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This book is dedicated to Mná na hÉireann. The Women of Ireland, and in particular to the many dedicated activists who challenged a patriarchal society, where Church and State conspired to treat Irish women as second-class citizens.

We owe a debt to an illustrious list of women who challenged the status quo – and changed Irish society in the process. Too numerous to mention, they include Anna Haslam, Constance Markievicz, Hanna Sheehy-Skeffington, Hilda Tweedy, Nell McCafferty, Mairin Johnston, Margaret Gaj, June Levine, Mairin de Burca, Mary Maher, Moira Woods, Mary Anderson, Nuala Fennell and May McGee.

To Catherine Corless, for her unremitting efforts to bring justice for the Tuam Babies.

And to many courageous women today, inspired by the women above, who are still fighting the Church and State for justice, ethical behaviour, and equality for all Irish women. We owe you all a huge debt of gratitude.




If you want to keep a secret,

you must also hide it from yourself.

GEORGE ORWELL



PROLOGUE

CHRISTMAS EVE

1953

She pulls her shabby black woollen coat tighter around her and wraps her scarf snugly against her cheeks. It is bitterly cold, her breath forming an opaque mist in the frosty moonlight. The stony path that leads from her grandmother’s cottage down to the farmhouse is slippery with ice, and she skitters and slides, grabbing a furze bush with her woollen-mitted hands to save herself from a fall. She pauses to catch her breath.

Venus, a radiant golden jewel, shines as brightly as the yellow slice of new moon against a black velvet sky speckled with glittering stars. Candlelit windows down in the valley and on the hillsides spill pools of light in the darkness. She’d lit the fat, red candle in her grandmother’s parlour window before she left, for the traditional welcome to the Christ child on Christmas Eve.

Normally she would feel delight and anticipation on this blessed night, though she is no longer a child and doesn’t believe in Father Christmas, unlike her two excited youngest siblings at home, who have already hung their stockings at the end of their beds.

Tonight she is bereft, her heart shattered into a thousand sharp-edged pieces. She looks down to her left beyond the stony fields that quilt the mountain, where weather-bowed, bare-branched trees and hedgerows define the boundaries to the Larkins’ farmland. Her heart feels as though a knife has stabbed and twisted it when she thinks of black-haired, brown-eyed Johnny Larkin, who had told her that he loved her more than he’d ever loved anyone. Who had pressed her up against the cold hard wall of his father’s barn and kissed and caressed her in her most private places and done things to her that, even though she’d demurred and then protested, had shocked her, yet given her a fierce delight that Johnny loved and wanted her and not that skinny little rake, Peggy Fitzgerald, whose father owned the big farm next to the Larkins’.

Two days after Johnny told her he loved her, his engagement to Peggy had been announced. Tomorrow at Christmas Mass, Peggy will simper and giggle on Johnny’s arm, flashing the diamond ring Pa Larkin has lent his son the money to buy.

She can’t bear it. An anguished sob breaks the deep silence of the night. Her sorrow overwhelms her. A sudden, unexpected pain in her belly doubles her up, causing her to groan in agony. She feels dampness on her thighs and pulling up her clothes sees the trickle of blood down her legs. Another spasm convulses her and, frightened, she takes deep breaths until it eases.

In the distance, she hears the sound of the carol singers who go from house to house singing the glorious story of the birth of a child who would bring peace to all mankind.

As she loses her own child, in the shelter of the prickly furze bush, she hears the singing of ‘Oh Holy Night’ floating across the fields from her parents’ house.


CHRISTMAS EVE

Mid-Eighties

Although the heat of the day has died down, she is hot and bothered. She thinks of Christmases at home when her fingers were numb with cold, and wishes for a moment that she could transport herself to Ireland, to Ardcloch, and feel the icy chill of a moonlit night in December. But she’s half a world from home and she needs to focus on the task at hand.

The children are beside themselves, their excited chatter and awestruck expressions bringing smiles to the adults’ faces. She casts a peek at the tall, lean man with the lopsided smile who is surrounded by them. How they love it when he is here. How she loves it when he is here. She has to be careful. Not by so much as a glance can she betray herself. She is well aware that Mother has been watching her like a hawk since her arrival this morning.

Reverend Mother’s presence brings a tension, an edge to the gathering. Everyone is on their best behaviour. Even laid-back Margaret is looking unnaturally spruce, her unruly red locks that usually escape in every direction imprisoned in hairpins.

Mother claps her hands for silence. ‘We will sing “Silent Night”,’ she instructs as the room quietens down.

The old familiar carol brings a loneliness that catches her unawares. It is worse than loneliness. At home they have a name for it: uaigneas. That aching aloneness and loneliness that words cannot describe. She is apprehensive. What will become of her? With superhuman force of will she gathers herself and, by some grace, manages to join in the next verse.

Later, when all the guests are feasting on the eagerly awaited Christmas Eve supper, the children trying but failing to be polite as they cram food into their mouths, he comes to stand beside her at the buffet.

‘Bon nuit,’ he says casually, trying to ignore Mother’s gimlet eye.

She keeps her head down, placing a slice of mango on her plate although her throat is so constricted she can hardly eat. ‘Oíche maith,’ she says. She has been teaching him Irish. At that moment one of the children trips over and a plate smashes. There are squawks of dismay and flurries of activity as the broken pieces are swept off the floor, and while Mother’s and everyone else’s attention is elsewhere, she whispers urgently, ‘I’m pregnant.’

‘Mon Dieu!’ he utters, his face turning ashen.

For one awful moment she thinks he is going to abandon her and leave her to endure the future alone, and then she hears him say, ‘I am with you. We will face this together,’ before someone comes to claim his attention.

Relief washes over her. Just as Joseph had stayed with Mary and helped her bring her child into the world on this Holy Night over two thousand years ago, her St Joseph will be with her on this new, unplanned journey that lies ahead. Joy fills her. There will be uproar when the news breaks. She knows a hard road lies ahead, but every fibre of her body rejoices at the new life she is carrying.


CHRISTMAS EVE

2017

She was a little girl again, back in the Four Winds. The easterly gale howling, keening like a banshee as it swirled around the chimney pots, almost drowning out the angry roar of the sea as it hurled itself against the rocks standing sentinel beside the half-moon bay at the foot of the bockety wooden steps at the end of the vegetable garden.

It was Christmas Eve. The old house creaked and groaned in the wind, and she wondered anxiously whether Santa’s reindeers would be able to land on the roof. And then she heard it: the unmistakable sound of bells ringing, faint at first but getting louder. Her heart pounding with excitement and terror, she slid lower under her soft quilt, until only her peridot-green eyes were peeping above it, round and shining with anticipation. Santa was coming . . .

What was that noise? Marie-Claire woke reluctantly from her delightful dream, half expecting to see the glow of the fire in the darkness that surrounded her. Her mouth was dry, her arm stiff where she’d laid her head on it. A mobile phone was tinkling somewhere – not reindeers’ sleigh bells – and it took a few moments to realize that she was on the small sofa in the recording studio, which was now in complete darkness. She’d come into the studio to listen, as twilight was falling, to a particular inflection that the actress who had been recording an advert earlier had got just right in one recording. Marie-Claire wanted to isolate that perfect tone and splice it into the voice-over, and the quiet of late afternoon was her favourite time to shut her eyes and listen to the recordings.

She could see it was snowing outside. Soft white flakes drifting and dancing down.

What time was it? How long had she been sleeping? She’d to go home and doll herself up. She and her partner, Marc, were having dinner in Edulis. He’d booked a table in November when he had taken her there to celebrate White Truffle season. Marc liked the good things in life. There’d be caviar and champagne on the table tonight, knowing him.

She was about to get up when the heavy, soundproofed door inched open, a slice of light from the hallway spilling in. A young woman was speaking excitedly in a low voice. The ON-AIR light was off and staff often stepped into empty studios to take private calls. She was about to sit up and announce herself when she heard a vaguely familiar voice say, ‘Girl, you should see the gift he gave me: Tiffany love hearts on a silver chain! Not just the one – two! Which, obviously, is more expensive. What does that say? And when Marie-Claire goes to New York next week, we’re spending a night in Niagara at the Embassy Suites. The Embassy Suites!’ she repeated, her whispery voice rising in pitch. ‘I swear Marc’s falling in love with me. He keeps telling me I’m the best thing that’s ever happened to him!’ There was the muffled sound of a reply, rapid bursts of speech and then, ‘No, I won’t see him today. He has to take her to dinner. In Edulis, would you believe. That’s want she wanted. She’s so bossy. It’s the Irish in her, he says. Listen, I have to go, catch ya later.’

Marie-Claire lay as still as a frozen mummy as the green light from the cell phone was extinguished and the hefty studio door opened once more and then closed silently.

So Marc was shagging butter-wouldn’t-melt-in-her-mouth Amelia.

Struggling into a sitting position, she sat in the darkness, stunned. Marc, with his glinting amber eyes, six-pack abs and unruly black curls was a catch. But they’d been together for two years and were even planning on setting up a New York office to expand his recording business.

Aunt Brigid’s oft-voiced refrain came into her head: ‘Love many, trust few. Always paddle your own canoe.’ Well, paddle alone I will, Marie-Claire resolved grimly, trying hard not to cry as a sickly tight knot settled in her stomach and the beginnings of a headache throbbed in her temple.

‘Get up and get the hell out of here,’ she muttered, trying to motivate herself. Because once she walked out of this building she knew with certainty that she’d never be back.

Tonight, in that posh restaurant, she would put on the performance of her life. Her Irish pride would see to that, she thought bitterly. This Christmas Eve would be one that Marc Bouchard would never forget.



PART ONE

The past cannot be changed.

The future is yet in your power.

MARY PICKFORD



CHAPTER ONE

MARIE-CLAIRE

The taxi cruised slowly along Niagara Street, the lights of Christmas trees in the red-bricked apartments twinkling into the snow-swirled night. Marie-Claire felt the tug of longing for Ireland, and home. Three hours ago she’d been a woman with plans and an idea where her future lay. Happy. Secure. Ambitious. One short, clandestine phone call had changed all that. Now she was in a maelstrom; shock, sadness, bitterness and rage tossing her on their churning seas. It was that roiling rage that would get her through dinner with Marc tonight.

She paid the taxi driver and wrapped her heavy green, faux-fur-trimmed cape around her. Marc had made a fool of her. Her anger was as much directed at herself as him, but he would never know what lay behind her decision to split, she decided with steely resolve. Let him think she was leaving him because she’d decided it was time to move on. Let him be the one questioning her decision. Let him be the one asking why. Whether Amelia was a mere distraction, fling, whatever, she didn’t care. There would never be trust in their relationship if she stayed. And anyway, now she didn’t want to.

Something unexpected solidified within Marie-Claire as she took a deep breath and walked towards the inviting lamp-lit entrance. What had happened today was life-changing. A kick in the ass! A wake-up call, her mother would say.

Was she to give up her life in Toronto and the career in sound engineering that she’d worked so hard to build? Running the Radio & TV Voice-overs department in a busy audio post facilities company that was going places. Marc’s company, unfortunately. She’d have to go looking for another job. But where?

Right there, on that freezing night on a dark Toronto sidewalk, Marie-Claire knew exactly what she wanted and where she wanted to be. She wanted to go home. Back to the Four Winds and her snug little room in the eaves to take time to think and evaluate.

She’d even be able to go to Great-Aunt Brigid’s surprise eightieth birthday party. An invite she’d reluctantly had to say no to because she’d originally been scheduled to be in New York.

Marie-Claire opened the restaurant door and walked in, preparing to put on the act of her life.



CHAPTER TWO

KEELIN

Keelin Durand stood at her bedroom window looking at snow-adorned Mount Canigou in the distance. The mountain seemed to shimmer in the early morning sun, a paler blue than the azure December sky that almost overwhelmed the vast plains of Roussillon and the lavender fields below. Canigou, the sacred mountain so beloved of the Catalans.

Keelin turned from the window. She and her husband, Armand, were closing up the house for two weeks to fly to Ireland to spend New Year with family. Her aunt, Reverend Mother Brigid, would be turning eighty and the family would be celebrating.

How nice it would be to stay in the Four Winds again. What a haven it had been, back when she needed it most, Keelin reflected. She loved the place so much that when she and Armand had inherited his grandfather’s farm in the shadow of the Pyrenees, she’d named the house they had built Les Quatre Vents. It was very apt too, because the winds there came from every direction, each with its own distinctive energy. The Mistral. The Sirocco. The Tramontane. The eerie continuous howling of the Tramontane that blew in from the north-west set most people’s teeth on edge, but it reminded Keelin of home.

She sighed as she expertly folded one of Armand’s jumpers and placed it in the suitcase. She’d been dismayed when Marie-Claire had told her that she wouldn’t make it home for the party. These days it seemed to be all work with her daughter. There had to be balance, Keelin counselled – as she did to her many clients who came to stay and renew themselves in the Healing, Spiritual and Relaxation Retreat Centre she and Armand ran in Les Quatre Vents.

But her advice fell on deaf ears with her daughter, to whom career was everything. Despite having been raised with a deep awareness of nature and the esoteric, both in Ireland and in France, Marie-Claire had turned her back on all that could nurture her spirit, preferring the bright city lights of Toronto, and soon, possibly, New York. Still, she had to get it out of her system, and far be it from Keelin to dissuade her from her chosen path.

She and her daughter were so alike, Keelin reflected, rolling a pair of PJs to make them fit better. She’d been a young woman once, with fire in her belly and a passion to make changes, to live life to the full – and look where it had got her. Far from where she’d imagined she’d ever be in this lifetime.

The catalysts for some of the great changes that had occurred in Keelin’s life had been her mother, Imelda, and her aunt Brigid – two strong, determined and stubborn women. Who would be the catalyst for her daughter? When upheavals came – and they would – Keelin couldn’t help but hope that Marie-Claire would be spared the torment and heartbreak that had once been visited on her, that she had kept so secret from her daughter. Keelin too had had to be strong, determined and stubborn when Marie-Claire was born; she hoped her daughter would be as resilient as the rest of the Dunne women, when she needed to be, although Brigid would be a more inspiring role model than Imelda, Keelin thought ruefully.

Yes, Brigid’s eightieth would be interesting, that was for sure. She wouldn’t miss it for the world.



CHAPTER THREE

REVEREND MOTHER BRIGID

Reverend Mother Brigid wrapped her cloak around her as she walked around the perimeter stone wall of the cloister. She was spending Christmas in the Order’s Mother House on the outskirts of Paris. Dusk was falling, the sky turning deep indigo as the tangerine glow of sunset faded and was doused mercilessly by triumphant night. A Holy Night.

Brigid did not like Christmas Eve, never had since . . . Oh well, that was a long time ago, she chided herself, dismissing the memory. She wasn’t alone in disliking this particular eve. She remembered as a young nun, on her first posting out on the Missions in Africa, one of the older Sisters, crying, after imbibing some of the local brew – following midnight Mass – when the villagers had gone home.

‘I wish I was at home, with a man’s arms around me, and a baby to hold. And none of your Virgin birth nonsense. I want it all, the rub of the relic, everything, and now it’s too late. I’m nearly a dried up old crone,’ Sister Pius had exclaimed, distraught, taking another swig of her drink before bursting into tears.

‘Jesus, that’s blasphemy!’ one of the other nuns, Sister Francis, had blurted. Brigid had been so gobsmacked she’d been rendered speechless.

‘Stop it, Pius,’ the Almoner, Mother Veronica, ordered sternly.

‘Well, it’s true. Don’t tell me you wouldn’t wish for it. I’m sick of this place. Sick of pretending to be holy. I didn’t want to be a nun. My father made me become one because I’ve a squinty eye and he said no man would marry me and he couldn’t afford to keep me.’ Pius was howling by this time, snorting and sniffling, and Francis had looked over at Brigid and thrown her eyes up to heaven and said, ‘We’d better get her to bed.’

They had led their truculent, weeping colleague to her spartan room, with much hushing and ‘don’t wake the children’ from Francis.

‘Lord save us,’ the other nun said later when Pius was tucked up in bed weeping inconsolably into her hard pillow. ‘She’s having a fierce hard menopause. I’m at my wits’ end with her.’ Francis was from the west of Ireland too, and still had her Connemara twang. ‘I hate Christmas Eve here, too. It’s too hot, and sad and lonely. Goodnight, Sister Brigid.’

Now, all these years later, when she’d gone through such longings and utter loneliness herself, she was glad she’d crossed the turbulent seas of life and was almost in safe harbour.

But next week she would return to Ireland, and retirement. Her sister nuns at home had suggested a small celebratory tea in the Four Winds, knowing how much she loved the sturdy old house by the sea, and she was touched by their thoughtfulness.

The opalescent lights shining in the windows of the large stone chateau were warm and inviting as the icy fingers of a northerly wind reddened her nose. Brigid shivered. Soon she would smell the salty, sea-tanged air of Ireland. Going home was always bittersweet.

So many memories. Now that she was almost eighty she might give herself some leeway. Brigid smiled wryly, knowing it was only her immense discipline and steely will that had kept her on the straight and narrow all these years as a nun. She should be proud of herself, but pride was a sin. Her younger sibling, Imelda, would tell her that quick enough.

Imelda, bitter and resentful still, after all these years. Holding a grudge that she couldn’t let go of. So many grudges.

Did I say I was looking forward to going home? she thought, amused. Perhaps I should make the most of the peace and calm silence of the Mother House while I still can, she decided, turning to walk back along the rose-wrapped wall, the thorny branches harsh and unforgiving without the glory of their blossoms. A thorny branch. A bitter briar. Her sister, Imelda.

Reverend Mother Brigid sighed. She would pray for Imelda during Vespers and Compline tonight. It was all she could do.



CHAPTER FOUR

IMELDA

‘Will I make the stuffing for you, Mrs O’Brien?’

‘You will not, thank you. I’ll make my own stuffing,’ Imelda O’Brien rebuffed her daughter-in-law’s kind offer sharply. What did they think, that she was incapable?

‘No worries,’ Felicity said drily, and Imelda knew that the younger woman was struggling to bite back a sharp answer.

‘You can make a pot of tea,’ she said, offering an olive branch. ‘Everyone likes my stuffing. I’ve a secret ingredient,’ she added in a more placatory tone. ‘I want to make enough to freeze some.’

She couldn’t afford to go alienating her daughter-in-law, Imelda reflected. Felicity and Cormac, Imelda’s son, lived down the road, and were very good to her.

The best of all her children, Cormac, was. The most easy-going. He didn’t get that from her. No one would ever call her easy-going, Imelda admitted with a rare spark of dry humour.

She wanted to make her own stuffing this Christmas Eve because she wanted to have plenty put by for when Keelin and Armand, her daughter and son-in-law, came home from France for their Christmas holiday. She supposed Reverend Mother would deign to visit as well.

Imelda’s nostrils flared, and her eyes hardened like wizened olives. There was going to be a big do for her older sister’s eightieth. A ‘surprise’ party. And they were all going to have to trek to that draughty, creaky old house by the sea in the first week of January to pay homage.

She could plead illness, she supposed, but she was rarely sick, and Keelin and Marie-Claire wouldn’t be impressed with that behaviour. There was nothing for it but to go and pretend that she was enjoying the daft shenanigans that in her opinion were thoroughly unnecessary.

Imelda’s lips tightened as she got her big mixing bowl and began to crumble breadcrumbs from the batch loaf she’d bought. She couldn’t be doing with shop-bought breadcrumbs. They had no substance. She’d use proper bread and make her stuffing the way her mother and grandmother before her had made it, she thought crossly, feeling quite vexed at the prospect of the forthcoming party.

The way everyone went on about Brigid, as though she were a bloody saint! Well, the Reverend Mother was no saint, and she, Imelda, knew that better than anyone. Oh she could tell everyone a thing or two about Sister, who had abandoned Imelda to . . . to . . . slavery – that was the best word for it.

The way people had gone on when she’d left to join the convent had been sickening. ‘You’ll get to heaven quicker, having a nun in the family,’ Aunt Lorna approved when she heard the news. That had pleased their father enormously.

‘God always takes the good ones,’ their grandmother declared, casting a sour eye over at Imelda, who had given her cheek earlier in the day. That was pointed and it had stung. Even now, all these decades later, this was what Imelda remembered of Brigid’s decision to enter the religious life.

The tang of fresh herbs and onion wafting around the kitchen, mingling with the fruity aroma of Christmas pudding boiling on the cooker, soothed her agitation somewhat, so that when Felicity handed her the mug of tea, Imelda was able to accept it with a modicum of graciousness. Tea was the cure for everything, even the difficulties that came with having a saint for a sister and a party to attend in the depths of winter, when she’d rather be under the snug comfort of her own roof, minding her own business.



CHAPTER FIVE

MARIE-CLAIRE

Marie-Claire sat at the table Marc had reserved by the window. Outside, the snow frolicked in silent merriment. Inside, the hum of laughter and chat, the clinking of glassware, and cutlery on china, the delicious aromas from the kitchen, all seemed to mock her unhappiness. This was no place for the low of heart on such a night when the gods and goddesses of Gaiety and Seasonal Cheer insisted on participation. To her, it all seemed very surreal, as though she were living in a parallel universe.

None of the other diners knew, or cared, that she was in a state of utter wretchedness – and neither would Marc. Marie-Claire had to swallow hard to compose herself as a lump rose to her throat. She was in shock. Soon to be jobless, homeless, manless; and all because Marc Bouchard didn’t think that a relationship with her was enough for him. Well, he could have Miss-Butter-Wouldn’t-Melt and her fey, cloying obsequiousness, if that was what he wanted, but he damn well couldn’t have them both.

Come on now! Chin up. Take control. Don’t be a wimp, Marie-Claire told herself sternly, tensing when she saw Marc exiting his taxi. She took a sip of water, impressed that her hand was so steady. She would get through this meal knowing that the choice to play victim or victor was hers alone. And victorious she would be, she vowed, pasting a smile on as she saw her erstwhile partner’s face light up when he joined her.

‘Chérie, you look stunning,’ he gushed, kissing her lightly on the lips, his mouth and nose cold from the biting air outside. He looked tired, but his gaze was admiring as it slid over her, taking in every aspect of her appearance.

She’d swept her auburn tresses up in a topknot, and taken extra care with her make-up, contouring her cheekbones, using smoky eyeliner to give her eyes extra depth. Her black off-the-shoulder dress clung to every curve. She’d nearly slipped a disc struggling into a pair of Spanx. Her feet were already aching in their skyscraper heels. It was as well she wasn’t hungry because she was too trussed up to eat.

‘Thank you, sweetie,’ she said, lightly returning his kiss. ‘Sit down and tell me all about your day. You must be exhausted.’ How easily the faux sympathy dripped from her. She should be in Hollywood. She cupped her face in her hands and gazed at him expectantly across the table. The more talking he did, the easier it would be to get the meal over and done with and scarper.

‘Oh, Marie-Claire, what a day,’ he sighed. ‘Families are such a nightmare. But let’s order first – I’m starving.’ He reached across the table and took her hand before catching a waiter’s eye. Feeling her hand in his was a wrench. She’d always liked holding hands with Marc. He had big hands and long tanned fingers, and hers always seemed so dainty in his, though she was far from dainty, she thought wryly.

‘Good idea,’ she agreed, withdrawing her hand so she could peruse the menu. Her sight was blurred. She couldn’t concentrate on the two set menus, with their seven courses of gourmet offerings.

As she’d predicted, Marc ordered the caviar and champagne. When they arrived, he took out his phone, placed the two glasses of sparkling golden alcohol side by side and the caviar in front, framing the photo just so, before uploading it to his social media accounts. He was an avid social media user, justifying it by saying it helped business.


In Edulis, sharing caviar & champagne with my sexy, stunning girlfriend. Seven courses of Epicurean delights to follow. #HappyChristmasToAll.



‘Let’s take a selfie,’ he suggested, raising his glass to her.

‘Stop showing off,’ she said lightly, clinking her glass to his.

‘Why not? This is a go-to restaurant. One of the Diners Club “World’s 50 Best”. Why not show everyone how far we’ve come? And we’re going much further, too. Next stop Noo Yark!’ He grinned at her, and in spite of her misery Marie-Claire laughed, because that was one of the things she’d loved about him. He could always make her laugh.

She leaned sideways across the small table, champagne flute in hand, and he did likewise, their heads touching. Marie-Claire smiled. Suck this up, bioch, she thought, beaming for the camera. She hoped Amelia would choke on her supper when she saw Marc’s tweets and photos.

‘So tell me about the funeral,’ she said, nibbling on the caviar, once the waiter had taken their order.

‘It was incredibly difficult,’ Marc scowled. ‘You know there’s bad feeling between the families because my aunt was divorced and had a second family? Francine got cranky with me because I offered condolences to Raimondi, and . . .’

She listened to him describe what sounded like the funeral from hell and wondered what he would do if she suddenly said, ‘I couldn’t give a flying fuck about your crappy family and I know all about you shagging Amelia and giving her Tiffany love hearts and planning a trip to Niagara.’

Don’t play the victim, she warned herself silently, taking care not to glug her champagne and loosen her inhibitions and resolve.

Marie-Claire ate the food that was set in front of her, the shucked, grilled scallops, the bass with porcini mushrooms and Brussels sprout leaves, and might as well have been eating sawdust. Marc wolfed his grilled prawns and milk-fed lamb, telling her that the offerings served after the funeral wouldn’t have filled a gnat. He didn’t even notice that she was toying with her food and not matching his drinking.

‘I’m so glad we did this. What a fabulous meal!’ he enthused as they sipped a postprandial brandy – which had also been photographed and sent off into social media ether.

‘It was delicious, Marc. One of the best meals I’ve ever eaten,’ she lied. ‘What a great idea of yours to come and have this lovely Christmas Eve treat, à deux,’ she added with a sarcasm that passed right over him, knowing he had shared every moment of their evening with Amelia and his other social media followers.

‘That’s not all we’ll be doing à deux.’ He rubbed his thumb along the side of her hand, his eyes glittering from wine and desire. ‘Here, let me give you part of my Christmas present,’ he said, taking a small duck-egg blue box out of his jacket pocket.

Her heart skipped a beat as she recognized the iconic Tiffany colour.

Was Marc going to give her love hearts too, she wondered, disgusted. But the box was small for a chain and pendants, she registered. Was he going to propose?

For one mad moment Marie-Claire thought she could pretend that she’d never overheard the phone conversation with Amelia. Pretend that she could live with Marc’s fling – if she made it very clear that it was to end – and secure her future along the lines that it had been moving.

She had two choices, yay or nay. Depending on her answer, her life would be directed along one of two very different paths.

‘Excuse me, Marc, I need to pee – all the champagne and wine,’ she said. ‘Back in a sec.’

‘Don’t be long, I’ve two surprises for you,’ he said, taking out his phone to photograph the elegant box.

And I’ve a surprise for you, too, she thought grimly, wishing she could see Amelia’s face, when this photo appeared on Instagram.



CHAPTER SIX

Her heart was thumping as she struggled with her unyielding underwear in the small toilet cubicle, listening to two women laughing heartily as they reapplied their make-up in the restroom. She banged her elbow off the side of the stall and the pain of it nearly brought tears to her eyes. What was it her Irish grandmother used to say? If you bang your elbow, bang the other one to even it out. She wanted to bang her elbow in Marc’s solar plexus. If he was going to propose, how dare he think it was acceptable to ask her to marry him when he was shagging someone else? She sighed with relief escaping the confines of her detested Spanx. She was damned if she was pulling them back up, she decided, stepping out of them and rolling them up and shoving them in her handbag.

She washed up and retouched her bronzer and lippy. Time to make up her mind. Which path to take? The one with Marc? Or the one alone? She looked at herself in the mirror and saw a pair of troubled green eyes reflected back at her. The eyes – mirror of the soul, or so they said. Her soul was spectacularly unhappy, just like she was. She was in a no-win situation. To leave Marc would make her as miserable as to stay with him. Whatever decision she made, her life would now be full of ‘if onlys’.

‘Woman up, Durand. Don’t be a wuss,’ she muttered, spraying 212 on her wrist and neck. The door to the restroom opened and a middle-aged woman with a lobster-red face came in, flapping her hand up and down to cool herself.

‘Oh my gosh, it’s so warm out there, when you’re a woman of a certain age. Damn these flashes!’ she grimaced, turning on a tap and dabbing her napkin in the water flow, before patting her face and neck with it.

‘Not easy being a woman,’ Marie-Claire remarked, tugging at her dress to stop it from clinging to her bare ass.

‘You can say that again,’ came the gloomy rejoinder to Marie-Claire’s retreating back.

‘Are you ready for your surprises?’ Marc asked eagerly when she sat down at the table. His eyes were over-bright in the flickering candlelight. He was a tad inebriated. She was as sober as a judge. He waved a brochure at her and picked up the Tiffany box and handed it to her.

‘Happy Christmas, mon amour, with all my love,’ he said huskily.

It was as though time stood still for a moment. Marie-Claire gazed into his heavy-lidded amber eyes, speckled with flecks of gold, ringed by thick black lashes, now slightly glazed from all the alcohol he’d imbibed. His face was tanned from skiing. His nose slightly crooked from a break. His mouth, with a sensual lower lip, the top lip just the slightest bit too narrow, which could make him look mean sometimes if he was angry. The sharp cheekbones a woman would envy. Lean, tanned and taut. She knew the contours of that face so well. So does Amelia, a little voice taunted.

Marie-Claire cleared her throat.

‘I have something for you first. And I need to say something,’ she said, putting the box down and calmly opening her handbag to find his keys. Unfortunately, her handbag being its usual messy chaos, she had to rummage, and as her rolled-up Spanx fell into her lap she cursed herself for not being organized and having the keys in the small side pocket.

‘You dirty girl, are you going commando!’ Marc’s eyes lit up and he laughed as she stuffed them back into the evening bag. ‘I can’t wait to get you in the taxi home!’

She was so annoyed with herself that when she found his keys, caught in the folds of her wallet, she grabbed them and handed them to him. ‘Here. I’m giving you back your keys,’ she said brusquely.

‘What are you giving me these for? We’re not moving yet.’ He looked at them in surprise. ‘Did you know I’ve put a deposit on a two-bed condo?’

‘You did what?’ Was she hearing right?

‘This is part of the surprise.’ He handed her a glossy brochure. ‘I want you to move in with me. But we have to move fast. It’s five floors up from mine. It’s fantastic. Wait until you see—’

‘Hold on a second and let me get this straight: you’ve put a deposit on a condo that you want me to move into with you, without me even seeing it?’ How typical of Marc, she thought, to make a unilateral decision like that.

‘I told you, Marie-Claire, I had to move fast. Half of Toronto wants one of those condos. And I know your rent is due for renewal the first of January, so you won’t lose any money by not renewing. It’s perfect timing,’ he grinned impishly.

‘Actually, it’s not, Marc,’ she said slowly. ‘I’m leaving Canada. I’m going home to Ireland. Here are your keys. I’ve already moved my stuff out of your place. And I can’t take your present. It wouldn’t be fair.’ She handed him back the Tiffany box.

‘What? What do you mean, you’ve moved your stuff? And you’re going back to Ireland? When? For how long? What about New York? What about us? What the hell is going on here, Marie-Claire? He was flabbergasted, staring at her as though she’d lost her marbles.

Us? she wanted to shout, but she remembered her vow to herself not to play the victim. He would go to his end wondering why his ‘Irish colleen’ had dumped him.

‘Hmmm, well, I’ve been thinking, especially with my rent coming up for renewal, that it was time to make a decision about what to do with my life. And while Canada’s been great, and being with you has been really good, it’s time for me to move on and try out something new, and—’

‘Marie-Claire, are you for real?’ His face darkened. His voice had an angry edge. ‘We’ve made plans to build up the company in New York. You’ve a meeting there next week. I’m asking you to move in with me. What are you talking about, leaving Canada?’

She noted sourly that his first priority was the meeting in New York.

‘I’m sorry about the meeting in New York, but it’s the same date as my great-aunt’s eightieth birthday party, and I’d really like to be there—’

‘Christ, Marie-Claire, you’d give up the chance of a lifetime to be at a damn birthday party? We’re going places, you and me. Get a grip.’

‘Yup, I’m going places – I’m going home,’ she said mildly. ‘Look, Marc, I’m . . .’ She struggled to find a word that would wound without being offensive. ‘I’m very, very fond’ – that was so delightfully insipid, she thought proudly – ‘very, very fond of you,’ she repeated for good measure—

‘Fond! You’re fond of me?’ He said it so loudly the diners at the next table stared over with undisguised curiosity. ‘You’re in love with me. We’re really good together. What is wrong with you? Why are you behaving like this?’ He couldn’t grasp what she was saying. This had come as a bolt out of the blue.

‘It’s the Irish in me,’ she said drily, remembering Amelia’s derisive slur. ‘Look, we had a blast, but I never made any promises to you. I kept my own apartment. I like my independence, you know that. I’m sorry you feel ready to take our relationship a step further and I don’t. But that’s life, chérie.’

‘But why?’ He was utterly bemused.

Marie-Claire smiled. Mission accomplished, she thought, proud of herself. He would never know the answer to that question. With exquisite timing, her phone tinkled. It was the driver of the cab she’d taken the precaution of ordering while she was in the loo.

‘Marc, my taxi has arrived. Please give me the keys to my apartment. I’ll be handing them in.’ She held out her hand.

‘You ordered a taxi! You’re supposed to be coming home with me. We’re going to visit my parents tomorrow. We’re going skiing the day after!’ He was totally flummoxed.

‘Sorry about that, sweetie. Please give your parents my apologies, but I don’t think it would be fair of me to take advantage of their kindness, or yours, now that we’re breaking up—’

‘Breaking up? Marie-Claire, are you on something? Did you—’

‘Marc, the keys – they’re on your key ring. I don’t want to keep the taxi waiting. My resignation letter is on your desk; the holidays I’m owed can be in lieu of notice. I know it’s all a bit sudden, and I apologize for that. But it’s time for me to move on.’

‘Please don’t be hasty. Think about it. Come home with me tonight, Marie-Claire,’ he urged. ‘Let’s—’

‘Sorry, Marc, I don’t want to take advantage of you. I am going home. A clean break is best,’ she said firmly, taking a wad of dollars out of her wallet. ‘Keys, please – and this is my share of the bill.’

He fumbled with his key ring and reluctantly handed her back the silver keys. ‘I don’t know what’s got into you,’ he muttered. ‘Is there someone else?’

‘No! I don’t two-time,’ she said sharply, staring at him intently.

Flustered, he lowered his gaze and took a swig of brandy.

‘Goodnight, Marc. Have a good Christmas. Best of luck with New York and the expansion plans. Thanks for the fun times.’ Marie-Claire stood up, picked up her bag and walked away, leaving him speechless.

She collected her cape, wrapped it around herself and walked out of the restaurant into the glacial night, and out of Marc Bouchard’s life, with her head held high.



CHAPTER SEVEN

‘He’s banging Amelia? You’re kidding me!’ Lizzie Ross almost spluttered her tea in surprise. When Marie-Claire had phoned to tell her closest friend and colleague that she wouldn’t be returning to work at Bouchard and Clay’s Sound and Post Facilities, Lizzie had told her to come over to her place immediately and spill.

‘Yep – and buying her gifts in Tiffany’s and bringing her to Niagara Falls when I was scheduled to be in New York,’ Marie-Claire revealed half an hour later, sitting in Lizzie’s kitchen.

‘What a shit!’ Lizzie scowled. ‘And with that little weasel-faced pipe cleaner . . .’

Marie-Claire laughed at that, despite her heartache.

‘Well she is, all bones and angles, and fried eggs for boobs,’ Lizzie exclaimed loyally. ‘What does he see in her when he has you?’

‘I have asked myself that question,’ Marie-Claire said drily. ‘I’ve questioned everything about our relationship.’ She took a glug of the chilled Chardonnay Lizzie had poured for her and nibbled unhappily on a cracker smeared with pâté.

‘He’s crazy! I don’t get it.’ Lizzie paced up and down the wooden floor of her light-filled kitchen. ‘He respects you—’

‘But he doesn’t love me. Clearly, if he’s shagging Minnie Mouse, I’m not enough for him.’

‘Don’t you dare blame yourself for his bad behaviour,’ Lizzie retorted. ‘It’s not a lacking in you. It’s a lacking in him. He’s been a bit of a ladies’ man as long as I’ve known him, but he really did change with you. He seemed so happy – I thought you’d tamed him. I was expecting an announcement, to be honest.’

‘I thought we were heading in that direction myself. In fact, part of his Christmas present to me was a key to a two-bed condo in his building. He wanted me to move in with him.’

‘Are you serious?’ Lizzie stared at her.

‘I am. Hasn’t he got some nerve, expecting me to move in with him while he’s cheating on me behind my back?’

‘And what did he say when you confronted him?’ Lizzie refilled their glasses, before checking on the chicken dish she’d put in the oven for supper.

‘I didn’t confront him. I told him I wasn’t moving in, told him I was resigning from the job and going home. I told him it was time for me to move on. He couldn’t believe his ears.’

‘You dumped him! And he doesn’t know why! I LOVE it!’ Lizzie clapped her hands. ‘Hoist by his own petard. Oh well done, woman, well done! I’d love to have seen his face!’

‘He was gobsmacked for sure.’ Marie-Claire managed a small smile. ‘Don’t you ever let on that I know about Amelia,’ she warned her friend.

‘As if!’ scoffed Lizzie. ‘But you do know he’ll quiz me.’

‘So tell him I felt like a change. And because my lease was up, it was the right time to do it.’

‘OK,’ Lizzie agreed glumly. ‘I’m really going to miss you, though, Marie-Claire. Couldn’t you leave the job but stay in Canada and look for another?’

‘I’d like to go home for a while and sort out my head. I’m not sure what I want to do next in my life. I’ll put my belongings in storage here. If I decide to come back, fine, if not I’ll have them shipped home.’

‘Please come back, Marie-Claire,’ Lizzie begged. ‘I can’t believe you’re leaving. Work won’t be half as much fun without you,’ she said mournfully, giving her a hug. Marie-Claire hugged her back.

‘It will give you a reason to come to Ireland, if I decide to stay,’ she comforted. Lizzie was a great pal. She’d made some lovely friends in Canada, but she’d great friends at home too, she reminded herself, and they would keep her going as she ended one chapter of her life and began another.



CHAPTER EIGHT

KEELIN

It was always bittersweet coming home, Keelin reflected when Armand took the slip road off the motorway and headed west. When they got to Ardcloch, ten minutes from where her mother lived, she would ring Imelda and tell her to put the kettle on.

This journey home never failed to bring mixed emotions. Delight because she loved Ardcloch and Glencarraig, the small town Imelda lived in and where Keelin had grown up. Sadness because she would be visiting the graveyard in Ardcloch where her beloved father lay buried with his parents. And painful memories too of a grim and fraught time when harsh words had been flung between them. That had been the worst phase of her life, and though the passage of time had healed some of the hurt, there was still an underlying residue of anger and resentment that Keelin didn’t think would ever leave her, no matter how hard she tried to let go of it.

Her uneasy relationship with her mother was all the more prickly without the balm of her father’s patient, even-tempered presence.

Please let her not be rude to Armand. Please let her not take the good out of Mère Brigid’s party, Keelin prayed silently. Fervently.

Why did Imelda dislike men so much? No man was good enough in her opinion. Not even her loyal and tolerant husband.

‘How can you put up with her meanness, Dad?’ Keelin had asked her father once, furious with Imelda for not allowing her to go to a dance that all her school friends were going to. Larry had tried his best to get his wife to change her mind, but Imelda had snapped, ‘You know as well as I do what goes on at those dances, and I’m not having her coming home thinking she’s falling in love with some Romeo, and mooning over him, and having her school-work suffer.’

‘That’s a bit of an exaggeration now, Imelda,’ Larry protested, winking at Keelin. ‘Sure, it’s the boys who’ll be mooning over our lovely daughter!’

‘She’d be better off keeping away from men,’ Imelda scowled.

‘Why? Weren’t you very lucky to get a kind man like Daddy?’ Keelin had exclaimed hotly, disgusted at her mother’s derisory tone.

‘Lucky! Is that what you call it?’ Imelda retorted, stalking out into the garden to pick some peas and broad beans for dinner.

‘She’s so mean and nasty,’ Keelin raged.

‘Ah, she’s having a hard time starting that old menopause thing. And with her own da being sick, she’s worried and tired. Take no notice, pet, this too will pass,’ Larry uttered one of his favourite sayings and gave her a hug. ‘Put a pillow under your quilt. When it gets dark, I’ll slip out and put the stepladder at your window and leave your bike down at the gate. But don’t be too late home. And be as quiet as a mouse climbing in – although, knowing your mother, she’ll be dead to the world by ten-thirty,’ he added humorously.

‘Oh, Dad, you’re the best in the world. I love you so much.’ Keelin had flung her arms around her father and hugged him with all her might.

Larry had been her champion, and she’d been his, so much so that Imelda had once accused them of ganging up on her.

‘Don’t be like that, Imelda,’ Larry had said sternly. ‘I don’t like that talk and I won’t have it. So we’ll have no more of it.’ It was almost unheard of for him to take that tone with her; shocked, Imelda had muttered an ungracious apology, but an apology nevertheless.

When her father had died, Keelin had wished bitterly that it had been her mother who had been taken first. But Larry was not the parent she’d to learn her life lessons from, she thought ruefully. It was Imelda who was teaching her tolerance, patience and forgiveness, much as she wished it might be otherwise.

‘You OK?’ Armand looked over at her, the expression in his brown eyes kind and loving as ever. ‘Are you thinking of your father?’

‘How did you know?’ she smiled back at him.

‘I know you.’ He reached across and squeezed her hand.

‘I’m so glad you got to meet him,’ Keelin sighed.

‘I’m glad too. I had and have a lot to thank him for.’

‘Me too,’ Keelin sighed. ‘He was as good a father to me as you are to Marie-Claire.’

‘High praise for me,’ her husband said, expertly avoiding a pothole the size of a mini volcano crater as the winding road narrowed the further west they drove.

The pale wintery lemon sun flashed dazzling rays between the bare hedgerows and naked-branched trees. Keelin was glad she wasn’t driving. The sun had been low in the sky, heading west, blinding in spots, but once they hit the Midlands, the fields shrouded in wisps of fine misty fog had an ethereal feel. The countryside was resting, deep in winter’s grip. So Celtic, so druidic, she’d thought, relishing the energy of her homeland. Now, as they neared the west coast and home, the sun made an appearance again, dappling the bare grey hedgerows with sunlight.

Imelda had sounded tetchy on the phone when she had called her the previous day. Keelin knew it was because of Brigid’s upcoming party. Her mother was annoyed because Keelin and Armand would be breaking their holiday with her to travel south to stay with Brigid for a few days.

The bond between Keelin and her aunt was strong, and enduring because of what they had been through together. Imelda could not help but feel jealous, even though Keelin tried hard to be as loving and kind as possible to her mother and give her no cause to fret about their own relationship.

What could have happened to set off such resentment, Keelin wondered, as she always did when she thought about the relationship between Imelda and Brigid.

The familiar outline of Ardcloch’s small church came into view, and below it, the houses and farms nestled in the valley. Memories surged back as she took in the patchwork of her grandparents’ farm in the distance and the house where Brigid and Imelda had grown up, and where Keelin had spent much of her childhood and teenage years helping out. She remembered watching the rising sun exploding in glorious Technicolor over the top of the hills, her feet drenched with dew, foraging for mushrooms with her grandfather, to cook on the griddle with salt and butter for breakfast. Happy, sweet memories to counteract the sad ones, she acknowledged, looking eagerly along the main street of the village where Kennedy’s shop and Post Office still stood, with its press-down brass door handle that rang a bell when you entered. Across the street stood the green cow-tail water pump, where in the old days the women of Ardcloch used to gather to chat and fill their water containers. The water from that pump made a great cup of tea, Keelin remembered nostalgically.

The primary school beside the church was closed now, while the bigger one in Glencarraig, where she’d been a pupil, had expanded. Always the rivalry between Ardcloch and Glencarraig, which dared to think of itself as a town. ‘They have notions in that place. They think they’re a cut above the rest of us,’ her granny used to say scornfully when Imelda said how much she liked living there. Driving past the church and graveyard, Keelin felt the spirits of her long-dead relatives greet her in warm welcome. ‘You’re back. You’re home,’ she fancied she heard them say.

Keelin rooted in her bag, found her mobile phone and scrolled to Imelda’s number. ‘In Ardcloch now, Mam,’ she said when her mother answered. ‘Stick the kettle on.’

*

Imelda peered at herself in the mirror, inspecting the sides of her mouth and chin. She’d noticed, when she’d gone to clean the mirror in the guest room en suite, that she was sporting several curly white hairs that needed snipping. Thank goodness she’d been wearing her glasses. She wouldn’t have seen the little buggers without them, and the last thing she wanted was to meet her French son-in-law looking like a walrus.

Armand Durand was not her favourite person. It was all his fault that she and Keelin had become estranged. His fault that Larry had died a troubled man.

It was only after Larry’s funeral that Imelda, unable to bear Keelin’s distress, had grudgingly held out the olive branch. For the sake of her daughter, and grandchild, she tolerated Keelin’s French husband and tried to be civil to him. But it wasn’t easy. Not easy at all!

It was a pity Marie-Claire wasn’t coming home this year. There was something about her granddaughter that softened the atmosphere. She had a carefree way about her that was contagious, and she could make Imelda laugh like no one else could, with her impudence. Imelda smiled. She’d three other grandchildren and, while she loved them, Marie-Claire was her favourite.

She’d better get a move on; Keelin would be here in five minutes. She went into her own bedroom, patted her hair, powdered her cheeks with Mac bronzer and rolled her lipstick over her lips.

The Frenchman wouldn’t find her lacking in her toilette.

The kettle had no sooner boiled than Imelda heard the rental car crunch over the stones in the drive. She whisked off her apron, placed it on the oven rail and went to open the front door.

‘Welcome, home, Keelin. Happy Christmas,’ she greeted her daughter. They hugged. Imelda was glad Keelin remembered not to kiss her in the French fashion, on each cheek. That nonsense irritated her greatly. Once was enough to kiss a person, there was no need for a pantomime, she’d said crossly to Armand after all the kissing eventually got too much for her.

‘Armand, come in, happy Christmas to you, too,’ she said in as friendly a tone as she could manage.

‘Mrs O’Brien’ – she’d told him sharply when she’d first met him not to call her Madame, she didn’t run a house of ill repute – ‘it’s very good to see you looking so well. The felicitations of the seasons to you, also,’ her son-in-law said, leaning down to kiss her cheek.

The felicitations of the season, indeed, Imelda thought irascibly. Why couldn’t he just say happy Christmas like everyone else? ‘Get in out of the cold’ – and don’t be annoying me, she would have liked to add, but she restrained herself. She’d given herself a stern talking to earlier and told herself to keep her sharp tongue under control. It got her into a lot of trouble, but keeping silent about things was not in her nature.

To take her mind off the antipathy triggered by her son-in-law’s arrival, she busied herself making tea and cutting thick fingers of Christmas cake. Her cake had turned out particularly well this year; no sunken fruit or burned sultanas at the edges. She could serve it up to the Frenchman with pride.

‘The house is lovely, Mam. The holly and ivy are so decorative along the mantelpiece with the fairy lights woven through,’ Keelin lauded her mother’s festive touches.

‘I saw it done in a magazine when I was at the hairdresser’s and there’s plenty of holly out in the garden, so I cut a basket full and chopped the ivy off the wall. Even though I say so myself, I made a good fist of it,’ Imelda declared.

‘You certainly did, Mrs O’Brien, and your cake is delicious, if I may say so,’ Armand added his praise to the conversation.

‘Thank you,’ Imelda said graciously, but didn’t offer him another slice.

‘Is there anything I can do for you, Mam?’ Keelin asked, picking the crumbs of almond icing off the plate. Imelda noted what she was doing. ‘I kept some almond icing aside for you – I know you have a weakness for it.’ She smiled at her daughter.

‘Ah thank you, Mam!’ Keelin leaned over and gave her a hug and Imelda’s cheeks went rosy pink with pleasure.

‘Go on with you,’ she said, but she was content with her daughter’s response. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d been hugged or kissed. It was a good feeling. ‘Why don’t the two of you go and unpack. I’ll put a match to the fire in the front room. Even though the central heating’s on, a fire is always that bit more festive at this time of the year,’ she suggested briskly. ‘We’ll have a roast beef dinner today. I’ll cook us a turkey dinner for New Year.’

‘Do not go to trouble, Mam, we’ll cook,’ Keelin said immediately.

‘Indeed you won’t. It’s no trouble. It will be nice to cook for someone other than myself. Off with you now to unpack,’ Imelda ordered. She wasn’t having that fella poking around her kitchen. Besides, she liked cooking for people. It wasn’t the same cooking for herself now that Larry was gone. One thing about her husband, he’d always appreciated her cooking. A flicker of sadness crossed her face at the thought.

‘OK,’ Keelin said. ‘If you don’t mind, as soon as we’ve unpacked we might go and visit Dad’s grave. I bought a lovely Christmas wreath in Dublin for him.’

‘Right so.’ Imelda stood up from the table. ‘You go to the grave before it gets dark and then come back and sit in front of the fire and relax after your journey. I’ll start dinner preparations now.’

‘Let me put these dishes in the dishwasher.’ Armand began to clear the table, and she was about to stop him but decided against it. Keelin was looking so sad at the prospect of visiting Larry’s grave. There was no point in adding to her daughter’s distress by being unnecessarily rude to Armand. If he didn’t fill the dishwasher to her satisfaction, she would do it herself when they were gone.



CHAPTER NINE

MARIE-CLAIRE

When the plane had banked to make its final descent into Dublin, shortly before six-thirty a.m., and she saw the glittering lights of the city beneath her, tears brimmed in Marie-Claire’s eyes. She had to struggle to compose herself before leaving the cocoon that had sheltered her from facing the world.

Marc had called constantly, as well as trying to Messenger her, before she left, but she’d ignored his calls and texted:


Am up to my eyes packing, sweetie, I’ll get in touch from Ireland.



She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of seeing her crying. That would ruin her plans for keeping him in the dark about her reasons for leaving.

Marie-Claire squared her shoulders and walked out onto the jetway feeling she was in some sort of a dream.

It was the first time she’d ever returned home with no one to greet her, and she felt a dart of loneliness when the opaque green doors parted and she walked out onto the Arrivals concourse. It was still pitch-black outside. She was glad she’d be getting into bed in the dark.

‘Marie-Claire, Marie-Claire!’ She heard her name being called and turned her head in the direction of the shout to find Ella waving frantically, heading in her direction. Her heart lifted. Loneliness fled. Ella, her best friend. Always in her life, steadfast and dependable as only best friends are.

‘What are you doing here?’ Marie-Claire held out her one free arm and was enveloped in a hug that made everything bearable.

‘Did you think I’d let you come home at this hour of the morning after what you’ve been through and not be here to meet you?’ Ella demanded, stepping back to look at her. ‘Well, you might be going through a trauma, MC, but you look A-MAZ-ING!’ she grinned. ‘Love that cape. And your hair is so elegant, swept up. How come mine always looks like a bird’s nest after I fly? And even when I don’t fly,’ Ella laughed, sweeping her fingers through her unruly chestnut curls.

‘I can’t believe you’re here,’ Marie-Claire exclaimed. She and Ella had met on their secondary school basketball court. Ella, a sixth year and captain of the school team, had been impressed with Marie-Claire’s bank shots and blocking actions. Despite the five-year age gap, a friendship was born that had continued when they had both ended up sharing a flat in Dublin, where they had forged careers for themselves, Marie-Claire in sound production, Ella in the employment sector, where she’d eventually set up her own employment agency. As close as sisters, they shared each other’s joys and sorrows. There was no one else in the world that Marie-Claire would have wanted to find waiting for her on her arrival back to Ireland.

‘You know you can come home with me, but to be honest, I think you’d be far better off going to the hotel you booked,’ Ella said as she took control of the trolley heading towards the exit. ‘The girls held a sleepover last night and you wouldn’t get a wink of sleep with them prancing around. I’m tempted to book in myself,’ she grimaced.

‘Ella, I’ll take the courtesy bus, honestly. Don’t go out of your way driving me there,’ Marie-Claire protested.

‘Are ya mad! I’m going to have a very peaceful breakfast and a natter with you, before you get into bed. Then I’m going into town to the sales. By myself! Oh bliss,’ she grinned. ‘I love my girls, but they do my head in. Our life was so uncomplicated when we were their ages. I swear to God, those Kardashians and social media have ruined a generation.’

‘Is it that bad here too?’ Marie-Claire followed her friend to the car park.

‘You bet it is. I’ll tell you about it another day. For now, it’s all about you. Update me on EVERYTHING!’ Ella demanded. Marie-Claire had told her friend all the gory details, starting with overhearing Amelia’s furtive phone call and the evening with Marc, in several Skype sessions over the past few days.

‘Well done, missus,’ Ella had exclaimed approvingly when Marie-Claire outlined her strategy. ‘Let him die wondering, the little shit.’

‘Yep, that’s the only thing that’s positive about it for me: I’m in control and I dumped him and he’ll never know why. He hates it. And I’ll get over him. I’m not going to be defined by my relationship with him. I’m going to stop thinking of myself as a failure. It’s time to move on.’ But even as she said the words, they sounded hollow. Despite her best intentions, her heart ached as they walked out into the crisp cold air of Dublin, and the salty easterly breeze whispered across Marie-Claire’s face and she caught the familiar scent of home.



CHAPTER TEN

‘Mon dieu! What are you doing here?’ Keelin’s shout of joy was music to Marie-Claire’s ears when she was hugged by her astonished mother in Imelda’s front porch.

‘Was that a good surprise?’ she grinned, hugging back tightly, swallowing down the lump that rose to her throat at the sight of her much-loved mother.

‘What’s going on out here? Marie-Claire! What are you doing home? I thought you were working and couldn’t come.’ Imelda, hearing the commotion, bustled into the hall, her face lighting up at the sight of her granddaughter walking through the front door.

‘That was a fib,’ Marie-Claire lied, planting a kiss on her grandmother’s soft cheek.

‘Come in, have a cup of tea. Did you drive straight from the airport?’ Imelda ushered them into the kitchen.

‘No, I flew in yesterday and Ella collected me.’ She omitted saying that she’d stayed the night in a hotel. ‘It was great to catch up, and I did a bit of business in Dublin with the letting agency and the house and all that stuff, and here I am. Where’s Papa?’ She followed her grandmother into the kitchen and sat down at the round oak table, glad to be at her journey’s end.

‘He’s gone over to Ardcloch to do a bit of work on the graves. We got new stones for them,’ Keelin said lightly. He’ll get such a surprise to see you.’

‘I’ll make up the bed in Keelin’s old room, you can sleep there.’ Imelda filled the kettle and took some mugs down from the press.

‘I’ll do the bed, Gran,’ Marie-Claire offered. ‘I don’t want you going to any trouble.’

‘I’ll do the bed.’ Keelin put milk and sugar on the table while her mother cut dainty fingers of Christmas cake to go with the tea.

‘It’s no trouble, I’m delighted to have you here, dear.’ Imelda patted her arm.

‘Thanks, Gran. Are you looking forward to the party? I can’t wait to see Mère’s face when I surprise her. Tell me all the plans for it.’

Imelda’s lips tightened. ‘Party! Party! Party! You’d think no one else had ever retired or got to eighty. Such a fuss!’ she grumbled, spooning tea leaves into the pot. She didn’t care for teabags and made tea the old-fashioned way.

Marie-Claire flashed a glance at her mother, who threw her eyes up to heaven. ‘Ah sure, we’ll have a big party for you, Gran, when you’re eighty,’ she said, deciding to ignore her grandmother’s petulance.

‘I don’t want any of that nonsense, ’tis far from surprise parties I was reared,’ Imelda sniffed.

‘So Mère thinks it’s a little party for the nuns and she doesn’t know the family is coming, is that it?’ Marie-Claire turned to Keelin.

‘Exactly! We’ve all booked into Kirwin’s Hotel—’

‘Who’s coming?’

‘The four of us, now that you’re home. Plus your Uncle John and Auntie Phil, Lucy and Laura—’

‘Terrific!’ exclaimed Marie-Claire, looking forward to seeing her cousins.

‘And the Sheedys. Brigid is very fond of them. A few people from Butlersbridge, of course and the Mother General—’

‘She’s coming? All the way from Paris?’ Imelda interjected sharply.

‘Yes, and two other Sisters. They’re only staying the night. Armand is collecting them from the station.’ Keelin eyed her mother warily.

‘For goodness’ sake! Isn’t it great for them all the same that they can spend a fortune on flights for a jaunt to Ireland? No doubt that money comes out of the charity boxes that people put their hard-earned money into,’ Imelda griped.

‘Mam, stop that,’ Keelin said sharply. ‘Brigid is highly thought of by her congregation. She’s given a lifetime’s service to her Order. She deserves a bit of recognition for it.’

‘If we all got the recognition we deserved we’d be doing well,’ her mother retorted as the sound of the doorbell chimes sent her hurrying out into the hall.

‘I’m so glad you’re here, Marie-Claire,’ Keelin whispered. ‘She’s doing my head in. Brigid’s party is going between her and her sleep, she’s so annoyed about it. I swear to God, if it passes off without a hitch or a row, it will be a miracle.’

‘Ah it’s not that bad, surely,’ Marie-Claire soothed, biting into the rich cake and taking a mouthful of ‘proper’ tea. Her heart sank at her mother’s uncharacteristically stern words. She’d come home to Ireland looking for solace and landed in the middle of a family drama.

Imelda marched into the kitchen and plonked a beautifully arranged basket of flowers on the table. ‘The O’Neills want me to give this to Brigid. Who do they think I am . . . Interflora?’ she snapped, glowering at the thoughtful gift. ‘I got her fifty euros’ worth of savings certificates and she can like them or lump them. I’m going to make up the bed.’ She stomped out of the kitchen.

Marie-Claire giggled. ‘ “Interflora!” She’s a hoot when she’s mad,’ she whispered. ‘Why is she so annoyed at Mère?’

‘I have no idea, Marie-Claire. They’ve never got on, but it’s more Mam’s fault than Brigid’s. I don’t even think Brigid knows why. She doesn’t want to come to the party. I told her to stay at home and she said she wouldn’t have people talking about her. There’s no winning with her. Uncle John opened his big mouth and told her he has a great surprise for Brigid, so Mam’s curiosity is getting the better of her. That’s another reason she’s going. But if she upsets Brigid on her special day I won’t hold back. I’m fed up of this carry-on, and Mam’s walking on very thin ice with me.’ Keelin sat poker-straight, rigid with disapproval.

Marie-Claire refrained from comment. She’d heard the wheels of a car on the drive and shot out of her seat and put a finger to her lips and hid behind the kitchen door. Keelin grinned, hearing Armand call her name.

‘Am I blocking someone in the drive. Has Imelda got a visitor?’ he asked, walking into the kitchen and bending down to kiss his wife’s cheek.

‘She has, but I don’t think she’ll be going anywhere for a while, so you’re fine,’ Keelin said non-committally. ‘Would you like a cup of coffee?’

‘I would. I’ll stick the kettle on,’ Armand said.

‘Let me do it, Papa,’ Marie-Claire offered, laughing.

Her father stopped and turned, doing a double-take. ‘Marie-Claire!’

‘Oh Papa, it’s so good to see you!’ she exclaimed, launching herself at him, and he laughed with joy and hugged the daylights out of her, and for a while her sadness disappeared and she gave herself over to the immense pleasure of being with her parents.



CHAPTER ELEVEN

Una Farrelly was at her wits’ end. She was doing her best to keep Reverend Mother Brigid’s surprise party under wraps but the RM kept poking her nose into things that were really none of her business, commenting on the amount of bacon and eggs in the fridge, and the ‘mountain’ of sponge for the trifle she was going to make later. ‘You’re not going to be feeding the multitudes, Una. It’s only a few Sisters from the convents and two from the Mother House,’ Brigid remarked mildly, heading upstairs.
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