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            Oh, the gladness of a woman when she’s glad!




            Oh, the sadness of a woman when she’s sad!




            But the gladness of her gladness




            And the sadness of her sadness




            Are as nothing to her badness, when she’s bad.




            Anon


          


        


      

    


  




  







  Prologue




  ‘Flight 507 will depart at twenty-three hundred hours. We are sorry for any inconvenience caused by the delay.’ The calm voice of the announcer floated over the

  Tannoy system. A collective groan came from the passengers assembled at gate twenty.




  ‘For heaven’s sake!’ Brenda Hanley fumed. ‘You’d think TransCon Travel would use a reliable airline.’




  Paula Matthews shot her a daggers look. It went against the grain to hear anyone, let alone Brenda Hanley criticizing the travel company she worked for.




  ‘Give it a rest, Brenda,’ Jennifer Myles said evenly. She was Brenda’s sister and she was heartily sick of her moans.




  ‘I don’t mind at all.’ Rachel Stapleton giggled. It was her first foreign holiday, she was tipsy, and she hadn’t a care in the world.




  The four women sat in silence, lost in their own thoughts.




  She never felt less like going on holiday in her life, Paula reflected as she stared out on to the concourse and watched their jet refuelling. She and Jenny had been away

  together and had worked abroad for several years. Paula had always loved the excitement of packing and going to the airport and treating herself in the duty-free. But not this time, she thought

  unhappily. Her life was a shambles. Not professionally. She was an extremely successful career woman. But she had made such a mess of her private life. Whoever said ‘love hurts’

  didn’t know the half of it.




  She could hear Brenda grumbling away and she felt a surge of irritation bubble. The thought of being in Brenda’s company for the next ten days did not make Paula ecstatically happy. She

  had known Brenda and Jenny a long time now and it still amazed her that the two sisters could be so totally different. If she managed to get through this holiday without flying off the handle at

  Brenda, it would be a miracle, Paula thought glumly. She was suffering from a broken heart but Brenda would be suffering from a broken neck if she didn’t shut up. Paula scowled, opened her

  copy of Vanity Fair and tried to concentrate.




  Brenda sat silently raging. She’d seen the filthy look Madame Matthews had thrown her, just because Brenda had criticized her precious TransCon. Paula thought she was the

  absolute bee’s knees in her Lacoste sweater and her dark dramatic Ray-Bans. And so she might look like a film star, she didn’t have three kids and a husband dragging out of her

  like Brenda had.




  Well Paula or no Paula, she was going to enjoy this holiday. Ten days of no cooking, washing, cleaning, ironing and all the thousand and one things a busy housewife had to do, were not going to

  be spoiled by the Prima Donna on her right. What Jenny saw in the girl, Brenda could not fathom. But Paula and Jenny were more than best friends. They were as close as sisters. Closer than she and

  Jenny. The familiar flame of jealousy flared. Why couldn’t Jenny and she have that closeness? Paula Matthews was just a user and the sooner her sister realized it, the better.




  Brenda took out her nail file and began to shape her nails. She hadn’t had a chance to beautify herself, she’d been so busy getting the kids organized. She cast a surreptitious

  glance at Paula’s perfectly manicured varnished nails. Easy knowing she never did a tap of housework, Brenda sniffed as she filed with a vengeance.




  Maybe she might go and phone home, Jennifer thought. Just to see if he was all right. But then, maybe he wasn’t home yet. She sighed. She was missing her husband like

  crazy already and she’d only kissed him goodbye an hour ago. This delay was a drag. Jennifer glanced at Brenda who was filing her nails as if her life depended on it. She had a face on her

  that would stop a clock. Paula had her head stuck in a magazine. Keeping the pair of them from having an all-out humdinger of a row was going to be hard work. Keeping herself from having a

  humdinger of a row with Brenda wasn’t going to be easy either if her sister kept up her nonsense.




  She and Brenda had never been on holidays together before. Although they’d grown up together and shared a bedroom for years, Jennifer had to admit that Brenda was not an easy person to get

  on with. The trouble with Brenda was she couldn’t be thankful for what she had. She didn’t know how lucky she was, Jennifer thought sadly, as pain darkened her eyes.




  Don’t think about it now! She banished the memory and bit her lip to stop it from trembling. She had to think positive and get on with life. This holiday was a positive step, there was no

  looking back.




  Rachel had never been so excited in her life. This was all totally new to her. She was fascinated watching the huge jets landing and taking off. Soon she’d be on one of

  them. It gave her butterflies to think of it. Rachel didn’t mind a bit being delayed, it added to the sense of anticipation. She was having a ball! She’d spent a fortune in the

  duty-free, spurred on by the others, and she’d treated herself to three blockbuster novels.




  Rachel lifted her wrist to her nose and inhaled the fragrant scent of White Linen. It was a beautiful perfume. It was the first expensive perfume she’d ever bought herself.

  Normally she just used Limara body sprays. Well not any more, Rachel thought happily as she took out the bottle of perfume she’d bought only twenty minutes ago and sprayed another little bit

  on her neck. She was a new woman with a new image and this was only the beginning. She was going to live life to the full from now on. She caught sight of the packet of condoms nestling in the

  small side pocket of her bag. Even now, Rachel was surprised by her own daring. Her father would call her a lost soul if he knew, but let him, she didn’t care any more, Rachel thought

  defiantly. She was being sensible. If there was the slightest chance of her having a foreign affair at least she’d taken care of her own protection. That was a very Nineties thing to do,

  Rachel thought approvingly. For the first time in her life, she was standing on her own two feet, making her own decisions. It was a heady experience.




  She was dying to get to Corfu. The thought of blue skies, sparkling seas and golden beaches was heaven after the winter of gales and rain they’d endured. Rachel gave a little giggle. She

  was a bit tiddly. It was a nice feeling. She stood up and addressed her three companions.




  ‘I don’t know about you lot, but I’m going to have another brandy,’ Rachel announced happily. ‘To celebrate the start of the holiday of a lifetime.’ She

  giggled again and headed for the bar, much to the amusement of Paula, Brenda and Jennifer.
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  Chapter One




  ‘I’m afraid, Mr Stapleton, your wife has had a very difficult labour and it was touch and go for a while at the birth. However she has been safely delivered of a

  baby girl and both will survive. There can be no more children.’ Doctor Ward was quietly emphatic.




  William Stapleton drew a deep breath, the nostrils of his aquiline nose turning white. ‘I see,’ he said stiffly.




  ‘Her heart won’t take it and I’ve told her of the danger. You understand?’ Doctor Ward’s piercing blue eyes, not dimmed by age, stared into the eyes of the younger

  man. It was a hard thing to do, to tell a young man of thirty-three that his sex life was to be curtailed and two children was his limit. Normally he would have felt pity for any unfortunate in

  that position. But Doctor Ward just couldn’t take to William Stapleton. He had a way of looking at you as if he thought he was far above you and he treated his young wife like one of his

  pupils from the village school. The doctor gave William a stern look. There was no doubt in his mind that another child would kill Theresa, it was up to William to see that that never happened.




  ‘I don’t want to see Theresa in my surgery telling me she thinks she’s pregnant. I’ve told this to Theresa and I’m telling you now. Another child would kill her.

  And I won’t have that on my conscience. Now I’ve done my duty you must do yours,’ the doctor said gruffly. What that lovely young girl had married that dry old stick for, he could

  not imagine.




  Theresa Stapleton was a quiet, gentle, shy young woman, ten years younger than her husband. Thoroughly dominated by him, and unable to assert herself, she was smothered by her husband’s

  authoritarianism and felt herself inferior to him in every way. Her husband encouraged this belief. Doctor Ward, who was a shrewd judge of character, was quite aware of this. ‘You understand,

  Mr Stapleton?’ he repeated sternly.




  ‘Yes, Doctor, I do,’ William said coldly. ‘Thank you for all your help.’




  ‘I’ll be back tomorrow and every day for the rest of the week. Your wife is in a very weakened condition, she must have complete bed rest for at least a fortnight. You have someone

  to look after the little lad?’




  ‘My mother,’ William replied. God help us all, thought Doctor Ward as he slipped into his tweed overcoat. Bertha Stapleton was as bad, if not worse than, her son. God help that poor

  unfortunate up in the bed, with the pair of them.




  ‘Goodnight then.’




  ‘Goodnight, Doctor.’ William closed the door, not even waiting for Doctor Ward to get into his ancient Morris Minor. Stupid old codger, he thought sourly. What would he know, he was

  only an old country quack. Millions of women had children like peas popping from a pod, why did he have to marry a woman who made a production out of it?




  Slowly he walked up the stairs of the fine two-storey house he had installed his wife in when he married her three years ago. She had done well for herself, had Theresa Nolan. Married the

  schoolmaster. Lived in a house half the women in the village would give their eye-teeth for. Lacked for nothing. Had a fine healthy one-year-old son, and now a daughter. And what did he have?

  William thought irritably. Just responsibilities and burdens and now not even the comfort of the marriage bed to look forward to. He might as well be bloody single, he reflected as he opened the

  door to their bedroom. Still, he was not a man to shirk his duty. And his duty was to provide for his wife. She would not find reproach in his eyes when he looked at her.




  Theresa lay in the wide brass bed, her face the colour of faded yellow parchment. Two big bruised brown eyes turned in his direction as he entered the room. Curls of chestnut hair lay damply

  against her forehead and he could see the sheen of perspiration on her upper lip. In her arms she held a small swaddled bundle.




  ‘I’ll just go and make you a cup of tea, pet, while you show your husband the little dote.’ Nancy McDonnell, the village midwife, smiled as she gathered together her bits and

  pieces.




  ‘Thanks, Mrs McDonnell,’ Theresa murmured weakly, staring at her husband.




  ‘Rest yourself now, Theresa, like a good girl. Don’t talk too much. Your husband won’t mind, he’ll be too busy looking at his little beauty.’ Nancy beamed as she

  fluffed up the pillows before leaving them alone.




  ‘How are you feeling?’ William said gruffly.




  ‘Tired, sore.’ She hesitated. ‘Did you talk to the doctor?’




  ‘I did.’




  ‘What are we going to do?’




  ‘I’ll move into the spare room,’ William said coldly. ‘I’ll not be accused of being irresponsible by Doctor Ward or any other.’




  ‘I’m sorry, William,’ Theresa said quietly. Although if she was completely honest, she felt a great relief at his words. Theresa was a dutiful wife but she did not love her

  husband. She had only married him to obey her parents’ wishes. Marrying the schoolmaster was considered almost as good as marrying a doctor or the like. Theresa’s mother had been

  terrified that her daughter would end up on the shelf and she had encouraged the match strongly. Marriage was not for pleasure, her mother had told her often enough. Marriage was a duty and Theresa

  had been brought up to be a good attentive wife. Able to run a house and when the time came, have and take care of the children God would bless her with. She was lucky, her mother informed her over

  and over again, that a man of William Stapleton’s calibre was taking an interest in her. The day of her wedding had been one of the happiest days of her mother’s life. Theresa had felt

  utterly and completely trapped.




  Only today, when Doctor Ward had told her no more children and William had informed her that he was moving into the spare room, had she felt the slightest glimmer of hope. A little fluttering of

  freedom. She would make this bedroom a haven, a peaceful place, Theresa decided. Here she would read and sew and look out at the hustle and bustle of village life. It would be her refuge from her

  husband. Happiness flickered briefly.




  ‘What will we call her?’ Theresa asked her stern-looking husband as she tucked the shawl closer around her baby.




  ‘Call her what you like,’ William answered with hardly a glance at his new-born child.




  Theresa’s hold tightened on the sleeping baby in her arms. So that was going to be the way of it, she thought. God help the poor child, William would hold this against her. Well she would

  do her best to make her feel happy and loved, after all, her arrival had given Theresa a freedom of sorts and for that she would always be in her daughter’s debt. Almost to herself she

  murmured, ‘Rachel, that’s what I want to call her. I’m going to call her Rachel.’




  







  Chapter Two




  Rachel Stapleton wished with all her might that the school bell would ring. They were starting their summer holidays today and she could hardly wait. They were supposed to be

  having a little party but Miss O’Connor was out sick and her father had set them a whole blackboard of sums to keep them quiet, while he took care of his own class. Everybody was giving out

  about it and some of her classmates were even glaring at her as if it was all her fault. It was very difficult being the headmaster’s daughter.




  The sun shone in through the high windows of the classroom. She could see the sky outside, so blue and clear, it was like a picture postcard. Rachel wished she was down playing by the stream. It

  was her favourite place. She liked throwing in leaves and bits of sticks or paper and watching them swirl away out of sight. Were they going to the sea, what foreign shores would they land on?

  Rachel loved imagining their journeys. Sometimes her brother Ronan let her play with him. Ronan, at nine, was a year older than her and very brave. He wasn’t afraid to swing across from the

  old oak tree to the other side of the stream. He was a special agent for UNCLE, Napoleon Solo and Illya Kuryakin depended on him. She knew he was only pretending but sometimes it got very exciting,

  especially when they had to crawl through Murphy’s hedge and run through the field where the bull was.




  Rachel was terrified of the bull, but Ronan wasn’t a bit scared. He wasn’t scared of anything. Not even of their father. A little frown creased Rachel’s forehead. She was

  scared of her father. He was very cross sometimes, especially if she made a mistake in her homework. He always checked it for her and woe betide her if there was a mistake in it.




  ‘Do you want Miss O’Connor to think we’ve a dunce in the family?’ he’d say. ‘It would match you better, Miss, if you’d learn your spellings instead of

  playing with those dolls of yours. Dolls will be no use to you when you’re doing your Leaving Cert.’ The thing was, she knew her spellings but when her father made her stand in front of

  him while he stood with his hands behind his back, waiting for her to rattle them off, butterflies would start dancing up and down her stomach and she’d get nervous and make mistakes.




  Why, she often wondered longingly, couldn’t she have had a farmer for a father, like Martina Brown. Martina and her brothers and sisters were allowed to stay up really late in the summer

  to help get the hay in. They were allowed to play in the haystacks and in the barns and camp in the paddock behind their house, and their father never made them say their spellings to him

  at night.




  Even better was to have a shopkeeper for a father. Mr Morrissey owned the sweet shop and newsagents in the village and it was open until ten o’clock at night. Hilda Morrissey was allowed

  to stay up late during the summer to help her father in the shop and she was even allowed to work the cash-register. How Rachel would have loved a cash-register. When she grew up and had loads of

  money she was going to buy a real one. Santa had brought her one last Christmas and although she had great fun playing shop she would still give anything to have a go of Morrissey’s real

  one.




  Her thoughts were interrupted by a stinging sensation to her ear. A marble rolled down the front of her jumper. Rachel’s stomach twisted into knots. Patrick McKeown was flicking marbles at

  her again. Her ear hurt so much she wanted to cry, but they’d all call her a cry-baby. Patrick McKeown was the meanest, slyest, biggest bully in the class. He was always picking on her

  because he knew she’d never ever tell her father. If she told her father, the whole class would call her a tattle-tale and to be a tattle-tale was the worst thing. She pretended nothing had

  happened and kept her head down, staring at her copy book. Another missile reached its mark. This time on the back of her neck. A few of the other children sniggered. Rachel swallowed hard and bit

  her lip. She mustn’t cry in front of them. Why did Miss O’Connor have to be out today of all days? Rachel was petrified her father would come in and catch Patrick McKeown flicking

  marbles at her. Then he’d be punished and she’d really be in for it. He would wait for his chance, some day when she was on her own, and stuff worms or slugs down her dress. That was

  his favourite punishment. Rachel never knew when it was going to happen and consequently she always had to be on the look-out. She couldn’t tell anybody about what was going on because if she

  did, Patrick swore that he would murder her and bury her body in Doyle’s woods and no-one would ever find her. She woke up in bed at night her heart thumping in terror at the thought of

  it.




  ‘Have you got the answers to those sums, Swotty Stapleton?’ Patrick McKeown demanded, one eye on her, and one eye on the door. Rachel’s fingers shook as she passed back her

  copy book. Patrick grabbed it and swiftly copied down her answers. Then, slowly, deliberately, he ripped the page out of her copy book and scrunched it up in a tight hard little ball, flicking it

  at her with his ruler. ‘Do them neater,’ the hated bullying voice ordered. The rest of the class looked on approvingly as he threw her copy book back up towards her. Getting at Rachel

  Stapleton was almost as good as getting at the Master. With the eyes of the class upon her and to jeers of ‘Swotty’ from Patrick McKeown, Rachel stood up and walked down the passageway

  to retrieve her copy. Just at that moment her father walked through the door.




  ‘What are you doing out of your seat, Rachel Stapleton?’ He always called her by her full name at school.




  ‘Nnn . . . nothing, Sir,’ she stammered. Rachel had to call her father Sir at school.




  ‘Why is your copybook lying in the middle of the floor?’ the Master demanded. There was a collective intake of breath. Out of the corner of her eye, Rachel could see Patrick slowly

  drawing his finger from one side of his throat to the other in a slitting gesture and making horrible faces. Her heart began to pound. Her father glaring at her and demanding an explanation and

  Patrick McKeown prepared to slit her throat and God knows what else.




  ‘I’m waiting, Miss,’ the Master said sternly, his blue eyes like flints.




  ‘I . . . I let it fall.’ Her voice was no more than a whisper.




  ‘I can’t hear you.’ Her father folded his arms as the rest of the class waited in delicious trepidation. Would he give her the stick? Would he make her stand in the corner? And

  if he did, would she tell on Patrick McKeown? There’d be wigs on the green then. They sat enjoying every minute of the drama.




  ‘I said I let it fall, Sir.’ Rachel’s voice had a wobble in it and to her horror she could feel tears at the back of her eyes.




  ‘Stand in the corner for being out of your chair, Rachel Stapleton, and the rest of you get ready to give me the answers to your sums,’ the Master instructed, glaring at Rachel as

  she went over to the corner by the door. He was very annoyed with her, she knew, and he would not speak to her for the rest of the day. He would go home and tell her mother that their daughter was

  a disobedient child and how could he expect the rest of the school to obey him if his own daughter wouldn’t?




  Plop . . . plop plop plop. Big tears fell on to her shiny patent shoes as she stood with her back to the rest of the class and heard them calling out the answers to their sums, Patrick

  McKeown’s voice the loudest of them all. She had been so looking forward to today. To the party. To the bell going early because they were having a half-day. To running home to her mother

  with the news that they were off school until the first of September. It was going to be one of her happy days and now it was ruined.




  She heard her father say, ‘Very good, Room 4, now tidy up your bags, I’m letting you off twenty minutes early because Miss O’Connor is not in. Walk quietly, now,’ he

  warned, ‘or I’ll change my mind. Rachel Stapleton, stay in the corner please until you hear the bell go.’ There was silence until he left the room and then a frantic scrabbling as

  bags were packed at speed, the sooner to get out of the schoolhouse. Rachel stood with her back to them. At least the ordeal would soon be over and she didn’t mind waiting in the corner on

  her own. Patrick McKeown and his pals would be gone by the time she got out of school.




  A sharp stabbing pain in her bottom made Rachel yelp in pain.




  ‘Shut up, ya stupid cow, that’s just so ya don’t forget me,’ Patrick McKeown hissed as he brandished his compass at her. Just for good measure he stabbed her with it once

  more and then he was gone, followed by the rest of them, leaving her crying, in the hollow emptiness of the big classroom. Rachel hated Patrick McKeown with all her might and many was the night she

  went to bed and planned delicious revenge upon him. But much as Rachel hated her vicious classmate, she hated her father far more.




  Theresa Stapleton shook the flour off her hands and placed the apple crumble in the oven. She smiled to herself. Apple crumble was Ronan and Rachel’s favourite dessert

  and they’d relish it. She put the kettle on to boil, made herself a cup of tea and drank it standing at the sink looking out into the garden. It really was a beautiful day, she thought. One

  of the best so far this summer. A perfect day to be starting your school holidays. Maybe she’d pack up a picnic for tea and the three of them would go off down a country lane and find a nice

  field with a shady tree to sit under. She wouldn’t even bother to bring the paper, Theresa decided as she glanced at the headlines. She wanted to forget about the troubles of the world.

  Although it was good to see that President Johnson had signed a Civil Rights Act, containing the most sweeping civil rights law in the history of the US. Her eyes slid down the columns. There was

  trouble in Algeria, an army leader rebelling against Ben Bella’s rule.




  Enough! she decided. She didn’t want to read bad news today. She wasn’t in the humour for it. Usually Theresa was an avid reader of her husband’s Irish Times, mentally

  doing the Crosaire while he was at school. She wouldn’t dream of putting down the answers. William would have a fit. It was his habit to sit with his crossword in the evening after the Rosary

  and spend a pleasant hour or so stimulating his brain. He needed it, he often told her, after putting in six hours with the young hooligans he had to teach. This amused his wife although she never

  let on. The children of the village of Rathbarry and its surrounding areas could in no way be considered hooligans. If he had to teach in some of the tough schools up in Dublin he might have

  something to moan about. He had a cushy number as headmaster of the village school, a promotion he’d got three years ago.




  You’d think from the way he carried on that he was teaching in the Bronx, Theresa reflected, sipping her tea. William loved to make out that he had a hard life instead of counting his

  blessings and enjoying all the free time he had. But William was not one to enjoy himself, she thought glumly. He was very strict with the children and authoritarian towards her. He wore his title

  of headmaster with great pride and dignity and was very much a ‘presence’ in the village. Unfortunately, like the Queen, who is royal twenty-four hours a day, so too was William a

  headmaster twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. It was extremely wearing. Although Theresa was looking forward to having her children off school for the summer holidays, she couldn’t

  say the prospect of having William under her feet all day made her dizzy with delight. Well she didn’t care. This summer was going to be the best ever for Ronan and Rachel. They were good

  kids, they deserved a bit of fun out of life. So today she was going to get things off to a good start with a picnic. She was going to take them to Bray a couple of times to go to the amusement

  arcades and to hell with William if he didn’t approve. Just because his mother had been very strict and he had no fun growing up as a child was no reason why his children should suffer the

  same fate.




  William Stapleton watched through the grimy windows of Room 6, as his daughter trudged across the school yard, head down, hands stuffed into her pockets. He shook his head and

  gave an annoyed ‘tsk.’ What kind of a way was that to walk? He’d have to tell Theresa to get on to Rachel about her posture. You couldn’t slouch your way through life. It

  didn’t make a good impression. He was sorry he’d had to be strict with her earlier on but he couldn’t let her away with disobedience.




  He had specifically told Room 4 they were not to leave their seats and what did he find upon walking in to check up on them but his own daughter out of her seat. He had to punish her.

  He couldn’t be seen to make a favourite out of his own child. Her classmates would be very resentful if he did. It was very difficult being a parent and headmaster to two children in the

  school. His son Ronan had once accused him of picking on him if you don’t mind. He’d got a clip in his ear for his impudence and Theresa hadn’t spoken to William for a

  week, accusing him of being too harsh.




  Theresa was far too soft on the children, he mused as he closed the window with a resounding bang. She would have them destroyed if he let her do half the things she wanted to do for them.

  Children had to be ruled with a firm hand. Some of the brats he had to teach were brats because they were allowed to do what they liked and go where they wanted. Well Rachel and Ronan would thank

  him in years to come. They might not appreciate the discipline now but when they were married with children of their own, they’d see that it was no easy task to rear a child.




  This summer they could both put in a bit of extra study, especially Rachel. That Miss O’Connor wasn’t the world’s greatest teacher as far as he could see, far too fond of

  letting her class do drawings and act out little plays. Too much nature study and not enough arithmetic and grammar and Gaeilge. A few hours’ tuition by him would benefit his daughter

  enormously and Master Ronan could sit in for it as well, he was much too casual in his approach to his studies.




  Well this summer there’d be plenty of chores and some extra studying and at least they wouldn’t come out with that dreadful whinge, ‘I’m bored.’ There was no place

  in his house for that sort of thing. William wiped off the blackboard with vigour and a sense of great self-satisfaction.




  ‘What’s wrong, love? You seem terribly down in the dumps and imagine being down in the dumps on the first day of the holidays,’ Rachel heard her mother say as

  she let herself in through the back door. There was a lovely smell coming from the oven and she began to feel a little better now that she was safe at home in her own kitchen with her mother

  smiling at her.




  ‘It’s just a bit warm,’ Rachel fibbed, wanting and yet not wanting to burden her mother with her woes.




  ‘Well take off that old pinafore now, you won’t have to wear it for eight whole weeks!’ Her mother smiled, ruffling Rachel’s fair curly hair. ‘I have your shorts

  and a T-shirt for you up on the bed so go and get washed and put your other stuff in the dirty clothes basket for me. Then after lunch I was thinking that you and me and Ronan might go for a

  picnic. It’s such a lovely day and it would be a nice start to the holliers.’




  In spite of herself Rachel’s spirits began to lift. A picnic with her mother and Ronan. No school for eight weeks. With any luck she mightn’t even see Patrick McKeown for the rest of

  the summer. Maybe things weren’t so bad after all. Of course her father would be home later and no doubt he’d have something to say about her bad behaviour, but at least she’d

  have the picnic to look forward to after it.




  ‘Stop daydreaming, Rachel, and run up and get changed.’ Her mother gave her a gentle nudge.




  ‘I’m going, Mammy.’




  Upstairs in her yellow and cream under-the-eaves bedroom, Rachel flung off her hated navy pinafore. Her mint-green shorts and a green and white striped T-shirt lay neatly on her patchwork quilt.

  Her Nana Nolan had made the quilt two years ago for her sixth birthday and Rachel loved it. It was full of different-coloured squares edged with navy and yellow trim and it gave the little room a

  homely rustic look. Rachel was sure her bedroom looked like Laura’s in Little House on the Prairie. One of her favourite books. Rachel loved to wrap herself in her quilt when the

  wind was howling down the chimney in winter and pretend that she was in the little cabin on the prairie and that they were being snowed in by the blizzards. In the privacy of her bedroom, Rachel

  became a different person. Sometimes she was Laura, sometimes she was a Fifth Former at St Clare’s, like her heroines from the Enid Blyton books that she got from the library every week and

  that she had to hide from her father because he didn’t approve of Enid Blyton. Sometimes she was Jo out of Little Women. She would wrap herself in her quilt and tie string around her

  middle and have a gorgeous long robe just like they had in the olden days. Rachel admired Jo enormously. She was so brave and determined and kind to a fault. Rachel envied her the love of her

  father. She had felt a huge lump in her throat when she read about her heroine cutting off her hair and selling it to make some money for her poor sick father. Rachel would never cut off

  her hair to make money for her father. He could die for all she cared. Sometimes she wrapped herself in her quilt robe and put one of her father’s big white handkerchiefs on her head

  and pretended she was the Blessed Virgin Mary appearing at Fatima. Her dolls were a rapt audience, sitting in a row at the end of the bed, and the Blessed Virgin always had a special message for

  Patrick McKeown. ‘You must tell him to mend his ways or the fires of hell will consume his immortal soul.’ The thought of Patrick McKeown and his soul being consumed by the fires of

  hell cheered Rachel up enormously.




  Mary Foley, the girl from down the road who sometimes played with her and who sat three rows behind her at school, thought Rachel’s bedroom was the nicest bedroom she had ever been in and

  envied her hugely. Mary had to share a bedroom with two sisters and a baby brother. There wasn’t any room to play the great games that Rachel could play. It was a nice room, Rachel decided as

  she untied the straps of her shoes and took off her socks. As well as her quilt-covered bed, she had a small oak wardrobe and a dressing-table. It had three mirrors that you could move backwards

  and forwards and, although parts of it were chipped and stained, Rachel was able to view herself from any angle. Which was very satisfying when you were dressing up.




  When she was sick enough for her father to think she could stay home from school, her mother would light a fire if it was winter. Rachel would watch the flames crackling and flickering, casting

  great dancing shadows on the walls, and feel very safe and sound. Patrick McKeown and his cronies couldn’t get at her in her little haven. She sometimes longed to develop some dreadful

  illness that would keep her bedridden until her schooldays were over. It was something she prayed to God for when things were very bad. So far, He had not obliged.




  It was just as well she hadn’t any serious illness today though, she decided as she stuck her head out the window, otherwise she wouldn’t be able to go on the picnic. And anyway it

  wouldn’t be very nice to have to spend the summer holidays in bed. It was beautiful outside. The main street was bathed in sunlight. She could see a heat haze shimmering around the church

  spire at the end of the street. Flynn’s grocery shop, across the road, had a big canopy over the entrance to protect from the heat. Martin Ryan, the butcher, had one too, with a big red

  stripe that could be seen a mile away from the top of Barry’s Hill. Beside them was Morrissey’s newsagents and sweet shop, where Hilda, her classmate, was allowed to use the

  cash-register. In the summer, Mr Morrissey opened up the little lean-to beside the shop. In it he stocked souvenirs of every kind, for any tourists who might pass through the village. Leprechauns,

  mugs with shamrocks, tea towels with A Taste of Ireland written on them. There was all sorts there and it gave the village an air of excitement when the lean-to was opened.




  ‘The tourist season is on us again,’ people would say. Windows would be washed, doorknockers polished and Powells and O’Hanlons would put out their B&B signs. There was

  fierce rivalry between the Powells and the O’Hanlons for the tourists who came to the village in summer. Last summer Bridie Powell caught Cissie O’Hanlon actually poaching a tourist who

  was heading up Bridie’s drive. Cissie assured the elderly American that she ran a much better guest house at very reasonable rates and that Powell’s was just a dirty old kip of

  a place. Bridie had been incandescent with rage. She gave a shriek that would have woken the dead up in the cemetery, flung open her front door and launched herself on Cissie, much to the dismay of

  the poor tourist, who took to his heels and departed the village with remarkable speed, muttering something about it being safer to live in the wild west. The fisticuffs had been the talk of the

  village for months. Sergeant Roach had to separate the pair and threaten to arrest them. Solicitors’ letters had been exchanged and both women ended up in court and were bound over to keep

  the peace. It had been a delicious topic of gossip for the inhabitants of Rathbarry and great mileage had been got out of it for months after.




  So far today, Rachel observed as she peered out of the window, there were no tourists in Morrissey’s lean-to, none heading for Bridie’s or Cissie’s. It was a quiet day in the

  village of Rathbarry. Only Ryan’s dog sprawled lazily outside the butchers, his nose twitching in annoyance as the flies buzzed around him. A delicious smell of apple crumble floated upwards.

  Rachel’s stomach rumbled with hunger. She skipped out of her bedroom into the bathroom across the landing. She filled the sink and washed her hands and face, wincing as the face-cloth touched

  her ear and neck where Patrick McKeown had flicked the marbles at her. She was blowing a big soap bubble when she heard her mother’s footsteps at the top of the stairs. Hastily Rachel let the

  water out of the sink. She’d better stop dawdling, her ma was always chiding her for daydreaming and dawdling.




  ‘Are you ready yet, Rachel?’ Theresa asked and then Rachel heard her give a little gasp. She turned around and saw that her mother had gone pale. ‘Jesus, Mary and Joseph,

  child!’ she exclaimed. ‘Who did that to you?’




  







  Chapter Three




  Rachel felt the blood rush to her cheeks. ‘Who did what, Mammy?’ she asked lightly, but her heart was beginning to thump.




  ‘Look at you! Look at the bruises on your neck, look at the blood on your knickers.’ Her mother was down on her knees examining Rachel’s bottom. Rachel peered over her shoulder

  and with a sense of shock saw that there were two huge bloodstains on her knickers. It must have been where Patrick stabbed her with the compass. She was mad with herself. If she hadn’t

  dawdled her mother would never have seen her bruises. Her heart sank as Theresa, who was still kneeling, put her arms around her and stared into her eyes. ‘Tell me the truth now, Rachel. I

  want to know who did this to you, because I’m going to kill them.’ Her mother’s eyes were bright with anger in the whiteness of her pale face.




  Rachel wanted so badly to burst out, ‘It was Patrick McKeown,’ but she knew if she did, and her mother told her father, Patrick McKeown would be in serious trouble and she would be

  dead. With her throat slit from ear to ear. ‘Mammy, it was no-one,’ she said hastily.




  ‘Rachel! I want to know what’s going on. Who did this to you?’ Theresa cuddled her close. ‘Come on, tell me now,’ she urged. Rachel’s lower lip wobbled.




  ‘Don’t tell Daddy, sure you won’t? Promise me you won’t tell Daddy.’ She sniffled.




  ‘I have to tell Daddy, love,’ Theresa declared.




  ‘Well then I’m not telling you.’ Rachel pulled away from her mother and started to cry.




  ‘Why can’t we tell Daddy?’




  ‘’Cos we can’t. Promise. Promise, Mammy. Please.’ Rachel was desperate.




  ‘All right, all right. Just tell me who did it.’ Theresa was frantic.




  ‘It was Patrick McKeown, and Mammy if he knows I told you he’s going to slit my throat an’ murder me.’ It all burst out of her. After three years of suppressing and

  hiding her fear and torment, the relief of telling made her cry even harder.




  ‘Stop crying, pet. Stop crying, no-one’s going to murder you and no-one is ever going to do this to you again.’ Her mother hugged her so tightly Rachel could hardly breathe,

  but she didn’t care. Having her mother hold her tightly made her feel safe and secure. Her mother was the best mother in the world.




  ‘Sure you won’t tell Daddy so Patrick won’t get into trouble ’cos then I’d be called a tattle-tale at school and everyone hates tattle-tales!’ Rachel begged.

  Now that her mother knew, Patrick McKeown didn’t seem such a terrifying personage.




  ‘Oh Rachel,’ her mother murmured, burying her face in her little girl’s curls. ‘Don’t worry, I won’t tell Daddy.’ I’ll handle it myself, she

  decided grimly. Rachel, unaware of her mother’s plans, suddenly felt quite light-hearted. She had no school for two whole months. With luck she wouldn’t see that horrible bully for the

  whole summer. They were going on a picnic. And there was apple crumble for dessert.




  ‘You’re very quiet in yourself, Theresa,’ William remarked as he stirred the Ovaltine into their mugs. Now that he was finally on his holidays he felt quite

  pleased with himself and was ready to chat to his wife. When he’d got home from school there was a note to tell him to heat his dinner in a saucepan because Theresa and the children had gone

  on a picnic. He’d felt quite miffed actually. They could at least have asked him if he wanted to go instead of just gadding off without him. True, he might not have gone. He had some

  paperwork to do. But it would have been nice to have been asked all the same. More to the point he might very well have refused Miss Rachel permission to go after her misbehaviour. If her mother

  knew about it she might not have taken their daughter on a picnic.




  He hadn’t had the chance to tell Theresa about Rachel’s misdemeanour because he’d had to go to a board of management meeting for the school at seven p.m. and they still

  weren’t home from their picnic then. By the time he’d got back at nine, Rachel and Ronan were in bed fast asleep and his wife wasn’t in a very chatty mood. Even now, when he told

  her that she was very quiet in herself, she just sat staring into the middle distance as if she hadn’t heard a word he’d said.




  ‘Are you listening to me at all? I said you’re very quiet in yourself.’ William handed his wife her Ovaltine and sat down in the armchair opposite her. The sun had set and

  dusky shadows of umber and terracotta darkened the room. William stretched up his hand and switched on the lamp above his head, arching an enquiring eyebrow at his wife.




  ‘I’m just a bit tired, that’s all,’ Theresa murmured, sipping her hot drink.




  ‘Well what can you expect going all over the countryside on a picnic? You know you’re not supposed to exert yourself,’ he lectured self-righteously. ‘At least if you had

  waited until I came home I could have carried the picnic basket.’




  ‘I didn’t know what time you’d be home from school what with it being your last day and I wanted to give the children a bit of a treat to start off their holidays. They deserve

  it,’ his wife answered.




  ‘Indeed and Miss Rachel didn’t deserve it,’ William retorted. ‘I had to put her standing in the corner today for disobedience.’




  ‘You did what?’ Theresa looked horrified.




  ‘I had to put her standing in the corner for getting out of her seat when she and the rest of the class were expressly told not to,’ William said coldly, rather taken aback by his

  wife’s reaction.




  ‘Did you ask her why she was out of her seat?’ Theresa demanded, jumping to her feet. ‘She probably had a perfectly good explanation. How can you do that to your own

  daughter? You’re always picking on her. You bully her and you always have done.’ Two pink spots stained the pallor of Theresa’s face as she glowered at her husband.




  William was shocked. What on earth was wrong with Theresa? This was most extraordinary behaviour. Usually she was extremely placid. He felt very hurt by her accusations. Didn’t she realize

  that he couldn’t possibly treat his daughter, or son for that matter, any differently from the other pupils. ‘That’s a most unfair accusation, Theresa. I don’t know why

  you’re making it,’ he said huffily. ‘You know I can’t give Rachel and Ronan special treatment at school just because I’m their father. I have to treat them like the

  other children.’




  ‘That’s just an excuse, William, you never miss an opportunity to put her down or correct her. And don’t think I don’t know why, because I do!’ Theresa was beside

  herself with anger.




  ‘What on earth are you talking about, woman? What’s got into you?’ William growled, totally mystified as to why his normally mild wife should have turned into this virago

  standing in front of him, with blazing eyes.




  Theresa pointed an accusing finger. ‘I know you’ve always blamed Rachel because we can’t have marital relations. I know you feel it was her fault because of the hard time I had

  giving birth to her. You’ve never shown the poor little scrap any love or affection. Don’t think for one minute that you’ve fooled me because you haven’t. You hold her

  responsible because you’ve been deprived. Well I’ll tell you one thing, William Stapleton, you should be ashamed of yourself. You don’t deserve the children you’ve got and

  they deserve much more than what they get from you.’




  The bitterness in his wife’s voice left him speechless. How could Theresa accuse him of blaming Rachel because he had to abstain from relations with his wife. It was ludicrous. He had

  never once made any demands or reproached Theresa because of her failure as a wife in that area of their marriage. It was a point of pride with him that he could control himself and act

  responsibly. How could she possibly say he held it against Rachel? It wasn’t true. Not in the slightest.




  ‘I think you’ve said enough,’ he said stiffly. ‘I don’t know what’s got into you. Perhaps you should go and see the doctor in the morning. I’m going to

  bed.’




  ‘I’ll tell you what’s got into me, William Stapleton. Our daughter came home from your school today covered in bruises. Bleeding from being stabbed with a compass. And what do

  I hear from you? That you put her standing in a corner because she was out of her chair. She was probably trying to get away from the little bastards who were bullying her. You didn’t bother

  to find out, did you? Oh no! You just did your big headmaster act. Some headmaster! When you can’t even see what’s going on under your own nose.’ Theresa’s voice shook with

  emotion.




  William was flabbergasted. ‘Who . . . how . . . what . . .’ he stuttered, stunned at what he’d just heard. Rachel being bullied at school. Surely not! No-one would have the

  nerve to bully the headmaster’s daughter. ‘Are you sure of this?’ he demanded. ‘Why didn’t she tell me?’




  ‘Tell you,’ Theresa said scornfully. ‘You’d probably say she shouldn’t tell fibs or something. The child is afraid of her life of you.’




  ‘Theresa, I am not an ogre,’ he barked. ‘That’s patent rubbish. Now tell me who bullied Rachel so I can deal with it.’




  ‘Oh no, William!’ She shook her head vehemently. ‘Rachel nearly had hysterics when I said you should know. She made me promise not to tell you so the little brat won’t

  get into trouble and she’d be branded as a tattle-tale. And you know, maybe she’s right.’




  ‘Don’t be preposterous, Theresa,’ he interrupted his wife angrily, ‘I demand to know the name of this child who’s bullying Rachel. For all we know maybe he or she

  is bullying other children as well. It’s my duty as headmaster to know about things like that.’




  ‘Sod your duty as headmaster. What about your duty as a father?’ William’s eyes widened behind their spectacles at Theresa’s uncharacteristic language. ‘I promised

  Rachel that I wouldn’t tell and I’m not going to break that promise. I’ll deal with this myself whether you like it or not. And if that doesn’t suit, well you can go to

  hell. And from now on you take it easy with Rachel and Ronan. I’ve let you away with too much in the past. I won’t let them be bullied any more, William. Rachel is scared stiff of you.

  I want my children to grow up with a damn sight more self-confidence than I ever had. I want them to grow up happy and confident. Not two introverted little scholars, passing all sorts of exams and

  without a friend or a bit of joy in the world. And I’ll tell you one thing.’ She glared at him. ‘You can forget this nonsense about you giving them extra tuition for the holidays

  because that’s out. Those children are going to have a happy carefree summer for once in their lives and if you don’t like it you can lump it.’ Theresa marched out the door,

  giving it a hard slam for good measure.




  Never in all the years of their marriage had Theresa spoken to him like that. With such disrespect. He couldn’t understand it. Naturally she was upset because Rachel had been bullied. Who

  wouldn’t be? He was upset himself and he was going to get to the bottom of it. But it was almost as if she blamed him for it. And she’d called him a bully. That was no way for

  a wife to behave. He felt extremely hurt. What was wrong with Theresa? He was a bloody good husband, better than a lot he knew. She never wanted for anything. There was always plenty of food. He

  didn’t skimp on coal. Whatever she needed she only had to ask. And whatever she said, he was a good responsible father who wanted the best for his children. There was nothing wrong with

  wanting them to do well at school. That was the only way to get on. It was all very well having carefree summers. Fun and games didn’t get you through exams and without exams they

  wouldn’t get proper jobs. It was a hard world out there. Theresa, cushioned by the comfortable sheltered life she led, didn’t realize that.




  Whatever was wrong with her, he hoped it wouldn’t last for long. This kind of behaviour was most unsettling. Maybe she was starting the change or something. Women went a bit peculiar

  around that time of life, or so he heard. With a heavy heart, William switched off the lamp and went to his bed.




  Theresa lay in bed, her heart racing. She couldn’t believe that she had stood up to William and let fly at him the way she had. But she had felt outraged and angry when

  he’d told her about putting Rachel in the corner at school. Again the images of the bruises and bloodstains on Rachel’s poor little body came to mind and tears sprang to her eyes. It

  was awful to think that you couldn’t protect your child from bullies like Patrick McKeown and from all the hurt and trauma that was out there in the world.




  She felt a surge of hatred for her husband. He was a bully. He enjoyed the power he held over her and Rachel and Ronan. It wasn’t physical bullying but an insidious intimidation

  that he constantly practised on them. He made his children feel inferior and he did much the same to her. Well tonight her anger and her desire to protect her daughter had freed her from his

  authority. For once in her life she was going to put her foot down. And from now on, she was going to keep it down. If Rachel and Ronan were to have any bit of fun and happiness it was going to be

  up to her to see that they got it. Imagine wanting to give them lessons during their holidays! She grimaced in the dark, wiping the tears from her cheeks. It wasn’t as if they were backward

  or anything. They were bright intelligent children, they didn’t need extra tuition.




  Tomorrow she was going to get that little bastard Patrick McKeown and put the fear of God into him and then she was going to take the children into Bray for the afternoon and bring them to the

  amusement arcade and let them do whatever they wanted. Slipping out of bed she padded softly across the landing and into Rachel’s room.




  Her daughter lay with one arm under her cheek, fast asleep, untroubled by her previous upsets and worries. In the moonlight, Theresa could see the bruises on her neck and ear from the assault

  with the marbles. Gently she leaned down and lightly brushed her lips against the vile marks. A ferocious need to protect her precious daughter rushed through her. Rachel was so timid. Life was

  going to be hard for her. Ronan had much more spirit and was less daunted by his father. He bounced back after every chastisement. She would never have to worry as much about her son as she would

  about her daughter. Ronan’s lively personality would ease his way through life. He had the son of personality that not even William could dim. But Rachel was so like her mother, she would

  always be easily cowed and overshadowed by more forceful egos. Well she was going to do her utmost to make sure Rachel didn’t end up like she had. A doormat to an autocratic husband. A woman

  who had never achieved anything by herself. She was going to instil confidence in her daughter and praise every little achievement to the heavens and if William dared to suggest that

  Theresa was spoiling Rachel or making her big-headed, she’d go for him just as she had tonight.




  It had actually felt good to let her husband know exactly what she thought of him. He’d been shocked when she spoke to him in such a fashion. Theresa smiled in the moonlight. It had given

  her a feeling of power to be able to render her husband almost speechless. He had stuttered and blustered and not been his usual lordly self. It suddenly dawned on her that by standing her ground

  with her husband earlier she had, for the first time in their marriage, refused to let him make a decision for her, refused to accept his authority. For once she had acted as a person in her own

  right. By confronting his bullying she had rendered him powerless over her. Theresa stood at her daughter’s bedside and realized it had been the single most liberating moment of her life. The

  chance to be her own woman was, as it always had been, within her. But until now she had been too fearful and intimidated, content to have first her parents and then her husband make all her

  decisions for her. It was up to her and her alone to make something of her life and, by taking back her right to assert herself, she was going to help not only herself but also her children.

  Theresa felt an exhilarating sense of freedom surge through her.




  ‘Sleep well, darling, Mammy’s going to take care of everything,’ she whispered. It was a long time before sleep came to her that night, so full of plans was she for the

  future.




  Patrick McKeown scoffed his breakfast as quickly as he could, cramming brown bread and marmalade into his mouth and whipping the last slice of toast off the plate just as his

  younger brother reached out to get it. He was in a hurry. The gang had arranged to meet up at the cemetery to have a few smokes and make their plans for the summer. As soon as his mother’s

  back was turned he was going to leg it out the door. He didn’t intend getting caught for the breakfast washing-up. He bided his time until his mother went out to the front door to bring in

  the post and then he nipped out the back door and down the lane at the back of their small terraced cottage. The dog from next door ran growling out from the back yard and Patrick turned and kicked

  hard. ‘Gotcha,’ he exulted as the dog yelped in pain. He hated that dog and was always planning ways of making him die a horrible death. Knowing that he had managed to land a kick that

  hurt put Patrick in extra good humour and he swaggered down the fuchsia-flowered lane full of anticipation for the meeting ahead.




  It was a beautiful summer’s morning. The sky was blue as could be, with not a cloud in sight. It was going to be a scorcher. Maybe they would go swimming in the river. He turned out of the

  lane on to the main street where all the poshies lived. The doctor, the sergeant, the headmaster, the Powells and the O’Hanlons. All in their big houses with front gardens nicely tended not

  like his own shabby cottage with the postage-stamp lawn that grew like a jungle because his da wouldn’t cut it. He was too busy playing darts in Doyle’s pub. His ma was always

  screeching at him to get the grass cut but his da just told her to fuck off and not be annoying him.




  He passed Rachel Stapleton’s house and felt immense satisfaction as he remembered the show he had made of her at school yesterday. Imagine her being made to stand in the corner. It had

  been brilliant, all his mates had told him he was the greatest. He’d got a fair stab at her with his compass too. It was nearly as good as stabbing old big-nose Stapleton himself. He farted

  loudly as he passed by. Old Stapleton couldn’t do anything to him for two full months. He hoped he heard the fart. There was a fine pong off it too, pity it couldn’t poison the whole

  lot of them. Unfortunately there wasn’t a sinner around this morning to be poisoned or otherwise.




  Patrick whistled jauntily and felt the five Sweet Afton in the pocket of his jeans. He had nicked them out of his father’s cigarette packet that lay in the pocket of the tweed jacket that

  was flung on the armchair from last night. He was going to have a right smoking session today and that would deeply impress the rest of the gang, who looked up to him as their leader. He was

  nearing the end of the street where the church and the priest’s house were when he felt a firm grip on his shoulder. Shocked by the unexpectedness of it, he turned around to find Mrs

  Stapleton staring down at him.




  ‘I want to talk to you, Patrick McKeown,’ she said and he felt a flutter of panic. He tried to wriggle free from her grasp but the next minute she had his earlobe between her thumb

  and forefinger and she was hustling him down the lane that led to Lynch’s farm out of sight of anyone who might be passing on the main street.




  ‘Ouch, that hurts!’ he protested.




  ‘Good. It’s meant to,’ she said unsympathetically as she increased the pressure.




  ‘I’ll tell the sergeant you’ve kidnapped me,’ Patrick blustered, kicking out, but she squeezed his ear so hard the tears came to his eyes.




  ‘Jasus, I’ll tell me da on ya!’ he yelled. For such a small woman she was very strong. She was taking something out of her pocket and with horror Patrick realized it was a

  compass. That little bitch! She must have ratted on him. Boy, was Rachel Stapleton for it when he got his hands on her.




  Mrs Stapleton said very calmly, ‘You listen to me, you little brat. If I ever hear of you touching Rachel again, by God but you’ll wish you were dead. Do you know what will

  happen to you if you ever lay a finger on or threaten my daughter again?’




  ‘I did nuttin’ to her,’ Patrick sneered.




  ‘Don’t tell lies, Patrick McKeown. Do you know the Reform School a couple of miles up the road?’ Patrick’s insides gave a lurch of fear. Everyone knew the Reform School

  where bad boys were sent and beaten and starved. Living only on bread and gruel and water. What had the Reform School to do with him? What was this mad mother of Rachel Stapleton’s rabbiting

  on about?




  ‘Let me go.’ He struggled and felt his ear being tugged again.




  ‘If I tell the headmaster what you did to Rachel he’ll have you put in the Reform School so fast you won’t know it,’ Mrs Stapleton said. ‘I won’t tell him

  this time. I’ll give you one last chance but if I hear of you bullying Rachel or anyone else in the school you’re for it. Do you hear me?’ He said nothing. His ear was tweaked

  again.




  ‘Do you hear me, Patrick McKeown?’




  ‘Yeah,’ he said sullenly.




  ‘Oh and before you go . . .’ Before he knew what was happening Mrs Stapleton had turned him around and stuck the compass hard into his arse.




  ‘Yeouch. Aarrgh ow . . . that hurt!’ he screeched.




  ‘Now you know what it’s like!’ the mad woman said. ‘I’ll be keeping a strict eye on you, Patrick McKeown. And remember . . . any more bullying and it’s the

  Reform School for you. Now get out of here.’




  ‘I’ll tell me da on you what you done,’ he yelled as he took to his heels.




  ‘And I’ll tell on you and it will be the Reform for you so watch it,’ she called back. Shaken beyond belief Patrick ran back down the lane and in around behind the church. He

  couldn’t believe that a lady would stick a compass in him. Adults didn’t do that. His arse was stinging him something awful. He was going to go home and show his da and get Mrs

  Stapleton arrested by Sergeant Roach. That’s what he’d do. He turned around to retrace his footsteps in the direction of home. Mad bitch, she wasn’t going to get away with

  sticking a compass in him. He started to walk down Main Street. Ahead of him he could see Mrs Stapleton pause outside the sergeant’s house to stop and say hello to Mrs Roach. Then the

  sergeant appeared and stopped to talk to her. Patrick halted in his tracks. No-one would believe him if he told them what had just happened. He could hardly believe it himself. If she was so

  friendly with the sergeant maybe she would be able to get him sent to the Reform.




  Slowly Patrick McKeown turned on his heel and slunk away.




  Theresa dug her hands firmly in the pockets of her full floral skirt to try and steady them. Her right hand curled around the compass with which she had just stabbed Patrick

  McKeown. She couldn’t believe that she had actually stabbed a child with a compass. She felt slightly sick, but triumphant at the same time. Sauce for the goose was sauce for the gander and

  he might think twice about stabbing someone with a compass again. The memory of her daughter’s bruises had been just what she needed and she’d wanted to more than stab the little savage

  with a compass. She’d wanted to tear him limb from limb. Maybe she was a savage too but she didn’t care. He’d never lay a finger on her child again. He’d nearly died when

  she’d said about the Reform School. She’d seen the fear in his beady little eyes. That had been a brainwave on her part. That had got to him. She could have gone to his parents, but she

  knew Jimmy McKeown, he’d only curse her out of the house, and his wife, Ella, couldn’t control Patrick anyway so she wouldn’t be much use. No, the best thing had been to confront

  Master McKeown himself. Hopefully that would be the end of the bullying but she’d be keeping a very watchful eye on her daughter from now on.




  She walked briskly down the lane and back on to Main Street. She had left Rachel and Ronan eating their breakfast. William had his earlier and had gone to the school to organize his office for

  September. It was the luck of God that she had glanced out the window and seen that little brat walking past the house. It was a God-given opportunity to settle his hash for him.




  William once again demanded that she give him the name of the culprit and she once again refused, stating that she would handle it herself. He was fit to be tied but she left him sulking over

  his breakfast. She ignored him, which didn’t go down well. When she had informed him that she was taking the children to Bray for the afternoon to go on the amusements, he was furious.




  ‘You’re spoiling them.’




  ‘And about time too,’ she’d retorted, much to his chagrin. Let him sulk and he could go and get fish and chips for his dinner, she wasn’t even going to make a meal at

  midday. No! she decided. To hell with it, she’d bring the children to a restaurant and have a treat for herself as well. She was fed up slaving over a hot stove and getting no thanks for it,

  she was entitled to a day off now and again. She’d go home this minute and organize the children to be ready for the eleven o’clock bus to Bray. They might as well make a day of it.

  Theresa was almost giddy with anticipation. It was a great feeling, making decisions on her own. It made her feel much more in control. And it must be psychological but even the breathlessness that

  affected her didn’t seem so bad. She certainly didn’t feel as weary and washed out as she sometimes did. She felt full of beans actually. Wait until she told the children of her plans.

  They’d be delighted. She might use the opportunity of being in Bray to buy them all some new summer clothes as well and let William put that in his pipe and smoke it.




  ‘Good morning, Mrs Roach,’ Theresa greeted the sergeant’s wife light-heartedly. ‘Isn’t it a beautiful day?’




  It was the best summer Rachel could ever remember. They went on picnics. They went to Bray once a week. They even went in to Dublin on the train. That was the most exciting

  thing of all. Getting into Dublin early in the morning. Walking from Amiens Street Station up Talbot Street and North Earl Street. Inhaling the lovely smells from the Kylemore cake shop. Then into

  Boyers and Clerys and after that, crossing the enormous width of O’Connell Street and on to Henry Street, where Dunnes and Roches were. And best of all there was Woolworths, where she and

  Ronan had been given a ten-shilling note each by their mother and told to buy what they liked. That had been a magical day. And her daddy had been very pleased when Rachel had presented him with

  the plug of tobacco and the handkerchief she bought as a present for him. He told her she was a kind daughter and she hugged those words to herself that night as she lay in bed feeling very happy.

  Her mother even persuaded William to bring them to Brittas Bay a few times and he read his paper sitting in a deckchair with a white handkerchief over his head to protect his bald spot from the

  sun.




  There had been no mention during the holidays of the extra lessons her father had been talking about although she had heard her parents arguing about it one day. Her mother had been very cross

  with her father, which was most unusual for her, and Rachel heard her say, ‘William, they’re not even in secondary school yet. They’re only children. Let them enjoy their

  childhood.’ Her father muttered something about fun and games not helping anyone to get their Inter and Leaving Certs but Theresa had been uncharacteristically firm and Rachel heard her tell

  her father, ‘William. No lessons. I’m putting my foot down for once in my life.’ Her father had gone off in a huff but it had worn off eventually when he realized that no-one was

  taking any notice of him because they were having too much fun. And after that lessons hadn’t been mentioned again and William had even taken them out a few times in his shiny red Morris

  Minor, of which he was very proud.




  She only saw Patrick McKeown twice during the whole summer because he went to stay with his cousins in Tramore. She saw him once at Mass, and he stuck his tongue out at her after making sure her

  mother and father were deep in prayer. But she didn’t really care. Her parents were with her and she felt protected. The second time she was on her own, skipping down the path towards the

  Ball Alley, where she’d been sent to call Ronan for his tea. Patrick had been coming in the opposite direction and her heart started pounding as she saw her tormentor approaching her.




  ‘You’ve got a mad mother, ya stupid cow,’ he muttered as he came abreast of her and then, to her amazement, he walked past without pulling her hair, or kicking her on the

  shins, or even digging her in the ribs or spitting on her, as was his wont if he came upon her alone. Relieved beyond measure at her easy escape, Rachel ran towards the Ball Alley without a

  backward glance, in case he should change his mind and follow her. But he didn’t and she had her brother for company on the journey home.




  Rachel lay in bed that night, and wished the summer could go on for ever and that she could always be as happy as she was right at that moment. The dusky rays of the setting sun bathed her

  little bedroom in a golden light and up in Doyle’s wood, the wood-pigeons cooed and the unique song of the cuckoo could be heard for miles around.




  







  Chapter Four




  Rachel shivered and pulled up the collar of her coat as she stood outside St Angela’s trying to decide whether to go down the town and buy some Valentine cards or not.

  Hordes of schoolgirls were erupting out of the majestic portals of St Angela’s, the secondary school she had been attending for the last five years.




  Spots of rain blurred her glasses and she sighed in irritation. Glasses were such a blooming nuisance. She hated wearing them, they made her look like a right swot. If only she could look like

  Michelle Butler, Rachel thought enviously as she watched her classmate emerge through the brown front doors of the school. Despite the fact that Michelle was wearing exactly the same uniform as

  Rachel, the other girl looked like a model. On Michelle, the bottle-green skirt and jumper looked decidedly chic. Of course she wore the skirt a few inches shorter than it was supposed to be worn,

  and it was immaculately pressed, unlike Rachel’s, which always got wrinkled and hung on her skinny hips like a sack. Michelle Butler was blessed with curves in all the right places. Her bosom

  was the envy of 6S. Indeed Michelle herself was the envy of the entire class. She had more boyfriends than she knew what to do with. She was the captain of the basketball team, the best actress in

  the drama society, and despite a hectic social life, managed to get good marks. Michelle was Rachel’s ideal. If she could have been born with Michelle Butler’s looks and personality she

  would have been deliriously happy. Of that, she was certain. No doubt the postman would stagger up Michelle’s path weighed down under the load of Valentine cards.




  ‘Hi Rachel.’ Michelle smiled as she went past and Rachel smiled back. Michelle was a very nice person, she always said hello and made an effort to be friendly with Rachel. Most of

  the others in the class didn’t bother. Of course it was her own fault for being so shy, but even after five years she could still feel awkward and tongue-tied during a class discussion or

  debate.




  She couldn’t say she had been unhappy exactly at her secondary school, she enjoyed the classes. Some of the teachers had been very stimulating. But she never clicked with a crowd. She

  always found herself floating on the fringes with the other outcasts, as she privately termed them. Girls like Mary Kelly, whose father was an alcoholic and who caused such rows at night that poor

  Mary never got a decent night’s sleep. She often nodded off in class, much to the amusement of the rest, who would nudge each other and whisper, ‘Dozy Dora’s off again.’ Or

  Sandra Moran, who had terrible BO and bad breath and who looked as if she had slept in a haystack and who hadn’t much of a clue about her studies. They called her ‘Smelly

  Nellie.’




  Rachel knew her own nickname was Specky-Four-Eyes. She’d heard Eileen Dunphy call her that one day in third year, when she was playing basketball and missed a shot. Eileen turned to

  Vivienne Riordan and said scathingly, ‘Why on earth does Michelle pick Specky-Four-Eyes Stapleton for her team? The moron hasn’t got a clue!’ This only served to make Rachel feel

  even more awkward and clumsy and twice she fumbled the ball as she dribbled it, allowing the opposing team to take possession. After that humiliating débâcle she stopped playing

  basketball, and retired instead to the library at lunch-time, or went for a solitary walk along the prom.




  She had been full of hope when she started secondary school. Away from the stern eye of her father, Rachel decided that she was going to turn over a new leaf. After all, she was thirteen, a

  teenager, and she had been eagerly devouring the pages of Jackie. She had learned all about how to be self-confident. She knew she had to make an effort to talk to other people and to

  remember that they might be just as nervous as she was. She was to look people in the eye and be very interested in what they had to say and that way she would forget her own shyness and

  she’d be fine. Her father didn’t know that she read Jackie. He certainly wouldn’t approve, he preferred for her to read The Pioneer and The Messenger.

  The trouble was, her father was terribly old-fashioned. He wouldn’t even let her wear nail varnish. God knows how she was ever going to manage to go with a fella. That is if she was lucky

  enough to be asked to go with a fella.




  At the moment she was madly in love with Harry Armstrong. He was a friend of Ronan’s and he was just gorgeous. He had the most amazing brown eyes and jet-black hair and he was

  always teasing her in a nice way. He’d make jokes about what a pest of a younger sister she was. Even worse than Becky, his own pest of a sister. Rachel loved it when he slagged her like

  that. But what made Harry a god in her eyes was that he had given Patrick McKeown a black eye and a bloody nose on her behalf. No wonder she fell in love with him. For that alone she would love him

  for ever.




  She’d been walking home from school one winter’s evening when she was in fifth class. It was snowing heavily and she was slipping and sliding on the slushy ice-covered ground. She

  was on her own, as usual, pretending that she was Laura in Little House on the Prairie in a howling blizzard that was getting worse by the second. She was jerked out of her reverie by the

  hard cold smack of a snowball against her cheek. Then another and another. A barrage of white missiles assaulted her, blinding her, causing her to slip on the ice. As suddenly as it started, the

  onslaught ceased and she heard shouting and roaring. Rubbing her eyes, she turned to see Ronan’s friend, Harry Armstrong, dragging Patrick McKeown out from behind a wall, as the rest of his

  cronies ran away. Harry grabbed a handful of snow and shoved it down Patrick’s neck as the other boy yelled blue murder. Patrick swung out with his left hand, Harry ducked and the next

  minute, with two neat blows, had bloodied Patrick’s nose and given him a black eye.




  ‘Now get out of here, you little toad, and don’t try that trick on a girl again or you’ll have me to deal with if I hear of it,’ Rachel heard her Sir Galahad say as he

  gave her assailant a kick in the arse for good measure. Patrick staggered off down the road stunned and Harry crossed over to where Rachel was sitting. He held out his hand and pulled her upright.

  ‘Are you all right, Rachel?’ he asked kindly.




  Mute, she nodded.




  ‘Come on, I’ll walk home with you, it’s very slippy out, and if ever that little rat annoys you again just tell Ronan or me and we’ll sort him out,’ her hero

  assured her. Though her teeth were chattering and her coat was soaking, Rachel didn’t notice. All she knew was that Harry Armstrong had saved her in her hour of need and now he was walking

  home with her.




  That night as she lay in bed sniffling and coughing Rachel decided that it was worth getting snowball-attacked by Patrick McKeown to be rescued by Harry. It was rather romantic, she thought

  happily, inhaling her Vick-covered handkerchief and giving a mighty sneeze. And he had assured her that if Patrick McKeown troubled her in the future, he would take care of him. To have a protector

  like Harry Armstrong was any maiden’s dream.




  Harry was the deputy chief altar boy and Rachel spent Sunday Mass when he was serving watching every move he made. She enjoyed the way his cassock flowed around him as he walked from one side of

  the altar to the other, performing his duties with an air of solemn authority. Not one prayer did she say on the Sundays when Harry Armstrong was serving at Mass. It was a joy just to sit watching

  her hero.




  Harry remained her hero throughout her secondary schooling. Although he never had cause to rescue her from Patrick McKeown or anyone else for that matter, she still worshipped from afar. Harry

  treated her like a younger sister, much to her dismay. How she would have loved to be a real girlfriend to him. How she would have loved to parade down the prom in Bray holding his hand as the rest

  of her classmates did with their boyfriends. It was her greatest dream that he would suddenly take a second look at her and realize that she wasn’t just Ronan’s younger sister, but a

  scintillating, athletic, confident young woman (just like Michelle) who would make a wonderful girlfriend. Each night Rachel said a special prayer to St Jude, the patron saint of hopeless cases,

  beseeching him to open Harry’s eyes. Ever hopeful, she patiently waited for the moment when the scales would fall from his eyes and he would realize just what was missing from his life.




  Then she heard that Harry had started going with Ciara Farrell. She lost all faith in St Jude and herself. Rachel was deeply depressed because she was sure that she would be manless for ever. It

  caused her such trauma at school. At least half the class were dating boys. And the other half were made to feel complete failures because of their lack of success with the opposite sex.




  There was one particular girl whom Rachel hated with a vengeance. Her name was Glenda Mower and she made Rachel’s life a misery. Glenda was a skinny gangly girl who seemed to have taken a

  dislike to Rachel the first time she met her. She had big brown eyes and straight lank brown hair cut in a bob and she thought she was the greatest thing since fried bread. She had oodles of

  self-confidence. Glenda took the lead in class debates and discussions and she loved the sound of her own voice. She wanted to be the most popular girl in the class. She was very sweet to

  everybody, batting her eyelashes, her cocker spaniel eyes as innocent as could be.




  ‘Hi Rachel, you’ve got a hole in your tights,’ she’d say ever so helpfully in her loud penetrating voice. ‘You should rub soap on it to stop it running.’

  Rachel would be highly embarrassed as all eyes turned to look. Once when the lunch-time discussions turned to talk of boyfriends, Glenda said sweetly, ‘Rachel, have you ever had a boyfriend?

  Why don’t you bring him to the disco on Thursday nights?’ Rachel, of course, nearly died and turned scarlet as her classmates waited for her answer. She wanted to curl up in

  mortification. Even if she had a boyfriend, her father would never allow her to go to a disco in Bray.




  ‘I don’t have a boyfriend,’ she muttered, inwardly cringing.




  ‘Oh dear,’ Glenda sympathized with honeyed insincerity. ‘Well maybe there aren’t many eligibles in your little village but now that you’re here in school in Bray

  you’ll have no problem finding one. Isn’t that right, girls?’ she addressed the others, grinning. Some of them tittered and then Michelle Butler said with a cold glare in

  Glenda’s direction, ‘Let’s hope Rachel will have more luck than you had with Robert Tobin, he was going with Rita Clarke at the same time as he was going with you, wasn’t

  he? And neither of you knew for ages he was two-timing.’




  It was Glenda’s turn to redden.




  ‘Well I’m not going with him any more, Michelle. I’m going with Marty Campbell now and he’s real nice.’




  ‘Hmm,’ Michelle said sceptically, and as she turned to walk away she winked at Rachel. After that, Glenda never gave Rachel a minute’s peace and she would have faced Patrick

  McKeown’s physical bullying a million times over rather than have to suffer her classmate’s sly barbs.




  Even now, some three years after that episode, Rachel felt a total failure. She was still without a boyfriend, much to Glenda’s satisfaction. When she turned sixteen her mother insisted

  that her father let her go to the disco in Bray, but he always ruined it by coming to collect her promptly at eleven, to her great embarrassment. Now she was in for an interrogation from Glenda as

  to whether she’d got any Valentine cards or not. Rachel hated Valentine’s Day. It always emphasized her sense of failure and inadequacy. Watching the other girls passing around their

  cards and giggling over the messages in them made her feel utterly lonely. Maybe this time next year it might be different, she would comfort herself. But now in her last year in secondary school

  she was still on her own. Had never been the recipient of a much-longed-for Valentine card and still harboured an unrequited passion for Harry Armstrong. She could see herself at ninety, still

  manless, she thought forlornly as she turned right and headed in the direction of the town centre.




  ‘Hi Rachel, are you going for the bus? We could do our maths homework together.’ She turned to find Mary Foley walking along beside her.




  ‘Hi,’ she echoed grumpily. Mary Foley was not exactly her favourite person. Mary and she had played together in primary school and had started secondary at the same time and ended up

  sitting together in the same class. Rachel had been delighted to see a familiar face. Mary and she had great discussions on the bus going to and from school about their exciting new world. It was

  so different from the schoolhouse in Rathbarry. Gradually Mary made friends with other girls in the class and soon dropped Rachel like a hot potato. At the beginning of their next term she sat

  beside Susan Shannon and left Rachel to sit alone.




  Mary’s rejection cut Rachel to the quick and erased the faint sense of self-confidence that she had begun to develop in her new school. Mary, longing to be part of the gang, often giggled

  at Glenda’s smart remarks about her former friend. Many nights in the privacy of her bedroom Rachel cried her eyes out because of them. When Mary was on her own and wanted company on the bus

  she was perfectly friendly with Rachel, but in class or if she was with the others, she ignored her.




  Well today, Rachel decided, Mary Foley could just go take a running jump. If she thought she was going to pick Rachel’s brains for her geometry she could think again. There and then,

  Rachel decided she was not going home on the first bus. She would wait until the later one and go and look at Valentine cards and treat herself to Jackie, a cup of tea and a cream

  slice.




  ‘No, I’m not going home, Mary. See you,’ she said coolly, quickening her pace and leaving her erstwhile friend with her mouth open looking after her.




  Shook you, Mary Foley! Rachel thought with satisfaction, feeling marginally better. She hadn’t acted like a doormat. She decided to buy a Valentine card for Harry. She would disguise her

  writing very thoroughly and maybe she just might buy a Valentine card and send it to herself and bring it in to school and wave it around triumphantly.




  She spent a happy hour browsing through cards and bought the most romantic one she could find for Harry. She chickened out of buying the one for herself. It would be much too obvious. Everyone

  would know that she had been reduced to that pathetic deception. Next year, she comforted herself as she ate her cream slice and sipped her tea, next year she wouldn’t have to undergo this

  ordeal. She would be finished school, she’d be a free woman. And maybe, just maybe, with St Jude’s help, she’d have a boyfriend. Preferably, if he could really see his way to

  answering her prayers . . . Harry.




  







  Chapter Five




  ‘Honest to God, wouldn’t you think you’d have more sense at your age, and your sixth at that!’ Helen Larkin scolded her sister Maura as she divested

  herself of her fur coat and plonked a bag of fruit and a bottle of Lucozade on the dressing-table.




  ‘It’s nice to see you too,’ Maura murmured drily, pulling herself up into a sitting position and wincing at the dart of pain that ran through her. Helen pulled up the comfy but

  shabby old rocking-chair and cast an affectionate glance at her older sister.




  ‘Well it is nice to see you, you know that! It’s just you’d think you’d have had enough of this carry-on by now.’ She waved a hand in the direction of the

  Moses basket at the other side of the bed.




  ‘Well it was a bit of a shock, but sure she’s here now and we’re delighted to have her, God love the angel.’ Maura was not a bit fazed by her sister’s outburst.

  She’d been expecting it. It had been the same the last time she got pregnant two years ago.




  ‘Do you not take any precautions?’ Helen said in exasperation.




  ‘We were practising the safe period.’ Maura couldn’t keep her face straight. She was a terrible giggler, a habit that had stayed with her since childhood, and the sight of her

  sister’s face was enough to start her off. ‘And anyway,’ she chortled, ‘we had great fun for the whole nine months. I was as randy as hell and Pete thought he’d died

  and gone to heaven.’




  ‘Oh for heaven’s sake, Maura! You haven’t an ounce of wit.’ Helen started to chuckle herself. Maura was one of the happiest people she knew. Happy and earthy. She and

  Pete had a very good marriage.




  She was happy with Anthony, Helen mused as she gently started to rock in the old chair that had belonged to their mother. Anthony was a kind and considerate husband. But they just didn’t

  have the fun that Maura and Pete had. Maybe if they’d had children of their own it would be different. The old familiar heart-scald seared her chest. Here was Maura with six and she

  wasn’t able to have one of her own. God could be so cruel. There were so many people in the world who didn’t deserve children. People who beat them, starved them, and committed

  unspeakable atrocities against them. And here was she who would give up her fine house in Dublin, her furs, her jewels, just to hold a child of her own in her arms. The doctors had told her they

  could find no reason for her infertility. She’d even gone to a specialist in London. He had told her to go home and stop worrying about it – it would happen eventually. Time passed and

  still the arrival of her monthly period was a day of frustration, bitterness and sadness. It was a great grief in her life and though she loved her sister dearly, Helen had cried her eyes out when

  she’d heard of the latest pregnancy.




  ‘You’re very good to come down.’ Maura interrupted her musings. Helen’s face softened.




  ‘Of course I’d come down, haven’t I come down for them all?’ she retorted.




  ‘I know you have, Helen, and I know it’s terribly hard for you.’ Maura squeezed her sister’s hand tightly. A lump the size of a golf ball lodged in Helen’s

  throat.




  ‘Do you know how lucky you are, Maura? God, I wish you lived near me in Dublin so I could see the children. St Margaret’s Bay is in the back of beyonds.’




  ‘Don’t say that about your birthplace,’ Maura chided gently.




  ‘Well it is!’ Helen declared with a sniff. ‘All those nosy old biddy-bodies. I was glad to get out of the place.’




  ‘Oh you’ve gone very grand since you’ve gone to the big smoke, at least the people here will pass the time of day with you. Mind,’ Maura gave one of her giggles, ‘I

  don’t know if Lancy Delaney will ever speak to me again. I drowned him with me waters at Mass yesterday.’




  ‘You’re not serious, Maura!’ Helen’s face was a study. ‘Lancy Delaney, did he ever get married? God, he was the bane of my life. He must be fifty-five if he’s

  a day. Do you remember he told Ma he had twenty acres and a bull and I’d never be sorry if I married him, and he old enough to be my father.’ The two sisters erupted into guffaws.




  ‘You broke his heart all right.’ Maura wiped the tears from her eyes. ‘He always asks after you. That’s why he was sitting beside me at Mass.’




  ‘Oh God Almighty, I’ll be looking over my shoulder the whole time I’m down here.’ Helen groaned. ‘In the name of God what were you doing at Mass and you so near

  your time?’




  ‘Sure didn’t she come two weeks early. I wasn’t expecting it to happen for at least a fortnight,’ Maura protested.




  ‘How did you drown Lancy?’ Helen grinned. Maura threw her eyes up to heaven. ‘Oh wasn’t I running late trying to get the five of them ready and I didn’t want to

  traipse up to the top of the church. And anyway Thomas is always tormenting me to go up on the gallery. They all are. We were the same when we were kids.’




  ‘Don’t I remember,’ Helen agreed. ‘It was such a treat to go up on the gallery. Everything seemed much more interesting and I always loved clattering down the wooden

  stairs to Communion.’




  ‘And you could clatter better than anyone,’ Maura said.




  ‘I always liked to cause a stir,’ Helen laughed. ‘Anyway get back to the story.’ Maura shifted more comfortably in the bed.




  ‘Well I was coming down the stairs behind Lancy after Mass and the waters just went with a whoosh. It was a bit like a tidal wave actually.’ She started laughing. ‘Poor Lancy

  got the brunt of it in his socks and shoes and you know, I think he thinks I wet myself. I nearly did, I laughed so much. It was so funny, Helen. You should have seen the face of the poor old

  eejit.’ Tears of mirth were streaming down Maura’s face and Helen laughed with her.




  ‘Maura Matthews, but you are incorrigible and there’s no doubt about it.’




  ‘I was lucky I didn’t have her there and then. I was only in labour an hour and a half. That’s the best ever,’ her sister declared proudly.




  ‘I hope it’s the last time ever,’ Helen said firmly. ‘That safe period is a dead loss at your age.’




  ‘I suppose you’re right.’ Maura yawned. Dusk had fallen and the rhythmic beam from the lighthouse illuminated the small bedroom. A log in the fireplace collapsed into a heap of

  ash scattering sparks up the chimney and the coals glowed deep orange. A whimper from the Moses basket caused two pairs of eyes to turn in that direction. ‘Aren’t you going to have a

  look at her?’ Maura urged softly.




  Helen gave a deep sigh, she had been delaying this moment for as long as she could. Slowly she walked over to the old well-worn but spotless basket. Peeping in she saw a pair of tiny hands

  waving impatiently. Gently she leaned in and picked up the tiny bundle. The old familiar ache ripped through her. She held the child close and felt it nuzzle at her face. ‘She’s

  beautiful, Maura, she’s so tiny.’




  ‘She’s small all right, she was only five pounds. She’s going to be petite, like Mam. I know you’re Louise’s godmother, and say no if you want, but I’d really

  love if you’d be godmother to this one too.’




  Helen stared down at the tiny little being in her arms, her heart bursting with love for her already.




  ‘I’d love to, Maura, what are you going to call her?’ Maura smiled contentedly.




  ‘We’re going to call her Paula.’




  







  Chapter Six




  Paula Matthews was so excited she had knots in her stomach. Anxiously she peered out of the sitting-room window into the gloom. Her eyes scanned the darkening sky where the

  first stars were beginning to twinkle. No sign of anything yet. She knew that soon Santa would be leaving the North Pole and he had to cross Greenland and Iceland before getting to Scotland,

  England and then Ireland. Her daddy had told her that. Paula studied the skies carefully. Santa’s fairies were still about, checking that there were no little children being bold.




  ‘Hello my darling, what are you doing?’ Auntie Helen lifted her out of the window-seat and sat down on it herself and gave Paula a great big cuddle. She had arrived from Dublin laden

  down with parcels. Of course she oohed and aahed when she saw Paula and exclaimed how big she’d got and how golden her curls were. She told a proud Maura that Paula was a beautiful child. It

  just confirmed everything that Paula knew about herself. She was perfectly happy to spend the rest of the afternoon admiring her golden curls and telling herself how beautiful she was.




  Paula loved her Auntie Helen. She loved the scent of perfume that always seemed to waft from her. She loved the softness of the clothes she wore. She loved the jangly charm bracelet and the

  glittering earrings that adorned her aunt’s wrist and ears. Most of all Paula loved the way her aunt always made a huge fuss of her. If there was one thing that Paula enjoyed it was being the

  centre of attention.




  She was the pet of the family, her older brothers and sisters took good care of her and always let her win at games. She had five brothers and sisters. The twins, Thomas and Louise, were the

  eldest. They were eleven. Then there was Rebecca, who was nine and a bit bossy, Joseph, who was eight, and John, who was seven. Paula had been five on her last birthday and had started school that

  September. She felt very grown-up setting off to school each day with John. John was her best friend. They had the greatest adventures together. Searching for buried treasure on the beach. Picking

  periwinkles on the rocks. Catching crabs and chasing each other with the claws. John was as excited as she was about Santa’s impending arrival. He had asked for a rescue helicopter and a

  surprise and Paula could hear him anxiously asking their mother, ‘Do you think he’ll remember it’s me that asked for the helicopter an’ not Joseph or Thomas?’




  ‘Stop worrying, John,’ Paula heard her mother say. ‘You’ve sent so many letters up that chimney he couldn’t possibly make a mistake.’ They had all had their

  baths and the youngest ones were getting their hair washed in a big basin in front of the fire in the kitchen. It would be her turn soon. Paula hated getting her hair washed. It always got tangled

  and she would screech when her mother brushed the tangles out for her.




  ‘Are you excited?’ Auntie Helen asked as they gazed out at the lighthouse in the middle of the sea. The wide golden beam lit up the steel-grey waters and darkening sky every sixty

  seconds. Surely if Paula kept looking at it she might see Santa and his sleigh. She gave a little shiver of anticipation.




  ‘I wish it was Christmas Eve every night. I really hope I get my nurse’s set. I wonder what surprise will I get?’ Paula felt a wave of impatience. She wished she could just

  shut her eyes and open them and it would be Christmas morning.




  ‘I bet your surprise will be lovely,’ her aunt assured her, ‘and wait until you see what I have for you under the tree.’




  ‘Tell me! Tell me! Pleeezze, Auntie Helen, Please please please.’ Paula felt like bursting with exhilaration.




  ‘Then it wouldn’t be a surprise,’ Auntie Helen laughed. ‘Come on, I’ll ask Maura if I can wash your hair while she’s drying John’s.’ They walked

  hand in hand into the snug aroma-filled kitchen. On the big table opposite the fire lay the huge turkey all plucked and cleaned and ready to be stuffed. Beside it lay a big platter of chopped

  onions, herbs and parsley, mashed potatoes and sausage meat. A big bowl of breadcrumbs waited to be mixed into the stuffing.




  They had all sat around the big table earlier rubbing chunks of bread together and crumbling them into the smallest crumbs. Only Louise, the eldest, was allowed to use the grater. It was her job

  to grate the crusts when the rest of them had finished crumbling. Paula longed with all her might to be allowed to use the grater. It was an important job. It wasn’t fair that Louise was the

  only one allowed to do it.




  When her older sister’s back was turned, she stretched out and grabbed the grater and started grating her own crusts, much to Rebecca’s chagrin. Rebecca too felt that she should be

  allowed to use it.




  ‘Mammy, Paula’s using the grater.’ Rebecca snatched the offending article from her younger sister, causing Paula to graze her thumb. Blood stained the soft white pile of crumbs

  in front of her. Paula yelled blue murder.




  ‘Look what she did, Mammy! Look what she did! Santa Claus won’t come to you, Miss Rebecca Matthews.’




  ‘For heaven’s sake,’ Maura exploded, wiping Paula’s thumb and giving Rebecca a clip on the arm at the same time. ‘Santa won’t be coming to anyone in this

  house. If you all don’t behave yourselves, I’m going to send the lot of you to bed and give the turkey to the poor.’




  ‘We didn’t do anything,’ Joseph exclaimed indignantly.




  ‘We’re on our best behaviour, not like them two,’ John said sanctimoniously.




  ‘That’s enough. I don’t want to hear another word out of anyone,’ Maura warned and peace reigned for another while although there were a few protests during the hair

  washes. But that was nothing new.




  When her hair had been washed and brushed it looked even more shiny and golden and Paula sat with her aunt’s hand-mirror and brushed it over and over again. She looked a bit like the fairy

  princess in the lovely book of the Sleeping Beauty which Auntie Helen had given her for her last birthday.




  Then her daddy arrived home with the Christmas tree. Paula stared in awe at the huge deep green pine that he was arranging in a bucket in the sitting-room. ‘A few more rocks, lads, to keep

  it steady and we’re away on a hack,’ he told the boys, who were bringing in stones and rocks from the garden. When the base was covered with soil and rocks and the tree was centred just

  to her father’s satisfaction he turned around and smiled at them all.




  ‘I think it’s time to try out the lights.’




  ‘Yippee!’




  ‘Great!’




  ‘Massive!’




  ‘Can I help, Daddy?’




  ‘Santa Claus is coming to town.’ (This was Joseph singing off-key.)




  Paula was too excited to speak.




  They watched as their big strong father climbed up the stepladder and hoisted himself into the attic and then the glory of glories started appearing. The big box with the crib in it was handed

  to Thomas, who was now, importantly, atop the ladder. Thomas passed it tenderly to Louise, who was waiting at the bottom. Next came the box with all the paper decorations. Then the box with the

  tinsel. Paula could see a piece of glittering red hanging down the side of the brown cardboard. She touched it reverently. How beautiful it was. How soft and lustrous.




  ‘Be careful of the shiny balls now,’ her father’s disembodied voice came from the attic. His face suddenly appeared again as he handed down his precious cargo. Then, most

  thrilling of all, came the lights. Through the plastic top Paula could see the face of a little fat Santa with a red hat and red cheeks and she wanted to do a little dance of happiness. This was

  really exciting. The time was getting nearer and nearer to Christmas Day. Her father handed down another box, this time multicoloured carriage lights. Last came the box of Christmas

  candles.




  Paula watched, a little scared, her father’s legs dangling from the attic as he sought the top step of the stepladder. It was with great relief that she saw him pull across the trapdoor

  and descend the ladder.




  ‘Right then, let’s hope they’re all working.’ He gave the thumbs-up as they all trooped into the sitting-room after him carrying their treasures. Pete positioned himself

  by the tree and uncoiled the leads from the boxes. Placing the plugs into the adaptor, he crossed his fingers and smiled at the six anxious faces staring around in a semicircle. ‘Switch off

  the light!’ Thomas crossed the sitting-room and switched it off. Only the glow of the fire lit the room, the flames casting weird dancing shadows on the walls.




  ‘Ready?’ their father enquired as he plunged the plug into the socket.




  ‘OOOHHH!!!!’ A symphony of delight echoed round the room as the Christmas lights illuminated the place with a magical radiance.




  ‘Boys oh boys!’ exclaimed their father. ‘Quick, lads, get your mother. We have to show her this.’ Maura and Helen were ushered in from the kitchen and Paula saw her

  mother smile at her daddy for long seconds, a special smile that excluded her and all the others in the room, and then it was gone and Maura laughed and said, ‘Pete, it’s going to be

  the best tree ever.’




  Paula thought Auntie Helen looked strangely sad so she slipped her hand into her aunt’s and whispered, ‘I’ve got a present for you too. It’s going to be under the tree

  tomorrow.’ Helen swept her up in her arms and hugged her tightly.




  ‘Have you, my darling? You’re my pet, aren’t you?’




  ‘Yes I am,’ she agreed happily, snuggling into her aunt’s embrace.




  Then the lights went out.




  ‘Oh no!’ came a communal moan, consternation replacing delight on all their faces.




  ‘It’s only a fuse,’ reassured her daddy. ‘I’ll fix it in a jiffy.’




  After the testing of the lights came the arranging of the crib. The six of them, under Auntie Helen’s instructions, positioned the crib on top of the bookcase, beside the wireless. Auntie

  Helen was very artistic and she laid a pile of books behind the crib and covered it with black papier-mâché so that it looked like cliffs and mountains. They got the ivy and greenery

  which they had all helped collect earlier in the day and draped it around the top of the crib and down the mountainside before placing the figures in the crib. After that it was tea-time.




  The smell of rashers and sausages sizzling on the pan made Paula’s mouth water. The turkey had been stuffed and now reposed on top of the cooker in its big roasting dish. Its bluey-veined

  white breasts were covered with neatly arranged streaky rashers. As a treat, they were given fried bread and mushrooms as well, but after a few mouthfuls Paula could eat no more, she was in such a

  tizzy of excitement. On the big black mantelpiece over the crackling flaming fire, she could see six long grey stockings waiting to be collected on the way to bed. She knew what would be in those

  stockings in the morning, if Santa came. Shiny red pennies. Sweets. Balloons. Little round oranges and a juicy red apple.




  ‘Has he left yet, Daddy?’ she enquired anxiously.




  ‘Good gracious, what time is it?’ exclaimed Maura, looking at the clock on the mantel. ‘Time to listen to Santa on the wireless.’ She got up from the table and went into

  the sitting-room and switched on the wireless. Up on the dresser, beside the delph, was a speaker, and the spellbound children heard a whistling howling gale as Santa asked his helper Aidan to give

  the reindeers more hay. Paula’s eyes grew wider and wider as she listened to Santa reading out letters from girls and boys.




  ‘Don’t forget my nurse’s outfit and my surprise!’ she burst out.




  ‘And my helicopter,’ John exclaimed.




  ‘And my Cowboys and Indians set.’ Joseph was not to be left out.




  ‘He won’t forget,’ Maura reassured them. ‘Listen now, Santa’s getting ready to leave the North Pole.’ They sat listening as Santa mounted his sleigh and

  straightened the reins. Then they heard the jingling of bells and Santa was on his way.




  It was time to get their faces and hands washed and to take their stockings, which Maura solemnly handed out to each of them. This was the moment for the last ceremony of the evening. In silence

  they watched as Maura lit the big red candle that stood in a terracotta plant pot which was covered in tinfoil and decorated with holly and ivy. Placing it in the centre of the sitting-room window,

  Maura said softly, ‘Let this light welcome your arrival this Holy Night, Sweet Jesus.’




  ‘Amen,’ they all responded.




  ‘And let it help Santa Claus find his way to us too,’ Joseph remarked firmly.




  ‘Let me look out, Daddy,’ Paula commanded. Her father lifted her up in his strong arms and she nestled close against him, loving the bristly feeling of his chin against her skin.

  ‘Where is he now, Daddy?’ she whispered.




  ‘Heading for Iceland now, I’d say,’ Pete said reflectively.




  Outside in the wintry dark Paula could see the beam of the lighthouse. She could hear the crash of the waves against the pier and the whistling of the wind as it blew around the gables and down

  the chimney. Along the village she could see the flickering glow of candles in the windows of the other houses. Some houses even had their Christmas trees up and their twinkling sparkling lights

  were like stars in the windows. Her daddy was going to decorate the tree when they were in bed. In the morning the whole house would be transformed into a magical wonderland and it would be

  Christmas Day. Santa would have come and then they would go to early Mass while it was still dark and she would see baby Jesus in his crib and feel so tender towards the smiling child as she

  listened to the story of His birth. Like her, Jesus was a special child. How she would love to have been born in a stable and laid on a bed of straw in a manger, with all those kings from

  foreign countries coming to worship her with their gifts of gold, frankincense and myrrh.




  ‘I think it’s time for bed, Missy,’ her father interrupted her reverie. ‘Have you got your stocking?’ Paula waved the precious sock at him. Soon it would be filled

  to the brim with goodies.




  Auntie Helen helped her to tie her stocking onto the end of her bed and then her mammy and daddy came in to kiss them and tuck them up and tell them to hurry on and go to sleep. Auntie Helen

  gave her one last hug and the light was put out and only the rhythmic beam of the lighthouse illuminated the room. Paula lay cosy and warm in her flannelette sheets and squeezed her eyes tightly

  shut. Out there amid the whistling wind and the roar of the sea she was certain she had heard the faint tinkling of sleigh bells. Santa was on his way for sure.




  ‘Now what have I got left to do?’ Maura murmured to herself as she dried up the dishes after the tea. ‘Steep the peas. Parboil the potatoes. Peel the sprouts

  and make the brandy butter.’ It had been go, go, go, for the past two weeks. Getting the house spick and span. Washing windows and curtains. Doing the Christmas shopping.




  That was no joke, she smiled to herself. John had changed his mind three times before finally settling on that rescue helicopter. And Louise! Maura was sure she knew there was no Santa. She

  couldn’t decide whether she wanted the shiny long boots or a fashion doll with all the accessories. In the end, Maura asked Helen’s advice, and bought the boots for Louise. Helen had

  bought her a doll for under the tree. The excitement that had been building in this house for the past month had more energy and power than several atomic bombs, she reflected with a smile.




  They had been rowing and squabbling until she was nearly driven mad. But it was always the same coming up to Christmas, and of course with Pete working all the hours that God sent, it was she

  who bore the brunt of it. Still, it would be worth it all in the morning to see their faces, Maura thought happily as she poured a kettle of boiling water over the marrowfats and watched it turn

  cloudy.




  It was a real bonus having Helen to stay as well. Poor Helen, unable to bear a child, and she blessed with six of them. God, the huge eyes of Paula as she watched the candle being lit. Those

  moments were so precious. And Helen would never have them. No wonder she spoilt Paula rotten. Maura should put her foot down, but Paula was the nearest Helen would have to a child of her own and

  there was a strong bond between them. Her sister was an exceptionally kind and good aunt to the other five but Paula was her pet, there was no denying it. If it gave her sister happiness, Maura

  wouldn’t interfere.




  ‘How’s it going?’ Pete came in to the kitchen and slipped his arms around her. Maura nuzzled in against him contentedly.




  ‘Not too bad, I just have to do the spuds and sprouts and the brandy butter and then I’m more or less organized.’




  ‘Did you see the faces of them? I thought Joseph was going to burst when he hung up his stocking, he was being ever so particular about the angle of it,’ Pete laughed.




  ‘Wait until Thomas sees the train set,’ Maura grinned. ‘And can you imagine the faces of Rebecca and Paula when they see their Cinderella high-heeled slippers. I love

  Christmas.’




  ‘And I love you. Wasn’t I the lucky man the day I married you?’ Pete turned her round to face him and lowered his head and kissed her. Maura returned his kiss ardently. She

  loved her husband passionately. He was a kind hard-working man who wanted only the best for his wife and family and even after all these years of marriage and six children, he could still make her

  tingle with pleasure when he touched her and kissed her.




  ‘Stop it, Pete.’ She giggled as she felt him respond to her. ‘The turkey’s looking.’




  ‘Let him look, I bet he wishes he was me.’ Her husband grinned down at her.




  ‘Get in there and fix that Christmas tree and Santa might come to you tonight if you’re good.’ Maura’s eyes sparkled with fun and the promise of pleasures to come.




  ‘Oh!’ Helen came into the kitchen and stopped suddenly at the sight of them. ‘You pair! Do you want a cup of tea to cool your ardour?’




  ‘Spoilsport! Your sister was trying to seduce me in front of the turkey. She gets her kicks in strange ways. I’m worn out with her. Look at the pathetic wreck of a man I am compared

  to when I got married.’




  ‘You’re not looking too bad,’ Helen said fondly as she filled the kettle.




  ‘I’d better go and start decorating, I suppose.’




  ‘You’d better!’ his wife grinned. ‘We’ll bring you in a cup of tea.’




  ‘What will I do for you?’ Helen plonked herself on the little red cushioned seat beside the fire. Maura sat herself on the opposite one and they toasted their hands against the

  blaze.




  ‘Would you do the sprouts?’




  ‘Sure I will,’ Helen smiled. The flames lit the creamy skin on her face, and highlighted the burnished glints in her chestnut hair. Maura felt dull and dowdy beside her. Helen was so

  elegant and soignée, never a hair out of place. Her nails were always perfectly shaped and varnished, her eyebrows plucked so that not a stray hair showed. Maura had meant to do her

  own, and she’d meant to get to the hairdresser today as well, but she just hadn’t managed it.




  ‘I wanted to get my hair done today.’ She ran her hand through brown curls that were beginning to show faint traces of grey.




  ‘Wash it when you’re ready and I’ll set it for you,’ Helen offered.




  Maura brightened. ‘Thanks, Helen, sure that’s as good as going to the hairdresser. I’m really glad you’re able to spend Christmas with us. It’s a big treat for us

  and Paula’s in the seventh heaven because her favourite aunt is here.’




  ‘It’s a real treat for me too, Maura. A real treat and thanks for having me. You and Pete. I’m lucky to have you.’ Helen got up from her little seat and leaned across and

  hugged her sister.




  Maura hugged her back tightly. Helen and she had always been close. It was a closeness that had sustained her all her life. ‘You’re a great sister, Helen.’ She smiled, giving

  Helen a squeeze. ‘You’re so good to my children and they all adore you. I hope this will be one of your best Christmases ever.’




  Helen lay wide-eyed, watching the magnificence of Pete’s Christmas tree with pleasure. In a minute she would hop out of bed and switch off the lights. But it was so

  delightful to lie in her comfortably made up bed toasting her feet against the hot-water bottle that Maura had filled for her. It reminded her of childhood Christmases, being in this room with the

  garlands lacing the ceiling and the rich red and green holly adorning the pictures on the walls. Maura’s shining old-fashioned candlesticks held two red candles on the mantelpiece and between

  them Christmas cards lay along the top, giving it a most festive air.




  Helen sighed. She hadn’t bothered to decorate her home in Dublin this year. It just hadn’t seemed worth it. Anthony was going to his mother for Christmas and she had made the

  spur-of-the-moment decision to go to Maura and Pete’s. To hell with it, she’d thought. After spending Christmas with the Matthews, it would only be an anticlimax coming home to her

  silent elegant house.




  She wondered how her husband was getting on. Poor Anthony, he’d felt so bad about spending Christmas with his mother and leaving her. But there was no point in her going with him.

  Stephanie Larkin couldn’t stand Helen and had never given an inch from the moment she had married her son. In her eyes Helen was not of the same social class as the affluent Larkins, and

  never would be. She was an intruder who had wormed her way in. Stephanie always referred to her, in the most disparaging of tones, as ‘the country girl.’




  Helen had made a tremendous effort for her husband’s sake, enduring the snubs and rebuffs and downright rudeness of her mother-in-law.




  Anthony had rebuked his mother sternly, several times, because of her treatment of Helen but this had only increased her antipathy towards her only son’s wife. In the end Helen had called

  a halt and told her husband that she was no longer going to visit Stephanie and that he could go alone. He had to agree that it was the best solution. Mrs Larkin was delighted to have her son to

  herself and told the rest of the family that ‘that awful country girl couldn’t even be bothered to visit her mother-in-law.’




  Stephanie lived with a housekeeper in a big house in Dalkey and Anthony visited her twice a week, on Wednesday evenings and Sunday mornings. About two weeks before Christmas she got a bad dose

  of flu and convinced herself and everyone else that she was dying. She pleaded with Anthony to come and spend Christmas with her, just this once, as she was sure it was to be her last. When he

  suggested that she come and spend it with him and Helen, she recoiled as though he had struck her.




  ‘I’ll not go where I’m not wanted and that wife of yours doesn’t want me in your house. I’ll stay here with Vera where I’m not a nuisance to anyone. Thank you

  very much!’ Anthony was fit to be tied.




  ‘I don’t mind having her, honestly, Anthony,’ Helen assured her husband, lying through her teeth.




  ‘I know you don’t, darling, and I really appreciate it. But you know my mother.’




  Only too well, Helen thought grimly. In the end, seeing how troubled he was and knowing the pressure Stephanie was bringing to bear, she told him to go to his mother’s for Christmas. That

  way neither of them could ever reproach themselves in the unlikely event of Stephanie’s sudden demise.




  ‘I can’t leave you on your own for Christmas,’ Anthony announced but she felt it was only for form’s sake. Anything for a quiet life was Anthony’s motto. Her

  husband was not a man to wear his heart on his sleeve or be overly demonstrative. He loved her in his own quiet way. And she supposed she loved him too. Although there were times she cast an

  envious eye on Maura and Pete’s marriage, envying them their spontaneity and fun and earthy lust for each other.




  She was nineteen when she met Anthony. She had been staying with a schoolfriend who was living in Dublin and they had gone to a dance in the local tennis club. Because it was all so new and

  exciting and sophisticated, Helen had a ball. She was exceptionally pretty and vivacious and she did not lack for partners. A tall dark-haired man smiled in her direction and she smiled back. He

  was a good deal older than she was. In his late twenties at least.




  ‘Who is he?’ she nudged her friend Breda.




  ‘That’s Anthony Larkin, isn’t he gorgeous? People say he’s stuck-up but I think he’s just shy. He’s a stockbroker.’




  ‘Is he going with anyone?’




  Breda giggled. ‘I don’t think so. Do you fancy him?’




  ‘Of course not. I don’t know him. He just smiled at me, that’s all. It’s probably because I’m a new face in the crowd.’




  ‘It would be just typical of you to come up to Dublin and swipe the most eligible bachelor in the club right from under our noses.’ Breda grinned.




  ‘Fat chance,’ laughed Helen.




  But he did ask her to dance. The last dance. And he asked to see her home. Breda’s eyes were out on stalks. ‘Told you,’ she whispered as they queued for the ladies just before

  leaving.




  ‘Give over, Breda, do I look all right?’ Now that he had asked her she was beginning to feel a bit nervous. What on earth would she talk to a stockbroker about?




  Helen smiled to herself in the half-dark remembering that first date. Anthony had been more nervous than she was and it was she who did most of the talking, telling him about her family and her

  job as a clerk in a shipping office in Waterford. For the rest of her holiday he squired her around Dublin. And brought her to concerts and the theatre and art galleries and restaurants. Going back

  to St Margaret’s Bay a week later, Helen knew she would never settle there again. She wanted to live in Dublin. Wanted to be part of the buzz and excitement of the capital. She began to apply

  for positions advertised in the national papers and, after several interviews, landed a job in a big insurance company.




  Her parents had not been too happy when she told them she was moving up to Dublin. Her father went so far as to forbid it but she went, too restless and bored to stay in her home village any

  longer. Her father got over his daughter’s defiance of him, eventually, and she was glad of that because they were a close family and it wasn’t nice having bad feelings between

  them.




  Helen took to life in the city with gusto. Before long she met Anthony again at another tennis club dance which she went to with Breda, with whom she was now sharing a flat. He had been so

  pleased to see her, much to her delight and surprise. She never expected someone as cosmopolitan and urbane as Anthony to be interested in someone as unsophisticated as she was. But he was

  interested. He found her very easy to relate to. Less than a year later they were married, much to his mother’s chagrin.




  Helen stretched out her limbs in the bed and gave a deep sigh. She supposed as marriages went they were happy. It was always the same, though, when she came back to St Margaret’s Bay and

  saw how close Maura and Pete were, the fun they had, and the joy they got from their young family. These visits always left her feeling vaguely dissatisfied.




  She had a very good life in Dublin. She had plenty of friends. She did a lot of entertaining and was in turn entertained. They travelled regularly. Went skiing every February. She had a husband

  who appreciated her, a beautiful home. Everything . . . except a child of her own. It was her greatest grief. The doctors had told her they could find nothing wrong with her and so she had

  tentatively suggested her husband go for tests. He freaked out and told her angrily that there was absolutely nothing wrong with him, going for tests was out of the question. She begged him over

  and over to go to be tested and he always stubbornly refused. He wouldn’t consider adoption either and it was causing enormous tension between them. He was like a bloody ostrich with his head

  in the sand, refusing to face the fact that their childlessness might be his fault. There were times when Helen felt that she hated her husband for putting her through this misery and expecting her

  to take the blame for it in the eyes of their families and friends.




  When Anthony said he couldn’t leave her alone for Christmas, she instantly thought of Maura and her family. She actually felt glad that he had given her an excuse to get away. What a joy

  it would be to share her darling Paula’s excitement. How she loved that child. The exquisite perfection of her. Those beautiful big blue eyes, that soft golden hair. From the moment she had

  picked her up out of that wicker basket when she was only a day old, Helen felt for that baby as deeply as she would feel for a child of her own. That feeling had grown stronger over the years. Her

  biggest joy was to have her precious niece stay for a few days with her in Dublin. It wasn’t that she didn’t love the others. She did, of course. How could she not? But Paula was

  precious, her little darling.




  Maura had let her fill her stocking tonight. She couldn’t describe the happiness she felt as she watched her beautiful niece fast asleep, one hand tucked under her face, her little cheeks

  rosy in the torchlight. She’d filled that stocking with all the goodies Maura handed her and vowed to herself that as long as she was alive Paula would have everything her dear little heart

  desired.




  Drowsily, Helen remembered the Christmas tree lights and slid reluctantly out of bed to switch them off. She was tired, but very happy. Maura had said she hoped it would be one of her best

  Christmases ever. Well it looked as if it was going to be just that.




  







  Chapter Seven




  Paula lay very still in the dark. Her heart was thumping so loudly she could hear the rush of blood in her ears. Slowly, cautiously, she stretched down her left foot. Yes! Yes!

  there was something there all right. Something hard and deliciously heavy on top of her toes. Something that felt like a box or a parcel. Her eyes widened. She could hear Joseph shouting something

  in the other room. Something about Santa. She wriggled her toes again. After all the waiting and wondering, the morning had finally arrived. Santa Claus had left something for her on the end of her

  bed. Paula savoured the moment, knowing that it would be another three hundred and sixty-five days before it could happen again. She felt Rebecca stir beside her in the double bed.




  ‘Santa’s come,’ she whispered, still too scared to get up and find out what he had brought her. He could still be in the house for all she knew. Paula was sure she could hear

  the reindeer’s bells tinkling on the roof. Rebecca shot up in the bed, and in the white beam of the lighthouse, Paula thought she looked like a scarecrow with all her hair sticking up on her

  head.




  Then Joseph and John exploded through the door, waving their bulging stockings and yelling, ‘What did you get?’




  ‘Did he come to everyone?’




  ‘Ya should see Thomas’s train set. Daddy is getting up to play with it. He’s coming to see what ya got. Wake up, wake up.’ Joseph was hopping up and down, his

  cow’s-lick sticking out even more than usual, as he delved into his stocking and pulled out three bright shiny pennies. ‘I’m going to buy trillions of sweets,’ he declared.

  ‘See did you get some, Paula. Quick, look.’ John tried to say something but his cheeks were bulging with toffees and he couldn’t speak.




  Rebecca leaned down the bed, yanked up her stocking and pulled up the big box that lay against her side. Paula reached down tentatively and poked the box which was lying on her toes. It felt

  very mysterious. Slowly she got out of bed and walked down to the bedpost where her stocking was. Last night when she had hung it up, it had been limp and empty. Now it was full to the brim. Her

  little hands traced the outline. Down in the toe there was something round. Along the middle something rustling. Something soft up near the top. Her blue eyes wide with wonder and excitement, she

  pulled out a shiny tin with ladies in long dresses on the lid. She opened it and saw that it was full of toffees, all wrapped in papers of different colours. A tin of sweets! All for herself. What

  luxury. Two red and white balloons fell out. Her daddy would blow them up for her. A white lacy handkerchief came next and then a packet of crayons and a colouring book. Another book fell out and

  Paula gave a squeal of pleasure. It was a cut-out doll book with different outfits. Emily Leahy had one and would never share it. Paula could only sit and watch her playing at dressing up her

  dolls. Now she had one for herself.




  She delved deeper and pulled out an apple, and right down in the toe, a little orange, and then she heard the clink of coins and triumphantly curled her fingers around her shiny pennies.




  ‘What else did he bring?’ Paula heard her daddy ask. He was standing at the door with her mother and they were smiling in at the scenes of delighted discovery. In her excitement

  Paula had forgotten her big box. Rebecca and Louise had already opened theirs and Louise was parading around with her shiny boots on her bare feet under her nightdress. She had got a matching

  shoulder bag as well and she thought she was the bee’s knees. Rebecca was entranced with her easel and painting-by-numbers kit and couldn’t wait to get started on a picture.




  ‘Open up your present, Paula,’ she heard her mother say and, suddenly brave, she tore at the wrappings on the rectangular box. Eyes wide, she discovered a white apron with a red

  cross on the front of it, a navy cloak, white armbands and a white nurse’s hat. In a separate section there was a stethoscope, thermometer, nurse’s watch and a notebook and pen. Paula

  was ecstatic. She loved nurses and what fun she was going to have pretending to be one.




  ‘Look.’ Her daddy pointed to another smaller box which she hadn’t even noticed. Paula couldn’t believe her luck. Another gift as well as her nurse’s outfit. Santa

  must have thought she was a very special girl indeed. Her heart almost burst with happiness when she saw the pair of gold high-heeled Cinderella slippers which nestled in white tissue. High heels!

  How grown-up. She couldn’t wait to get into them.




  Paula was not allowed to wear her magnificent new shoes to Mass and so she threw a mighty tantrum. She knew she was quite safe in misbehaving as Santa had come, and there was no danger that she

  would be the recipient of a sack of ashes.




  She wanted so badly to show off her new Cinderella shoes. She wanted everyone at Mass to look at her and admire her golden curls and glorious high-heeled slippers. Emily Leahy would be

  so jealous of her.




  ‘They’re not for wearing outside. They’re not real shoes, pet. You couldn’t walk to Mass in them. You can wear them when you get home,’ her mother explained

  patiently as she pulled the velvet dress that Auntie Helen had bought her over Paula’s head.




  ‘But I want to wear them.’ Paula was outraged that her mother would not give in to her wishes.




  ‘Paula, don’t be a bold girl now on baby Jesus’s birthday, after Santa was so good to you.’ Maura began brushing her daughter’s hair.




  Paula pulled her head away and said petulantly, ‘Don’t want you to brush my hair. Want Auntie Helen to do it. She’s my kind auntie.’




  Maura gave a sigh of exasperation. ‘Suit yourself.’ She handed her daughter the brush. Paula was one of the most stubborn little characters she knew. She’d have a face on her

  for hours because she wasn’t allowed to wear her Cinderella slippers to Mass. Well let her, Miss Paula had to learn that she couldn’t always have her own way. The trouble with her was

  she got her own way far too often.




  Helen pulled her cashmere scarf tighter around her neck. It was a crisp cold morning and frost-wrapped leaves crunched underfoot as they all made their way to the Star of the

  Sea Church for the first Mass of Christmas.




  It was still pitch-dark and Helen took great pleasure in gazing at the sky. You’d never get a sky like this in the city, she mused. It looked as if someone had flung a scattering of

  sparkling diamonds into a sea of black velvet. The stars were so bright and so near, it added to the sense of wonder and magic. All around, people were making their way to church, calling out

  Christmas greetings to their neighbours. Everyone was dressed in their best finery and Helen smiled to herself as she saw Florence Crosbie wearing a frothy veiled creation in rich emerald green.

  Florence was noted for her hats and always had something new for Easter and Christmas. Her hats were almost a village tradition. Children danced up and down, calling out to their friends what Santa

  had brought them for Christmas.




  She’d forgotten the closeness and community spirit of village life, especially around Christmas time. Living in an affluent suburb in Dublin, going to Mass on Christmas Morning in that big

  cold Corpus Christi Church which was their parish church, couldn’t compare with this joyful morning in Star of the Sea. Maybe if she had children of her own it would have been different up in

  Dublin.




  Now, as she entered the sturdy wooden doors of the church, Helen felt almost like a child again. Some things never changed. The wooden posts along the nave were entwined with holly and ivy. The

  altar was a picture in green and red-berried glory. To the right, behind the altar rails under the big statue of Our Lady, an enormous crib with large realistic figures of the Nativity was the

  focus of wide-eyed wonder as children crowded two and three deep to look.




  Passing under the gallery, Helen could hear Nancy Farrell, the organist, tuning up as the choir shuffled their music and cleared their throats. Helen knew they were in for a treat. The choir was

  the pride of the county and they had been practising for weeks. She saw the Todd sisters and their niece Maureen heading up to the gallery at speed. They were the stalwarts of the choir and had the

  sweetest voices. It was something she really looked forward to, coming back and hearing St Margaret’s Bay Choir sing the hymns of her childhood. How she wished Anthony was with her to share

  it. He would enjoy the carols, they were the part of Christmas that he liked most. Helen felt a surge of resentment. If it wasn’t for that old bitch Stephanie and her carry-on, they would

  have been together.




  She had called him last night from the phone opposite Mooney’s bar, because Maura and Pete didn’t have a phone. Stephanie answered the phone, full of beans, and not at all like

  someone as near to death’s door as she was supposed to have been.




  ‘Oh Helen, it’s yourself!’ Knowing that her daughter-in-law was more than a hundred miles away and in no danger of taking her darling son away from her this Christmas,

  Stephanie could afford to inject a note of artificial warmth into her voice. ‘I’m feeling much better, you know. It’s such a tonic having Anthony with me. He’s a wonderful

  son. It’s going to be a splendid Christmas. He’s taking me to Midnight Mass in the Pro-Cathedral. I haven’t been for years and I’m so looking forward to it. Then

  the entire family are coming over tomorrow evening for mulled wine and mince pies. Such a shame you’re down there in . . . where is it . . . St Mary’s? You’ll miss it all.’

  The honeyed falseness of her mother-in-law made Helen’s fingers curl in her palms. Oh what a two-faced bitch that woman was. There had been nothing wrong with her at all. It had all been a

  great big act to have Anthony to herself for Christmas. And he, the fool, couldn’t see that. He had swallowed the act, hook, line and sinker, and because of it he was up in Dublin and she was

  here feeling furious and resentful. Why couldn’t he stand up to his mother when it really mattered? Sometimes Helen wondered if her husband felt, deep down, that he had married beneath him.

  God knows Stephanie had indoctrinated him enough. It was far from mulled wine Helen had been reared on, certainly, but she could carry herself anywhere and had always known how to behave. Her

  parents might have been from a small country village, and not have been very well off, but they had taught all their children manners and how to treat other people with respect. Stephanie would

  think that St Margaret’s was so parochial. Anyone outside the Pale was a peasant as far as she was concerned. For all her airs and graces and so-called breeding, the woman was

  pig-ignorant.




  Anthony sounded mightily pissed off when he came to the phone.




  ‘I miss you, darling,’ he sighed.




  ‘I miss you too,’ Helen said with forced cheeriness. ‘But I’m having a ball here with Maura and the kids. It’s all such fun.’




  ‘Oh . . .’ Anthony sounded a little surprised that she seemed to be enjoying herself. Well tough luck, if he was stuck with Stephanie, that was his choice. Not hers. Let him be

  miserable on his own. She wasn’t going to play the role of martyr, she thought crossly.




  ‘Well enjoy yourself,’ her husband said.




  ‘Oh I will, Anthony, and you too. God bless, love,’ Helen said firmly. Let Anthony feel sorry for himself, she was going to enjoy her Christmas. But the phone call had upset her. The

  spite of her mother-in-law in setting up the whole thing and her husband’s failure to see through her really annoyed Helen. It meant he was putting Helen second in his life. That depressed

  her, especially when she saw the closeness of Maura and Pete in comparison.




  ‘Can I sit on your knee ’cos I can’t see anything?’ A much-loved voice interrupted her musings. Helen looked down to see Paula, looking adorable in a little red hat and

  muffler, gazing up at her.




  ‘Certainly you can, my darling,’ she beamed, leaning down and lifting her niece in her arms. Of course, if it wasn’t for Stephanie she wouldn’t be spending Christmas with

  her precious dote. She followed Maura, who led the way into a seat near the front of the church, and had to smile when the rest of the gang trooped in after her. Maura, Pete and their offspring

  took up a whole pew.




  The bell rang. The organ played forth and the glorious sound of sopranos, contraltos and baritones complementing each other in harmony as the choir raised the rafters with their first offering,

  The First Noel, brought a lump to Helen’s throat. This I am going to enjoy, she decided firmly. And to hell with the Larkins and their mulled wine and mince pies!
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