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For all my Irish pals, on both sides of the Atlantic




Dear Reader:

I’ve dreamed of Ireland. Of a land where there was magic in the mists, dark, brooding mountains that held secrets and green fields that rolled into forever. And that is what I found when I went there.

I’ve talked with many of my friends and family who have been to Ireland. Invariably those with roots that were transplanted from that country in the past all felt a tug when they stepped onto Irish soil. I know I did.There was a recognition, a sense of knowing, even before you took the first breath, just what the air would taste like.

There’s a beauty in the little village with its pub and crooked streets, in the bustle of cities like Galway, in the cliffs that tower over the ocean, and the fields sleeping under the mists. There are simple things, like the farmer leading his cows across the road, and grand ones like the ruins of a castle standing centuries old beside the winding ribbon of river.

There are stone circles dancing in a farmer’s field, and fairy hills in the forests. And just as magical are the flowers blooming in the well-tended garden or the taste of fresh scones at tea time. Simple things, and grand ones. That’s what I found in Ireland.

For Born in Shame, the last book of my Born In trilogy, I wanted to bring a woman, an American, to Ireland for the first time. To give Shannon Bodine her roots, her family, and a romance that would suit the contrasts and endurance of Ireland. To give to her that magic of simple and grand things.

And I hope to give them to you as well.

Slainté,

Nora

Look out for the other books in the trilogy . . .


BORN IN FIRE  
BORN IN ICE





I know my love by his way of walking and I know my love by his way of talking

IRISH BALLAD




Prologue

Amanda dreamed dreadful dreams. Colin was there, his sweet, well-loved face crushed with sorrow. Mandy, he said. He never called her anything but Mandy. His Mandy, my Mandy, darling Mandy. But there’d been no smile in his voice, no laugh in his eyes.

Mandy, we can’t stop it. I wish we could. Mandy, my Mandy, I miss you so. But I never thought you’d have to come so soon after me. Our little girl, it’s so hard for her.And it’ll get harder.You have to tell her, you know.

He smiled then, but it was sad, so sad, and his body, his face, that had seemed so solid, so close that she’d reached out in sleep to touch him, began to fade and shimmer away.


You have to tell her, he repeated. We always knew you would. She needs to know where she comes from.Who she is. But tell her, Mandy, tell her never to forget that I loved her. I loved my little girl.


Oh, don’t go, Colin. She moaned in her sleep, pining for him. Stay with me. I love you, Colin. My sweet Colin. I love you for all you are.

But she couldn’t bring him back. And couldn’t stop the dream.

Oh, how lovely to see Ireland again, she thought, drifting like mist over the green hills she remembered from so long ago. See the river gleam, like a ribbon all silver and bright around a gift without price.

And there was Tommy, darling Tommy, waiting for her. Turning to smile at her, to welcome her.

Why was there such grief here, when she was back and felt so young, so vibrant, so in love?


I thought I’d never see you again. Her voice was breathless,  with a laugh on the edges of it. Tommy, I’ve come back to you.


He seemed to stare at her. No matter how she tried, she could get no closer than an arm span away from him. But she could hear his voice, as clear and sweet as ever.

I love you, Amanda. Always. Never has a day passed that I haven’t thought of you, and remembered what we found here.

He turned in her dream to look out over the river where the banks were green and soft and the water quiet.

You named her for the river, for the memory of the days we had.

She’s so beautiful, Tommy. So bright, so strong.You’d be proud.


I am proud. And how I wish . . . But it couldn’t be.We knew it.You knew it. He sighed, turned back. You did well for her, Amanda. Never forget that. But you’re leaving her now.The pain of that, and what you’ve held inside all these years, makes it so hard.You have to tell her, give her her birthright.And let her know, somehow let her know that I loved her.And would have shown her if I could.


I can’t do it alone, she thought, struggling out of sleep as his image faded away. Oh, dear God, don’t make me do it alone.

‘Mom.’ Gently, though her hands shook, Shannon stroked her mother’s sweaty face. ‘Mom, wake up. It’s a dream.A bad dream.’ She understood what it was to be tortured by dreams, and knew how to fear waking - as she woke every morning now afraid her mother would be gone. There was desperation in her voice. Not now, she prayed. Not yet. ‘You need to wake up.’

‘Shannon. They’re gone. They’re both of them gone. Taken from me.’

‘Ssh. Don’t cry. Please, don’t cry. Open your eyes now, and look at me.’

Amanda’s lids fluttered open. Her eyes swam with grief. ‘I’m sorry. So sorry. I did only what I thought right for you.’

‘I know. Of course you did.’ She wondered frantically if the delirium meant the cancer was spreading to the brain.Wasn’t it enough that it had her mother’s bones? She cursed the greedy disease, and cursed God, but her voice was soothing when she spoke.‘It’s all right now. I’m here. I’m with you.’

With an effort Amanda drew a long, steadying breath. Visions swam in her head - Colin,Tommy, her darling girl. How anguished Shannon’s eyes were - how shattered they had been when she’d first come back to Columbus.

‘It’s all right now.’ Amanda would have done anything to erase that dread in her daughter’s eyes. ‘Of course you’re here. I’m so glad you’re here.’And so sorry, darling, so sorry I have to leave you.‘I’ve frightened you. I’m sorry I frightened you.’

It was true - the fear was a metallic taste in the back of her throat, but Shannon shook her head to deny it. She was almost used to fear now; it had ridden on her back since she’d picked up the phone in her office in New York and been told her mother was dying. ‘Are you in pain?’

‘No, no, don’t worry.’ Amanda sighed again. Though there was pain, hideous pain, she felt stronger. Needed to, with what she was about to face. In the few short weeks Shannon had been back with her, she’d kept the secret buried, as she had all of her daughter’s life. But she would have to open it now.There wasn’t much time.‘Could I have some water, darling?’

‘Of course.’ Shannon picked up the insulated pitcher near the bed, filled a plastic glass, then offered the straw to her mother.

Carefully she adjusted the back of the hospital-style bed to make Amanda more comfortable.The living room in the lovely house in Columbus had been modified for hospice care. It had been Amanda’s wish, and Shannon’s, that she come home for the end.

There was music playing on the stereo, softly. The book Shannon had brought into the room with her to read aloud had fallen where she’d dropped it in panic. She bent to retrieve it, fighting to hold on.

When she was alone, she told herself there was improvement, that she could see it every day. But she had only to look at her mother, see the graying skin, the lines of pain, the gradual wasting, to know better.

There was nothing to do now but make her mother comfortable, to depend, bitterly, on the morphine to dull the pain that was never completely vanquished.

She needed a minute, Shannon realized as panic began to bubble in her throat. Just a minute alone to pull her weary courage together.‘I’m going to get a nice cool cloth for your face.’

‘Thank you.’And that,Amanda thought as Shannon hurried away, would give her enough time, please God, to choose the right words.




Chapter One

 



 



Amanda had been preparing for this moment for years, knowing it would come, wishing it wouldn’t.What was fair and right to one of the men she loved was an injustice to the other, whichever way she chose.

But it was neither of them she could concern herself with now. Nor could she brood over her own shame.

There was only Shannon to think of. Shannon to hurt for.

Her beautiful, brilliant daughter who had never been anything but a joy to her. A pride to her. The pain rippled through her like a poisoned stream, but she gritted her teeth. There would be hurt now, for what would happen soon, from what had happened all those years ago in Ireland.With all her heart she wished she could find some way to dull it.

She watched her daughter come back in, the quick, graceful movements, the nervous energy beneath. Moves like her father, Amanda thought. Not Colin. Dear, sweet Colin had lumbered, clumsy as an overgrown pup.

But Tommy had been light on his feet.

Shannon had Tommy’s eyes, too. The vivid moss green, clear as a lake in the sun.The rich chestnut hair that swung silkily to her chin was another legacy from Ireland. Still, Amanda liked to think that the shape of her daughter’s face, the creamy skin, and the soft full mouth had been her own gifts.

But it was Colin, bless him, who had given her determination, ambition, and a steady sense of self.

She smiled as Shannon bathed her clammy face. ‘I haven’t told you enough how proud you make me, Shannon.’

‘Of course you have.’

‘No, I let you see I was disappointed you didn’t choose to paint. That was selfish of me. I know better than most that a woman’s path must be her own.’

‘You never tried to talk me out of going to NewYork or moving into commercial art.And I do paint still,’ she added with a bolstering smile. ‘I’ve nearly finished a still life I think you’ll like.’

Why hadn’t she brought the canvas with her? Damn it, why hadn’t she thought to pack up some paints, even a sketchbook so that she could have sat with her mother and given her the pleasure of watching?

‘That’s one of my favorites there.’ Amanda gestured to the portrait on the parlor wall. ‘The one of your father, sleeping in the chaise in the garden.’

‘Gearing himself up to mow the lawn,’ Shannon said with a chuckle. Setting the cloth aside, she took the seat beside the bed.‘And every time we said why didn’t he hire a lawn boy, he’d claim that he enjoyed the exercise, and go out and fall asleep.’

‘He never failed to make me laugh. I miss that.’ She brushed a hand over Shannon’s wrist. ‘I know you miss him, too.’

‘I still think he’s going to come busting in the front door. “Mandy, Shannon,” he’d say, “get on your best dresses, I’ve just made my client ten thousand on the market, and we’re going out to dinner.” ’

‘He did love to make money,’ Amanda mused. ‘It was such a game to him. Never dollars and cents, never greed or selfishness there. Just the fun of it. Like the fun he had moving from place to place every couple of years. “Let’s shake this town, Mandy.What do you say we try Colorado? Or Memphis?” ’

She shook her head on a laugh. Oh, it was good to laugh,  to pretend for just a little while they were only talking as they always had. ‘Finally when we moved here, I told him I’d played gypsy long enough. This was home. He settled down as if he’d only been waiting for the right time and place.’

‘He loved this house,’ Shannon murmured. ‘So did I. I never minded the moving around. He always made it an adventure. But I remember, about a week after we’d settled in, sitting up in my room and thinking that I wanted to stay this time.’ She smiled over at her mother.‘I guess we all felt the same way.’

‘He’d have moved mountains for you, fought tigers.’ Amanda’s voice trembled before she steadied it. ‘Do you know, Shannon, really know how much he loved you?’

‘Yes.’ She lifted her mother’s hand, pressed it to her cheek. ‘I do know.’

‘Remember it. Always remember it. I’ve things to tell you, Shannon, that may hurt you, make you angry and confused. I’m sorry for it.’ She drew a breath.

There’d been more in the dream than the love and the grief.There had been urgency. Amanda knew she wouldn’t have even the stingy three weeks the doctor had promised her.

‘Mom, I understand. But there’s still hope.There’s always hope.’

‘It’s nothing to do with this,’ she said, lifting a hand to encompass the temporary sickroom. ‘It’s from before, darling, long before.When I went with a friend to visit Ireland and stayed in County Clare.’

‘I never knew you’d been to Ireland.’ It struck Shannon as odd to think of it.‘All the traveling we did, I always wondered why we never went there, with you and Dad both having Irish roots. And I’ve always felt this - connection, this odd sort of pull.’

‘Have you?’ Amanda said softly.

‘It’s hard to explain,’ Shannon murmured. Feeling foolish, for she wasn’t a woman to speak of dreams, she smiled. ‘I’ve always told myself, if I ever took time for a long vacation, that’s where I’d go. But with the promotion and the new account -’ She shrugged off the idea of an indulgence. ‘Anyway, I remember, whenever I brought up going to Ireland, you’d shake your head and say there were so many other places to see.’

‘I couldn’t bear to go back, and your father understood.’ Amanda pressed her lips together, studying her daughter’s face. ‘Will you stay here beside me and listen? And oh, please, please, try to understand?’

There was a new and fresh frisson of fear creeping up Shannon’s spine. What could be worse than death? she wondered. And why was she so afraid to hear it?

But she sat, keeping her mother’s hand in hers. ‘You’re upset,’ she began.‘You know how important it is for you to keep calm.’

‘And use productive imagery,’ Amanda said with a hint of a smile.

‘It can work. Mind over matter. So much of what I’ve been reading -’

‘I know.’ Even the wisp of a smile was gone now.‘When I was a few years older than you, I traveled with a good friend - her name was Kathleen Reilly - to Ireland. It was a grand adventure for us. We were grown women, but we had both come from strict families. So strict, so sure, that I was more than thirty before I had the gumption to make such a move.’

She turned her head so that she could watch Shannon’s face as she spoke. ‘You wouldn’t understand that. You’ve always been sure of yourself, and brave. But when I was your age, I hadn’t even begun to struggle my way out of cowardice.’

‘You’ve never been a coward.’

‘Oh, but I was,’ Amanda said softly. ‘I was. My parents were lace-curtain Irish, righteous as three popes. Their biggest disappointment - more for reasons of prestige than religion - was that none of their children had the calling.’

‘But you were an only child,’ Shannon interrupted.

‘One of the truths I broke. I told you I had no family, let you believe there was no one. But I had two brothers and a sister, and not a word has there been between us since before you were born.’

‘But why -’ Shannon caught herself. ‘I’m sorry. Go on.’

‘You were always a good listener.Your father taught you that.’ She paused a moment, thinking of Colin, praying that what she was about to do was right for all of them. ‘We weren’t a close family, Shannon. There was a . . . a stiffness in our house, a rigidness of rules and manners. It was over fierce objections that I left home to travel to Ireland with Kate. But we went, as excited as schoolgirls on a picnic.To Dublin first.Then on, following our maps and our noses. I felt free for the first time in my life.’

It was so easy to bring it all back, Amanda realized. Even after all these years that she’d suppressed those memories, they could swim back now, as clear and pure as water. Kate’s giggling laugh, the cough of the tiny car they’d rented, the wrong turns and the right ones they’d made.

And her first awed look at the sweep of hills, the spear of cliffs of the west. The sense of coming home she’d never expected, and had never felt again.

‘We wanted to see all we could see, and when we’d reached the west, we found a charming inn that overlooked the River Shannon. We settled there, decided we could make it a sort of base while we drove here and there  on day trips. The Cliffs of Mohr, Galway, the beach at Ballybunnion, and all the little fascinating places you find off the roads where you least expect them.’

She looked at her daughter then, and her eyes were sharp and bright. ‘Oh, I wish you would go there, see, feel for yourself the magic of the place, the sea spewing like thunder up on the cliffs, the green of the fields, the way the air feels when it’s raining so soft and gentle - or when the wind blows hard from the Atlantic. And the light, it’s like a pearl, just brushed with gold.’

Here was love, Shannon thought, puzzled, and a longing she’d never suspected. ‘But you never went back.’

‘No.’ Amanda sighed. ‘I never went back. Do you ever wonder, darling, how it is that a person can plan things so carefully, all but see how things will be the next day, and the next, then some small something happens, some seemingly insignificant something, and the pattern shifts. It’s never quite the same again.’

It wasn’t a question so much as a statement. So Shannon simply waited, wondering what small something had changed her mother’s pattern.

The pain was trying to creep back, cunningly. Amanda closed her eyes a moment, concentrating on beating it. She would hold it off, she promised herself, until she had finished what she’d begun.

‘One morning - it was late summer now and the rain came and went, fitful - Kate was feeling poorly. She decided to stay in, rest in bed for the day, read a bit and pamper herself. I was restless, a feeling in me that there were places I had to go. So I took the car, and I drove. Without planning it, I took myself to Loop Head. I could hear the waves crashing as I got out of the car and walked toward the cliffs.The wind was blowing, humming through the grass. I could smell the ocean, and the rain.There was a  power there, drumming in the air even as the surf drummed on the rocks.

‘I saw a man,’ she continued, slowly now,‘standing where the land fell away to the sea. He was looking out over the water, into the rain - west toward America. There was no one else but him, hunched in his wet jacket, a dripping cap low over his eyes. He turned, as if he’d only been waiting for me, and he smiled.’

Suddenly Shannon wanted to stand, to tell her mother it was time to stop, to rest, to do anything but continue. Her hands had curled themselves into fists without her being aware. There was a larger, tighter one lodged in her stomach.

‘He wasn’t young,’Amanda said softly.‘But he was handsome. There was something so sad, so lost in his eyes. He smiled and said good morning, and what a fine day it was as the rain beat on our head and the wind slapped our faces. I laughed, for somehow it was a fine day. And though I’d grown used to the music of the brogue of western Ireland, his voice was so charming, I knew I could go on listening to it for hours. So we stood there and talked, about my travels, about America. He was a farmer, he said. A bad one, and he was sorry for that as he had two baby daughters to provide for. But there was no sadness in his face when he spoke of them. It lit. His Maggie Mae and Brie, he called them. And about his wife, he said little.

‘The sun came out,’ Amanda said with a sigh. ‘It came out slow and lovely as we stood there, sort of slipping through the clouds in little streams of gold. We walked along the narrow paths, talking, as if we’d known each other all our lives. And I fell in love with him on the high, thundering cliffs. It should have frightened me.’ She glanced at Shannon, tentatively reached out a hand. ‘It did shame me, for he was a married man with children. But I  thought it was only me who felt it, and how much sin can there be in the soul of an old maid dazzled by a handsome man in one morning?’

It was with relief she felt her daughter’s fingers twine with hers.‘But it wasn’t only me who’d felt it.We saw each other again, oh, innocently enough. At a pub, back on the cliffs, and once he took both me and Kate to a little fair outside of Ennis. It couldn’t stay innocent.We weren’t children, either of us, and what we felt for each other was so huge, so important, and you must believe me, so right. Kate knew - anyone who looked at us could have seen it - and she talked to me as a friend would. But I loved him, and I’d never been so happy as when he was with me. Never once did he make promises. Dreams we had, but there were no promises between us. He was bound to his wife who had no love for him, and to the children he adored.’

She moistened her dry lips, took another sip from the straw when Shannon wordlessly offered the glass. Amanda paused again, for it would be harder now.

‘I knew what I was doing, Shannon, indeed it was more my doing than his when we became lovers. He was the first man to touch me, and when he did, at last, it was with such gentleness, such care, such love, that we wept together afterward. For we knew we’d found each other too late, and it was hopeless.

‘Still we made foolish plans. He would find a way to leave his wife provided for and bring his daughters to me in America where we’d be a family. The man desperately wanted family, as I did. We’d talk together in that room overlooking the river and pretend that it was forever. We had three weeks, and every day was more wonderful than the last, and more wrenching. I had to leave him, and Ireland. He told me he would stand at Loop Head, where we’d met, and look out over the sea to New York, to me.

‘His name was Thomas Concannon, a farmer who wanted to be a poet.’

‘Did you . . .’ Shannon’s voice was rusty and unsteady. ‘Did you ever see him again?’

‘No. I wrote him for a time, and he answered.’ Pressing her lips together, Amanda stared into her daughter’s eyes. ‘Soon after I returned to New York, I learned I was carrying his child.’

Shannon shook her head quickly, the denial instinctive, the fear huge.‘Pregnant?’ Her heart began to beat thick and fast. She shook her head again and tried to draw her hand away. For she knew, without another word being said, she knew. And refused to know. ‘No.’

‘I was thrilled.’ Amanda’s grip tightened, though it cost her. ‘From the first moment I was sure, I was thrilled. I never thought I would have a child, that I would find someone who loved me enough to give me that gift. Oh, I wanted that child, loved it, thanked God for it. What sadness and grief I had came from knowing I would never be able to share with Tommy the beauty that had come from our loving each other. His letter to me after I’d written him of it was frantic. He would have left his home and come to me. He was afraid for me, and what I was facing alone. I knew he would have come, and it tempted me. But it was wrong, Shannon, as loving him was never wrong. So I wrote him a last time, lied to him for the first time, and told him I wasn’t afraid, nor alone, and that I was going away.’

‘You’re tired.’ Shannon was desperate to stop the words. Her world was tilting, and she had to fight to right it again. ‘You’ve talked too long. It’s time for your medicine.’

‘He would have loved you,’ Amanda said fiercely. ‘If he’d had the chance. In my heart I know he loved you without ever laying eyes on you.’

‘Stop.’ She did rise then, pulling away, pushing back.  There was a sickness rising inside her, and her skin felt so cold and thin.‘I don’t want to hear this. I don’t need to hear this.’

‘You do. I’m sorry for the pain it causes you, but you need to know it all. I did leave,’ she went on quickly. ‘My family was shocked, furious when I told them I was pregnant. They wanted me to go away, give you up, quietly, discreetly, so that there would be no scandal and shame. I would have died before giving you up.You were mine, and you were Tommy’s. There were horrible words in that house, threats, utimatums. They disowned me, and my father, being a clever man of business, blocked my bank account so that I had no claim on the money that had been left to me by my grandmother. Money was never a game to him, you see. It was power.

‘I left that house with never a regret, with the money I had in my wallet, and a single suitcase.’

Shannon felt as though she were underwater, struggling for air. But the image came clearly through it, of her mother, young, pregnant, nearly penniless, carrying a single suitcase. ‘There was no one to help you?’

‘Kate would have, and I knew she’d suffer for it.This had been my doing.What shame there was, was mine.What joy there was, was mine. I took a train north, and I got a job waiting tables at a resort in the Catskills. And there I met Colin Bodine.’

Amanda waited while Shannon turned away and walked to the dying fire.The room was quiet, with only the hiss of embers and the brisk wind at the windows to stir it. But beneath the quiet, she could feel the storm, the one swirling inside the child she loved more than her own life. Already she suffered, knowing that storm was likely to crash over both of them.

‘He was vacationing with his parents. I paid him little  mind. He was just one more of the rich and privileged I was serving. He had a joke for me now and again, and I smiled as was expected. My mind was on my work and my pay, and on the child growing inside me. Then one afternoon there was a thunderstorm, a brute of one. A good many of the guests chose to stay indoors, in their rooms and have their lunch brought to them. I was carrying a tray, hurrying to one of the cabins, for there would be trouble if the food got cold and the guest complained of it. And Colin comes barreling around a corner, wet as a dog, and flattens me. How clumsy he was, bless him.’

Tears burned behind Shannon’s eyes as she stared down into the glowing embers. ‘He said that was how he met you, by knocking you down.’

‘So he did. And we always told you what truths we felt we could. He sent me sprawling in the mud, with the tray of food scattering and ruined. He started apologizing, trying to help me up. All I could see was that food, spoiled. And my back aching from carrying those heavy trays, and my legs so tired of holding the rest of me up. I started to cry. Just sat there in the mud and cried and cried and cried. I couldn’t stop. Even when he lifted me up and carried me to his room, I couldn’t stop.

‘He was so sweet, sat me down on a chair despite the mud, covered me with a blanket and sat there, patting my hand till the tears ran out. I was so ashamed of myself, and he was so kind. He wouldn’t let me leave until I’d promised to have dinner with him.’

It should have been romantic and sweet, Shannon thought while her breath began to hitch. But it wasn’t. It was hideous. ‘He didn’t know you were pregnant.’

Amanda winced as much from the accusation in the words as she did from a fresh stab of pain. ‘No, not then. I was barely showing and careful to hide it or I would have  lost my job. Times were different then, and an unmarried pregnant waitress wouldn’t have lasted in a rich man’s play-ground. ’

‘You let him fall in love with you.’ Shannon’s voice was cold, cold as the ice that seemed slicked over her skin. ‘When you were carrying another man’s child.’

And the child was me, she thought, wretched.

‘I’d grown to a woman,’ Amanda said carefully, searching her daughter’s face and weeping inside at what she read there.‘And no one had really loved me.With Tommy it was quick, as stunning as a lightning bolt. I was still blinded by it when I met Colin. Still grieving over it, still wrapped in it. Everything I felt for Tommy was turned toward the child we’d made together. I could tell you I thought Colin was only being kind. And in truth, at first I did. But I saw, soon enough, that there was more.’

‘And you let him.’

‘Maybe I could have stopped him,’ Amanda said with a long, long sigh. ‘I don’t know. Every day for the next week there were flowers in my room, and the pretty, useless things he loved to give. He found ways to be with me. If I had a ten-minute break, there he would be. Still it took me days before I understood I was being courted. I was terrified. Here was this lovely man who was being nothing but kind, and he didn’t know I had another man’s child in me. I told him, all of it, certain it would end there, and sorry for that because he was the first friend I’d had since I’d left Kate in New York. He listened, in that way he had, without interruption, without questions, without condemnations. When I was finished, and weeping again, he took my hand. “You’d better marry me, Mandy,” he said. “I’ll take care of you and the baby.” ’

The tears had escaped, ran down Shannon’s cheeks as she turned back. They were running down her mother’s  cheeks as well, but she wouldn’t allow herself to be swayed by them. Her world was no longer tilted; it had crashed.

‘As simple as that? How could it have been so simple?’

‘He loved me. It was humbling when I realized he truly loved me. I refused him, of course.What else could I do? I thought he was being foolishly gallant, or just foolish altogether. But he persisted. Even when I got angry and told him to leave me alone, he persisted.’ A smile began to curve her lips as she remembered it. ‘It was as if I were the rock and he the wave that patiently, endlessly sweeps over it until all resistance is worn away. He brought me baby things. Can you imagine a man courting a woman by bringing her gifts for her unborn child? One day he came to my room, told me we were going to get the license now and to get my purse. I did it. I just did it. And found myself married two days later.’

She looked over sharply, anticipating the question before it was asked. ‘I won’t lie to you and tell you I loved him then. I did care. It was impossible not to care for a man like that. And I was grateful. His parents were upset, naturally enough, but he claimed he would bring them around. Being Colin, I think he would have, but they were killed on their drive home. So it was just the two of us, and you. I promised myself I would be a good wife to him, make him a home, accept him in bed. I vowed not to think of Tommy again, but that was impossible. It took me years to understand there was no sin, no shame in remembering the first man I’d loved, no disloyalty to my husband.’

‘Not my father,’ Shannon said through lips of ice. ‘He was your husband, but he wasn’t my father.’

‘Oh, but he was.’ For the first time there was a hint of temper in Amanda’s voice. ‘Don’t ever say different.’

Bitterness edged her voice.‘You’ve just told me different, haven’t you?’

‘He loved you while you were still in my womb, took both of us as his without hesitation or false pride.’ Amanda spoke as quickly as her pain would allow. ‘I tell you it shamed me, pining for a man I could never have, while one as fine as was ever made was beside me. The day you were born, and I saw him holding you in those big clumsy hands, that look of wonder and pride on his face, the love in his eyes as he cradled you against him as gently as if you were made of glass, I fell in love with him. I loved him as much as any woman ever loved any man from that day till this. And he was your father, as Tommy wanted to be and couldn’t. If either of us had a regret, it was that we could-n’t have more children to spread the happiness we shared in you.’

‘You just want me to accept this?’ Clinging to anger was less agonizing than clinging to grief. Shannon stared. The woman in bed was a stranger now, just as she was a stranger to herself. ‘To go on as if it changes nothing.’

‘I want you to give yourself time to accept, and understand. And I want you to believe that we loved you, all of us.’

Her world was shattered at her feet, every memory she had, every belief she’d fostered in jagged shards. ‘Accept? That you slept with a married man and got pregnant, then married the first man who asked you to save yourself. To accept the lies you told me all my life, the deceit.’

‘You’ve a right to your anger.’ Amanda bit back the pain, physical, emotional.

‘Anger? Do you think what I’m feeling is as pale as anger? God, how could you do this?’ She whirled away, horror and bitterness biting at her heels. ‘How could you have kept this from me all these years, let me believe I was someone I wasn’t?’

‘Who you are hasn’t changed,’ Amanda said desperately.  ‘Colin and I did what we thought was right for you. We were never sure how or when to tell you.We -’

‘You discussed it?’ Swamped by her own churning emotions, Shannon spun back to the frail woman on the bed. There was a horrible, shocking urge in her to snatch that shrunken body up, shake it. ‘Is today the day we tell Shannon she was a little mistake made on the west coast of Ireland? Or should it be tomorrow?’

‘Not a mistake, never a mistake. A miracle. Damn it, Shannon -’ She broke off, gasping as the pain lanced through her, stealing her breath, tearing like claws. Her vision grayed. She felt a hand lift her head, a pill being slipped between her lips, and heard the voice of her daughter, soothing now.

‘Sip some water. A little more. That’s it. Now lie back, close your eyes.’

‘Shannon.’ The hand was there to take hers when she reached out.

‘I’m here, right here.The pain’ll be gone in a minute. It’ll be gone, and you’ll sleep.’

It was already ebbing, and the fatigue was rolling in like fog. Not enough time, was all Amanda could think.Why is there never enough time?

‘Don’t hate me,’ she murmured as she slipped under the fog. ‘Please, don’t hate me.’

Shannon sat, weighed down by her own grief long after her mother slept.

She didn’t wake again.




Chapter Two

 



 



An ocean away from where one of Tom Concannon’s daughters dealt with the pain of death, others celebrated the joys of new life.

Brianna Concannon Thane cradled her daughter in her arms, studying the gorgeous blue eyes with their impossibly long lashes.The tiny fingers with their perfect tiny nails, the rosebud of a mouth that no one in heaven or on earth could tell her hadn’t curved into a smile.

After less than an hour she’d already forgotten the strain and fatigue of labor. The sweat of it, and even the prickles of fear.

She had a child.

‘She’s real.’ Grayson Thane said it reverently, with a hesitant stroke of a fingertip down the baby’s cheek.‘She’s ours.’ He swallowed. Kayla, he thought. His daughter Kayla. And she seemed so small, so fragile, so helpless. ‘Do you think she’s going to like me?’

Peering over his shoulder, his sister-in-law chuckled. ‘Well, we do - most of the time. She favors you, Brie,’ Maggie decided, slipping an arm around Gray’s waist for support. ‘Her hair will be your color. It’s more russet now, but I’ll wager it turns to your reddish gold before long.’

Delighted with the idea, Brianna beamed. She stroked the down on her daughter’s head, found it soft as water.‘Do you think?’

‘Maybe she’s got my chin,’ Gray said hopefully.

‘Just like a man.’ Maggie winked at her husband as Rogan Sweeney grinned at her across the hospital bed. ‘A woman goes through the pregnancy, with its queasiness and  swollen ankles. She waddles about like a cow for months, then suffers through the horrors of labor -’

‘Don’t remind me of that.’ Gray didn’t bother to suppress a shudder. Brianna might have put that aspect of the event behind her, but he hadn’t. It would live in his dreams, he was sure, for years.

Trasition, he remembered with horror. As a writer, he’d always thought of it as a simple move from scene to scene. He’d never think of the word the same way again.

Unable to resist, Maggie tucked her tongue in her cheek. Her affection for Gray made her honor bound to tease whenever the opportunity arose. ‘How many hours was it? Let’s see. Eighteen. Eighteen hours of labor for you, Brie.’

Brianna couldn’t quite hide a smile as Gray began to pale. ‘More or less. Certainly seemed like more at the time, with everyone telling me to breathe, and poor Gray nearly hyperventilating as he demonstrated how I was to go about it.’

‘A man thinks nothing of whining after putting in eight hours at a desk.’ Maggie tossed back her mop of flame-colored hair. ‘And still they insist on calling us the weaker sex.’

‘You won’t hear it from me.’ Rogan smiled at her. Being part of Kayla’s birth had reminded him of the birth of his son, and how his wife had fought like a warrior to bring Liam into the world. Still no one thinks of what a father goes through. ‘How’s your hand doing, Grayson?’

Brows knit, Gray flexed his fingers - the ones his wife had vised down on during a particularly rough contraction. ‘I don’t think it’s broken.’

‘You held back a yelp, manfully,’ Maggie remembered. ‘But your eyes crossed when she got a good grip on you.’

‘At least she didn’t curse you,’ Rogan added, lifting a dark, elegant brow at his wife. ‘The names Margaret Mary here called me when Liam was born were inventive to be sure. And unrepeatable.’

‘You try passing eight pounds, Sweeney, and see what names come to mind. And all he says, when he takes a look at Liam,’ Maggie went on, ‘is how the boy has his  nose.’

‘And so he does.’

‘But you’re okay now?’ In sudden panic Gray looked at his wife. She was still a little pale, he noted, but her eyes were clear again.That terrifying glaze of concentration was gone. ‘Right?’

‘I’m fine.’ To comfort, she lifted a hand to his face. The face she loved, with its poet’s mouth and gold-flecked eyes. ‘And I won’t hold you to your promise never to touch me again. As it was given in the heat of the moment.’ With a laugh she nuzzled the baby. ‘Did you hear him, Maggie, when he shouted at the doctor? “We’ve changed our minds,” he says. “We’re not having a baby after all. Get out of my way, I’m taking my wife home.” ’

‘Fine for you.’ Gray took another chance and skimmed a fingertip over the baby’s head. ‘You didn’t have to watch it all.This childbirth stuff’s rough on a guy.’

‘And at the sticking point, we’re the least appreciated,’ Rogan added. When Maggie snorted, Rogan held out a hand for her. ‘We’ve calls to make, Maggie.’

‘That we do.We’ll look back in on you shortly.’

When they were alone, Brianna beamed up at him. ‘We have a family, Grayson.’

 



An hour later Grayson was anxious and suspicious when a nurse took the baby away. ‘I should go keep an eye on her. I don’t trust the look in that nurse’s eyes.’

‘Don’t be a worrier, Da.’

‘Da.’ Grinning from ear to ear, he looked back at his wife. ‘Is that what she’s going to call me? It’s easy. She can probably just about handle it already, don’t you think?’

‘Oh, I’m sure.’ Chuckling, Brianna cupped his face in her hands as he leaned over to kiss her. ‘She’s bright as the sun, our Kayla.’

‘Kayla Thane.’ He tried it out, grinned again. ‘Kayla Margaret Thane, the first female President of the United States.We’ve already had a woman president in Ireland,’ he added. ‘But she can choose whichever she wants.You look beautiful, Brianna.’

He kissed her again, surprised all at once that it was absolutely true. Her eyes were glowing, her rose-gold hair tumbled around them. Her face was still a bit pale, but he could see that the roses in her cheeks were beginning to bloom again.

‘And you must be exhausted. I should let you sleep.’

‘Sleep.’ She rolled her eyes and pulled him down for another kiss. ‘You must be joking. I don’t think I could sleep for days, I’ve so much energy now. What I am is starved half to death. I’d give anything and more for an enormous bookmaker’s sandwich and a pile of chips.’

‘You want to eat?’ He blinked at her, astonished. ‘What a woman. Maybe after, you’d like to go out and plow a field.’

‘I believe I’ll skip that,’ she said dryly. ‘But I haven’t had a bite in more than twenty-four hours, I’ll remind you. Do you think you could see if they could bring me a little something?’

‘Hospital food, no way. Not for the mother of my child.’ What a kick that was, he realized. He’d hardly gotten used to saying ‘my wife’ - now he was saying ‘my child.’ My daughter. ‘I’m going to go get you the best bookmaker’s sandwich on the west coast of Ireland.’

Brianna settled back with a laugh as he darted out of the room. What a year it had been, she thought. It had been hardly more than that since she’d met him, less since she’d loved him. And now they were a family.

Despite her claims to the contrary, her eyes grew heavy and she slipped easily into sleep.

When she awakened again, drifting hazily out of dreams, she saw Gray, sitting on the edge of her bed, watching her.

‘She was sleeping, too,’ he began. And since he’d already taken her hand in his, he brought it to his lips. ‘They let me hold her again when I harassed them - said a few interesting things about the Yank, but were pretty indulgent all in all. She looked at me, Brie, she looked right at me. She knew who I was, and she curled her fingers - she’s got gorgeous fingers - she curled them around mine and held on -’

He broke off, a look of sheer panic replacing the dazzled joy. ‘You’re crying. Why are you crying? Something hurts. I’ll get the doctor. I’ll get somebody.’

‘No.’ Sniffling, she leaned forward to press her face to his shoulder. ‘Nothing hurts. It’s only that I love you so much. Oh, you move me, Grayson. Looking at your face when you speak of her. It touches so deep.’

‘I didn’t know it would be like this,’ he murmured, stroking her hair as he cuddled. ‘I didn’t know it would be so big, so incredibly big. I’m going to be a good father.’

He said it with such fervor, and such a sweet hint of fear, that she laughed. ‘I know.’

How could he fail, he wondered, when she believed in him so completely? ‘I brought you a sandwich, and some stuff.’

‘Thanks.’ She sat back, sniffling again and wiping at her eyes.When the tears cleared, she blinked again, then  wept again. ‘Oh, Grayson, what a wonderful fool you are.’

He’d crammed the room with flowers, pots and vases and baskets of them, with balloons that crowded the ceiling with vivid color and cheerful shapes. A huge purple dog stood grinning at the foot of the bed.

‘The dog’s for Kayla,’ he told her, pulling out tissues from a box and stuffing them into her hand. ‘So don’t get any ideas.Your sandwich is probably cold, and I ate some of the chips. But there’s a piece of chocolate cake in it for you if you don’t give me a hard time about it.’

She brushed the fresh tears away. ‘I want the cake first.’

‘You got it.’

‘What’s this, feasting already?’ Maggie strolled in, a bouquet of daffodils in her arms. Her husband came in behind her, his face hidden behind a stuffed bear.

‘Hello, Mum.’ Rogan Sweeney bent over the bed to kiss his sister-in-law, then winked at Gray. ‘Da.’

‘She was hungry,’ Gray said with a grin.

‘And I’m too greedy to share my cake.’ Brianna forked up a mouthful of chocolate.

‘We’ve just come from having another peek.’ Maggie plopped down on a chair.‘And I can say, without prejudice, that she’s the prettiest babe in the nursery. She has your hair, Brie, all rosy gold, and Gray’s pretty mouth.’

‘Murphy sends his love and best wishes,’ Rogan put in, setting the bear beside the dog.‘We called him just a bit ago to pass the news. He and Liam are celebrating with the tea cakes you finished making before you went into labor.’

‘It’s sweet of him to mind Liam while you’re here.’

Maggie waved off Brianna’s gratitude. ‘Sweet had nothing to do with it. Murphy’d keep the boy from dawn to dusk if I’d let him.They’re having a grand time, and before you ask, things are fine at the inn. Mrs. O’Malley’s seeing to  your guests.Though why you’d accept bookings when you knew you’d be having a baby, I can’t say.’

‘The same reason you kept working with your glass until we carted you off to have Liam, I imagine,’ Brianna said dryly. ‘It’s how I make my living. Have Mother and Lottie gone home then?’

‘A short time ago.’ For Brianna’s sake, Maggie kept her smile in place. Their mother had been complaining, and worrying about what germs she might pick up in the hospital. That was nothing new. ‘They looked in and saw you were sleeping, so Lottie said she’d drive Mother back and they’d see you and Kayla tomorrow.’

Maggie paused, glanced at Rogan. His imperceptible nod left the decision to share the rest of the news up to her. Because she understood her sister, and Brianna’s needs, Maggie rose, sat on the side of the bed opposite Gray, and took Brianna’s hand.

‘It’s as well she’s gone. No, don’t give me that look, I mean no harm in it. There’s news to tell you that it isn’t time for her to hear. Rogan’s man, his detective, thinks he’s found Amanda. Now wait, don’t get too hopeful. We’ve been through this before.’

‘But this time it could be real.’

Brianna closed her eyes a moment. More than a year before she’d found three letters written to her father by Amanda Dougherty. Love letters that had shocked and dismayed. And finding in them that there had been a child had begun a long and frustrating search for the woman her father had loved, and the child he’d never known.

‘It could be.’ Not wanting to see his wife disappointed yet again, Gray spoke carefully. ‘Brie, you know how many dead ends we’ve run into since the birth certificate was found.’

‘We know we have a sister,’ Brianna said stubbornly.‘We  know her name, we know that Amanda married, and that they moved from place to place. It’s the moving that’s been the trouble. But sooner or later we’ll find them.’ She gave Maggie’s hand a squeeze. ‘It could be this time.’

‘Perhaps.’ Maggie had yet to resign herself to the possibility. Nor was she entirely sure she wanted to find the woman who was her half sister. ‘He’s on his way to a place called Columbus, Ohio. One way or the other, we’ll know something soon.’

‘Da would have wanted us to do this,’ Brianna said quietly. ‘He would have been happy to know we tried, at least, to find them.’

With a nod, Maggie rose.‘Well, we’ve started the ball on its roll, so we won’t try to stop it.’ She only hoped no one was damaged by the tumble. ‘In the meantime, you should be celebrating your new family, not worrying over one that may or may not be found.’

‘You’ll tell me, as soon as you know something,’ Brianna insisted.

‘One way or the other, so don’t fidget about it in the meantime.’ A glance around the room had Maggie smiling again. ‘Would you like if we took some of these flowers home for you, Brie, set them around so they’d be there when you bring the baby home?’

With some effort Brianna held back the rest of the questions circling in her head.There were no answers for them yet. ‘I’d be grateful. Gray got carried away.’

‘Anything else you’d like, Brianna?’ With cheerful good humor, Rogan accepted the flowers his wife piled in his arms. ‘More cake?’

She glanced down, flushed. ‘I ate every crumb, didn’t I? Thanks just the same, but I think that’ll do. Go home, both of you, and get some sleep.’

‘So we will. I’ll call,’ Maggie promised.The worry came  back into her eyes as she left the room with Rogan.‘I wish she wasn’t so hopeful, and so sure that this long-lost sister of ours will want to be welcomed into her open arms.’

‘It’s the way she’s made, Maggie.’

‘Saint Brianna,’ Maggie said with a sigh. ‘I couldn’t bear it if she was hurt because of this, Rogan. You’ve only to look at her to see how she’s building it up in her head, in her heart. No matter how wrong it might be of me, I wish to God she’d never found those letters.’

‘Don’t fret over it.’ Since Maggie was busy doing just that, Rogan used his elbow to press the elevator button.

‘It’s not my fretting that’s the problem,’ Maggie muttered. ‘She shouldn’t be worrying over this now. She has the baby to think of, and Gray may be going off in a few months on his book tour.’

‘I thought he’d canceled that.’ Rogan shifted tilting blooms back to safety.

‘He wants to cancel it. She’s badgering him to go, wants nothing to interfere with his work.’ Impatient, annoyed, she scowled at the elevator doors.‘So damn sure she is that she can handle an infant, the inn, all those bleeding guests, and this Amanda Dougherty Bodine business as well.’

‘We both know that Brianna’s strong enough to handle whatever happens. Just as you are.’

Prepared to argue, she looked up. Rogan’s amused smile smoothed away the temper. ‘You may be right.’ She sent him a saucy look.‘For once.’ Soothed a little, she took some of the flowers from him.‘And it’s too wonderful a day to be worrying about something that may never happen. We’ve ourselves a beautiful niece, Sweeney.’

‘That we do. I think she might have your chin, Margaret Mary.’

‘I was thinking that as well.’ She stepped into the elevator with him. How simple it was really, she mused, to forget the pain and remember only the joy. ‘And I was thinking now that Liam’s beginning to toddle about, we might start working on providing him with a sister, or a brother.’

With a grin Rogan managed to kiss her through the daffodils. ‘I was thinking that as well.’




Chapter Three

 



 



I am the Resurrection and the Light.

Shannon knew the words, all the priest’s words, were supposed to comfort, to ease, perhaps inspire. She heard them, on this perfect spring day beside her mother’s grave. She’d heard them in the crowded, sunwashed church during the funeral Mass. All the words, familiar from her youth. And she had knelt and stood and sat, even responded as some part of her brain followed the rite.

But she felt neither comforted nor eased nor inspired.

The scene wasn’t dreamlike, but all too real. The black-garbed priest with his beautiful baritone, the dozens and dozens of mourners, the brilliant stream of sunlight that glinted off the brass handles of the coffin that was cloaked in flowers.The sound of weeping, the chirp of birds.

She was burying her mother.

Beside the fresh grave was the neatly tended mound of another, and the headstone, still brutally new, of the man she had believed all of her life to be her father.

She was supposed to cry. But she’d already wept.

She was supposed to pray. But the prayers wouldn’t come.

Standing there, with the priest’s voice ringing in the clear spring air, Shannon could only see herself again, walking into the parlor, the anger still hot inside her.

She’d thought her mother had been sleeping. But there had been too many questions, too many demands racing in her head to wait, and she’d decided to wake her.

Gently, she remembered. Thank God she had at least been gentle. But her mother hadn’t awakened, hadn’t stirred.

The rest had been panic. Not so gentle now - the shaking, the shouting, the pleading. And the few minutes of blankness, blessedly brief, that she knew now had been helpless hysteria.

There’d been the frantic call for an ambulance, the endless, terrifying ride to the hospital.And the wait, always the wait.

Now the waiting was over. Amanda had slipped into a coma, and from a coma into death.

OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

 
	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	



 
	 






OEBPS/nora_9780748111459_msr_cvi_r1.jpg
BORN IN SHAME

Nora Roberts





