged her fists on the steering wheel. It wasn’t fair. It just wasn’t fair.

Why was it that somebody like her, who had so much love to give, wasn’t blessed with a child of her own? She’d always imagined a life surrounded by children but she’d never thought that none of them would be hers. She’d been nanny to numerous families over the years and had loved every minute of it, but none of the children had been as special as Lilly. Lilly was as close as she’d ever come to having a child of her own. There was a mutual love there – a closeness like she’d never experienced before. Maybe it was down to the fact that there was no father on the scene and Alice was, in a way, playing the part of a second parent.

She pulled a tissue out of her pocket and wiped the tears from her face and neck. Her sobs had subsided and she was left feeling empty and alone. When she’d been married, her family and friends had known about her desire to have children, which, in the end, had only added extra pressure on an already pressurised relationship. She’d only been twenty-five when she’d got married and they’d started to try for kids after a year or so. Thirteen years and numerous disappointments later, he’d left her for a woman with a ready-made family. She could hardly blame him. He’d wanted to be a dad just as much as she’d wanted to be a mother.

She started the car again and drove the short mile back to her own empty house. After she’d let herself in and turned on some lights, she filled the kettle with water and plonked down on a kitchen chair. She could feel the lump in her throat beginning to form again – big juicy sobs threatening to rise to the surface. She didn’t usually get maudlin and she didn’t like it one bit. She managed most of the time to put her infertility out of her mind. What was the point in dwelling on something you couldn’t change?

Right, she wasn’t going to spend the night crying and feeling sorry for herself. It was only just after midnight so it wasn’t too late. She pulled her mobile out of her handbag and dialled a number.

‘Frank, it’s me. Any chance you’d come over?’
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‘Are you feeling better now, love?’

‘Much better,’ said Alice, pulling the duvet up around her and cuddling into Frank’s warm body. ‘You always manage to cheer me up.’ The one good thing about being infertile was that they never had to use protection. Alice wasn’t stupid, of course. When she’d met Frank two years earlier and they’d decided to take the relationship to the next level, she’d suggested they both get tested for STDs. She knew it sounded very clinical but it was also the sensible thing to do. They’d been together since, in a monogamous relationship, and the sex was amazing.

‘So do you want to tell me what happened? Why were you in such a state?’

Alice sighed. ‘I honestly don’t know what came over me. I had such a lovely time with Lilly tonight and just seeing her asleep in her bed … it was just … it was just …’

Frank pulled her into his arms and kissed the top of her head. ‘I know, I know, love. Life is just shit sometimes. You’d have made such a wonderful mother.’

‘Don’t get me wrong. I’m happy. You know I am. But the pain inside me just never goes away.’

Frank stroked her hair and didn’t say any more. That’s what she loved about him. He always instinctively knew the right things to say but he also knew when no words were required. When her husband had walked out eight years ago, Alice had vowed she’d never let another man into her life. She was done. She was going to die an old spinster. But when Frank had come along to pave her patio, they’d hit it off immediately. They’d been seeing each other ever since but despite his numerous hints, she was still hesitant about letting him move in – though she knew in her heart that it was just a matter of time before he did.

‘You know my Louise adores you, don’t you?’ Frank was talking about his own daughter who was gone off to travel the world. Louise was twenty-five, a product of a teenage romance, and although Frank hadn’t stayed with the mother, he’d been fully involved in his daughter’s upbringing. ‘She’s always asking for you – thinks you’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me.’

‘Thanks, but it’s hardly the same, is it? She looks on me more as a friend than a mother – maybe if we’d met when she was younger things would have been different, but not at this stage.’

‘But there are always options, Alice. We could think about fostering at some point. I mean, if we were living together, maybe we could apply to foster a child.’

‘Oooh, I see what you did there,’ Alice said, smiling at him. ‘We’ll add that to the list of reasons why you should move in!’

‘It never even crossed my mind.’ But his eyes were twinkling mischievously.

‘And anyway,’ continued Alice, ‘I’m forty-seven and probably too old. I’m sure they’d want young, fit mothers for foster children, not withered old bats like me.’

Frank suddenly pulled away the duvet and stared at Alice’s naked body. ‘Now I’m no expert, but it looks to me as if there isn’t one damn thing that’s withered on that body of yours. And, come to think of it, there’s nothing withering here either!’

‘Come here so,’ laughed Alice. ‘We may as well test the fitness levels too while we’re at it.’

Alice felt more content than she’d been in years. Frank wasn’t exactly a looker. From behind, he had the look of George Clooney, a striking figure with his tanned neck and black-flecked, silver hair. But that’s where the similarities ended. The skin on his face was rough from the years working outside as a builder and his long nose served as a slide for his small glasses. But he was kindness personified. He was a good man with a big heart and Alice loved the very bones of him. As their passion built again, she thanked God for giving her such a gift. The pain of not having a child would never go away but the love of a good man would definitely make her life easier.
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Glad to be in bed after her night out, Becky lit the French Linen Water candle on her locker and lay back in bed to inhale the fresh scent. The candle had been a present from a customer and she’d taken to lighting it every night for a few minutes before settling down to sleep. It relaxed her and she was convinced it made her sleep more soundly.
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