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  Dublin




  November 12th, 2012




  Dear readers,




  It’s been more than twenty-two years since City Girl, my first novel, was published and I wanted to thank you for all your support down the years. You have been

  such loyal readers and I’m so grateful to all of you.




  To my new readers, a warm welcome also. I hope you enjoy With All My Love as much as I enjoyed writing it and that you will like my other books.




  I am now on Facebook and to all of my readers who have contacted me there, a big thank you. I love being able to interact with you and keep you updated about events and

  signings and the progress of my novels as I’m writing them. And it’s great getting your feedback and hearing your news.




  So, dear readers, Enjoy! Enjoy! Enjoy!




  With all my love,




  Patricia xxx
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  When the heart weeps for what is lost. The spirit laughs for what it has found.




  Sufi saying




  







  PROLOGUE





  He could feel the heat of the sun streaming over him, and had a flash of vibrant memory of lying with his brother in a field of prickly golden stubble, the scent of new-cut

  straw filling his nostrils, the drone of the tractor fading as it drove away, towing its bounty of neat bales to the nearby farm.




  As adrenalin surged through him he raised his face to the blue immensity of sky, reaching higher, higher, every muscle, ligament and fibre protesting as he strained to reach his target. His

  hands curved around the hard leather of the ball and Jeff felt a rush of emotions, triumph, joy, and deep satisfaction that nothing else in life could equal. Every aching bone, every second of

  weary exhaustion from the punishing training regime he followed was worth it for this moment.




  The roar of the crowd lifted him higher. The shiny red faces of the men he soared over, a blur in the bright sunlight. If only Valerie were here to see this, he thought with a brief pang of

  regret as his hands tightened around his prize and he plotted the optimum trajectory towards the goalmouth. But Valerie didn’t like football. She resented the time he spent training. He

  should be spending it with her and their young daughter, she’d say. He hated how she made him feel guilty about his passion. It took the good out of moments like this. He twisted on the

  downward descent, elbowing his marker in the shoulder as he tried to grab the ball from him, clearing his way to prepare his onslaught on the box.




  The pain hit, gripping him like a vice, forcing the breath out of his lungs, and bringing him to his knees. The roar of the crowd faded. Surprise and shock staggered him. He crumpled to the

  ground and saw the blue of the sky briefly before the darkness enveloped him.




  And then it seemed that only a moment had passed and brightness bathed him in a soft light as he opened his eyes and felt a wondrous sense of wellbeing. Thank God for that, Jeff thought,

  relieved. He felt so well, so fit, so . . . so . . . perfect. Perhaps he’d imagined that brief, shocking jolt of pain. Or maybe he was in hospital and they had injected him. That

  must be it. He had no memory of getting there, no memory of being in an ambulance. He must have been out like a light.




  Had they won the match? He’d liked to have scored that goal; it would have been a beauty, one of his best, he mused, feeling utterly relaxed. Whatever they’d given him was working a

  treat. The light drew closer and his eyes widened . . .




  Everything was going to be absolutely fine, Jeff knew as he recognized his beloved grandmother coming towards him, smiling at him as he took her outstretched hand.




  







  CHAPTER ONE





  Briony McAllister felt the glorious heat of the Mediterranean sun on her upturned face as she contemplated the cobalt sky above her and felt the tension ease out of her body,

  dissipating into the soft green tartan rug she was lying on. Little cotton puffs of clouds drifted over the sharp-ridged peaks of the sierras to the north, and the breeze whispered through the pine

  trees.




  Beside her, her 4-year-old daughter, Katie, was engrossed in plaiting her Moxie Girl’s hair. It was a Sunday afternoon in September and a somnolent, peaceful air pervaded the Parque

  Princessa Diana, a pretty park on the Costa del Sol. Katie had wanted to go there instead of the beach, the swings and modest playground being a big attraction. Thankfully, she was now happy to

  play with her dolls after twenty minutes of blissful soaring back and forth on the swings, and Briony was content to lie drowsily in the late afternoon sun, her novel unopened beside her.




  Riviera, a small town on Spain’s southern coast, was empty of tourists, who had long gone back to their jobs and mundane lives, their Costa holiday a faded summer’s dream. Where once

  older couples and retired ex-pats would have filled the many restaurants and coffee shops, the recession had ensured that the Costa del Sol was decimated after many years of lavish boom. Briony

  knew full well the effects of economic collapse. She, too, should have been back behind her desk, dealing with the thousand and one queries that came with being an administrator in a busy private

  hospital. But life as she knew it had changed completely the day, two months previously, when the owners of the Olympus Sports clinic had called staff together and told them that due to the current

  economic climate and falling patient numbers, redundancies would have to be made.




  Briony knew, even before it was her turn to meet with HR, that she would be one of the staff to be ‘let go’. She had been last into the department, having left a similar position in

  a big teaching hospital the previous year to work nearer home and closer to her daughter’s crèche.




  Briony sighed and brushed away a mosquito that had taken a fancy to her lightly tanned flesh. The truth was that with all the cuts in her salary in the last couple of years, the prohibitive

  crèche fees had taken most of what was left, and now that she was redundant she and her husband, Finn, were almost no worse off with her dole money, especially without having to pay for

  child-minding. They had decided after much discussion that for the next year, before Katie started school, Briony would be a stay-at-home mother.




  It was disconcerting adjusting to her new circumstances. Strange not having to get up at the crack of dawn and wake her daughter from sleep to feed and dress her before dropping her off at the

  crèche, greeting the other equally stressed, bleary-eyed parents she had got to know. And then making the bumper-to-bumper commute to work, hoping that she would get a parking place and not

  be last in, keeping her head down like a naughty schoolgirl and not a thirty-something, self-confident, career woman and working mother. She was still a ‘working’ mother, she thought

  defensively, realizing in these last few weeks how irritating the term was to mothers who could choose to stay at home and rear their children themselves.




  Why did she feel guilty every morning, though, when she and Katie shared cuddles in bed when Finn had left for work? It was such a treat having a leisurely breakfast and fascinating

  conversations with her 4-year-old. She had already missed so much of her child’s development. When she’d worked in the clinic, the time they’d had together after Briony collected

  her from the crèche in the evenings was often ruined by teary tantrums and squabbles over bath-time and bedtime, both of them exhausted after their early start. It was all so different now,

  so much fun! But no doubt this, too, would change. It was still very new and different. She felt like she was playing truant from real life.




  She was going to make the most of this unexpected blessing. It would be her gap year, Briony decided. This unemployment that had been foisted upon her would not diminish her. She would not allow

  herself to feel guilty that she wasn’t contributing to the family income, or that she was taking money from the state. She had paid her hard-earned money week after week, in social insurance,

  for just this eventuality.




  How she and her colleagues had complained bitterly about the previous government’s atrocious handling of the economy and the ‘brown envelope’ mentality that pervaded every

  level of society from the top down, the avarice of bankers, politicians, developers and the so-called ‘golden circle’. The negligence and incompetence of the so-called regulatory

  authorities, too, had led to the country being bankrupted and Briony and Katie’s generation, and generations to come, would carry a huge burden of debt. For all the good their complaining

  did. Ordinary folk like them were being hammered while the people responsible were still living in their big houses, holidaying in the sun and paying outrageous sums for lavish weddings, at the

  expense of tax payers. Every tea-break there would be heated discussion of some new revelation of chicanery, or some new pay cut proposed, that would leave Briony and her friends despairing of how

  they were going to manage in the future and worry about what lay ahead for their children.




  She hadn’t wanted to be made redundant from her job. She had been perfectly willing to work, albeit, she conceded with hindsight, at the expense of her relationship with her daughter. But

  the old saying ‘When one door closes another one opens’ was true. Everything depended on the way you looked at things.




  This time had been given to her and Katie to strengthen their bond and that was how she would view it. She no longer had money for life’s luxuries; eating out was a thing of the past for

  them, where once they had dined out three or four times a week and not given it a second thought. Even buying books, glossy mags and make-up now required a ‘Do I really need this?’

  debate, whereas before they would have been tossed willy-nilly into her supermarket trolley. She’d sold her Ford Focus reluctantly, trying not to cry when she’d seen it disappear down

  her street, and with it, the privileged life she’d taken for granted.




  The upside now, thought Briony, was that she was no longer time poor. The speed on her life’s treadmill had decelerated and she felt she was slowly exhaling years of stress and tension

  that juggling her life as a wife and mother, combined with holding down a job, had entailed.




  Briony felt the knot that had been in her stomach since she had walked out of her office for the last time loosen another little bit as she lay in the sunshine, and the feelings of failure,

  guilt, helplessness and fear wafted away on the balmy breeze blowing across the sea from Africa, as the scent of jasmine and the chorus of birdsong sent her drifting off into drowsy slumber.




  ‘Mom . . . Mom . . . I is hungry.’ An indignant poke brought Briony back to wakefulness and she squinted up to see her daughter’s indignant face hovering over hers. ‘Can

  we have our picnic now?’




  ‘Can we have our picnic now, please?’




  ‘Can we have our picnic now, pleeeease?’ Katie echoed exasperatedly and Briony managed to hide a grin as she struggled up into a sitting position and wrapped her little girl

  in a joyous hug.




  ‘Let’s have our feast then. I’m hungry too,’ Briony smiled, nuzzling into Katie’s neck. Her daughter smelled of suntan lotion and talc, and as Briony inhaled the

  scent of her she wished Finn was here to share their lazy Sunday afternoon.




  They had spoken earlier. He was up to his eyes doing a last edit on a report he had written for his MD. He headed the export department of a large food producing company who were constantly

  looking for new foreign markets. He was good at his job and in the last year the company’s revenue had bucked the trend as new markets in China and Brazil opened up. Ireland’s booming

  export market was the one bright shining star on the gloomy economic horizon and Finn had never been busier.




  Briony hated that he had to work so hard, but he was driven and enjoyed it. He had urged her to take the few weeks to help her mother settle into her new villa, despite Briony’s

  protests that she didn’t want to be away from him for too long. Had she still been working in the clinic, they would have been like ships that pass in the night. Funny how life had balanced

  out for them as a result of her redundancy, she mused, as she opened the picnic basket she’d brought with them and spread out the egg, and tuna salad sandwiches, and their absolute

  favourites, the pear and custard tartlets she’d bought from the bakery in the big Super Sol supermarket across the road. She and her mother, Valerie, had done a shop on the way from the

  airport the previous day and Briony still found the difference in food prices hard to believe. They had bought two huge fillets of salmon and a big bag of prawns for half the price she would have

  paid at home, and a bottle of Faustino was almost a third less than what she was used to paying.




  The two weeks she was going to spend with her mother, helping her settle into the small beachside villa she had recently purchased, would not cost her a fortune; in fact she’d live far

  cheaper here than in Dublin. She watched as Katie busied herself putting sandwiches on two bright green plastic plates, revelling in this great new adventure. ‘One for you, one for me,’

  she sang in a singsong voice, putting her juice bottle beside her Moxie Girl. Her Lalaloopsy doll, Jenny, had been left back at the villa as a punishment for some naughty deed. Katie was a very

  stern mother, and the dolls lived under a much stricter regime than Katie herself did, Briony thought, grinning as her daughter admonished her doll to ‘sit up and eat properly and say thank

  you’.




  Mother and daughter munched companionably on their sandwiches, Katie chattering away to her doll, sometimes singing, oblivious to all around her as she immersed herself in a scenario with her

  dolly that mimicked what was happening in her life right now. She had a vivid imagination and was a self-sufficient little girl who could entertain herself for hours on end. Even so, Briony longed

  to get pregnant again, to give her daughter a sibling. She didn’t want there to be too big an age gap between her children should she be blessed with another baby.




  Briony savoured the creamy egg sandwich, a hazy memory of picnics she’d had in her own childhood floating into her mind. Picnics on a golden beach under the cliff at the end of her

  grandparents’ house. She could remember the gritty grains of sand mixing with the egg as the breeze whipped the sand around them. Sadness pricked like an unexpected wasp sting as she

  remembered her grandmother, Tessa. She had loved her father’s mother with all the love her child’s heart could muster, and she had been greatly loved in return. And then the

  indescribable shock of separation, of being told by Valerie that Gramma Tessa didn’t want to see them any more. The grief of that bereavement equalled the pain of the loss of her dad.

  Briony’s eyes darkened at the memory and she brushed it away, annoyed that it still had the power to wound, even after all these years. It was a long, long time ago. Looking back only brought

  unhappiness and pain, and what was the point of that? For all she knew, the woman could be dead. She knew nothing of her father’s family now.




  And yet, she had been curious when, earlier, she’d unpacked a box of photo albums and tatty brown A4 envelopes full of old photos curling at the edges. Black-and-white ones, faded Kodak

  colour prints, and memory cards of long-dead relatives she didn’t know. Now that she had a child of her own she had become more interested in her family history; the time would come when

  Katie would want to know more of her family background. Valerie had always hated talking about the past and wasn’t very forthcoming when Briony quizzed her, but the photos would give her an

  excuse to bring up the subject.




  She was looking forward to sitting out on the patio over a glass of chilled wine, the comforting shushing of the sea as it feathered the beach below them in the background, and studying this

  tapestry of her and Valerie’s lives.




  She’d not been able to resist bringing one of the old-fashioned albums with her to the park. A photo of her father and mother had caught her eye. Snuggled close together, laughing, her

  father squinting into the camera as the sun caught him, looking so handsome and vital next to Valerie, petite and tanned, in a pretty blue sundress and making a face at whoever was taking the

  photo. Probably Lizzie, Valerie’s best friend, and Briony’s godmother.




  Idly, she finished off her sandwich, took a slug of fresh orange juice and reached into her beach bag to pull out the album with its garish plastic cover of pink daisies and splashes of yellow.

  A torn brown A4 envelope fell out from the back flap and a pale blue envelope slid half-way out of it. She was about to put it back when she saw that it was addressed to her: Miss Briony

  Harris, 12 Eldertree Road, Dublin 9.




  Eldertree Road, she noted, surprised. That was where Valerie and she had lived all those years ago when they had first moved back to Dublin before her mother had bought her own house. Who would

  have been writing to her there, and why had her mother never given her the letter? And why was the address written in a different pen and by a different hand from that of her name? The fine elegant

  cursive, written in blue ink, was neat, precise, the letters beautifully formed – script from a bygone era, she thought, studying it intently. No one wrote like that now. Why on earth were

  they writing to her, this person with the graceful old-fashioned writing? The address, however, was scripted in a rather untidy, less meticulous style.




  She opened the thin envelope and eased out the two pages of closely written script, and for a surreal moment was sure she caught a hint of a long-remembered scent. Gramma Tessa had always worn

  perfume, and face cream. Briony could remember playing with the cosmetic jars on her grandmother’s dressing table and Tessa daubing her face with Nivea and spraying her wrists with scent.

  Even to this day she could remember cuddling into her grandmother’s shoulder, as Tessa sang ‘Sugar and Spice and all things nice, that’s what little girls are made

  of.’ That sweet distinctive smell that would forever remind her of a time when life was good and she was safe and happy.




  ‘My Darling Briony,’ she read as Katie hummed happily beside her, completely oblivious to her mother’s mounting shock.




  Slowly, shaking her head, Briony read and reread her grandmother’s letter, so engrossed she hardly heard the ‘Yoo-hoo!’ that a slender blond-haired woman was hollering as she

  ran up the steps of the park.




  Almost in a daze, Briony studied her mother, willowy and tanned, looking ten years younger than her fifty years as she waved at them.




  ‘Hello, my darlings, are you enjoying your picnic?’ she asked breezily, bending to kiss Katie and tracing a tender finger along her cheek.




  ‘Valwee,’ squealed Katie, throwing her arms around her.




  The rush of bitterness that surged through Briony almost made her gag as she stood up.




  ‘Having fun?’ Valerie raised laughing eyes to her. The smile faded from her lips when she saw Briony’s expression. ‘What’s wrong? Are you OK?’ She

  straightened up and reached a hand out to touch her daughter.




  ‘How could you, Mum?’ Briony’s voice was shaking, as was the hand that held the letter, the letter that revealed that her mother had betrayed her in the most cruelly

  grievous way. A letter that revealed a litany of lies, lies and more lies. A letter that showed that Valerie Harris was a heartless, selfish, cruel bitch, who was now standing in front of her

  pretending to be concerned.




  ‘You make me sick,’ Briony hissed, not wishing Katie to know that there was anything amiss.




  Aghast at the venom in her daughter’s voice, Valerie glanced at the letter in Briony’s hand. Comprehension dawned. She paled under her tan.




  ‘I can explain,’ she said urgently, running her fingers through her blond bob. ‘I did it for you, Briony. You must believe me. I can explain.’




  







  CHAPTER TWO





  She stands on the uneven cobblestones watching the small green and white tug nudge the enormous cargo ship up the wide mouth of the river towards its berth. The steady thrum of

  the engines, rhythmic, insistent, blends with the raucous shrieks of the gulls as they circle then swoop and dive into the choppy sea on some tasty titbit. The wind is getting up and she wishes she

  had brought her scarf. Behind her, down on the beach, the sand is whipping across the rocks, and shells and small bits of driftwood skitter along the strand, taking on a life of their own. The ship

  is looming closer and she turns to observe the action on deck as it passes before her, blocking out the view of the opposite shore.




  She likes to come and watch the activity in the port: the toing and froing of ships and liners, the big ferries, regular as clockwork, the arrow-swift little pilot boats that race towards the

  open sea, always an indication that a ship is coming. And then, as the new arrival appears on the horizon, the sturdy dependable tugs chugging down the river, preparing to take charge, reassuring,

  she imagines, for a weary captain and crew at the end of a voyage.




  This is her favourite place now. The place she comes to be peaceful and still. The place that she comes to escape.




  The wind whips her grey hair around her face and she inhales deeply, enjoying the salty, bracing air. Great banks of leaden black clouds loom up over the trees and rooftops of Clontarf and

  Sutton across the bay. Howth is shadowed and grey. It will be raining soon. The ship ploughs past, churning up the water, almost home. The white caps of the wash slapping hard against the seawall

  and, as the ship heads up the river, soon to disappear from view, she turns and makes her way, with some difficulty, down the rocks and sand to the shelter of the beach that faces the

  Southside.




  ‘Blackie!’ She calls the black Labrador who has his nose stuck in a cleft trying to get at some buried treasure, a dead crab or fish head or some such. Tessa smiles as he lopes

  towards her, tail wagging furiously. ‘Good boy, good boy,’ she says, leaning down to stroke his dear face as he gazes at her with brown-eyed adoration. ‘What would I do without

  you?’ she murmurs, grateful beyond measure for his unconditional love, especially today of all days.




  Even after all these years the memory of that warm September day is still clear and present whenever she resurrects it. Time has dulled the sharp edges of the pain, but it is always there in the

  background. She glances at her watch. It was around this time . . . She gazes unseeingly towards the mountains and Dun Laoghaire, lost to her memories.




  The wind’s keening and Blackie’s bark at a plastic bag flying past him brings her back to reality and she pulls her parka around her. ‘Come on, Blackie, come on, boy.’

  She hurries across the sand to where she has parked the car. Once she would have been able to run, she thinks ruefully. Her left knee aches and stiffens and she is glad when her dog is plonked on

  his rug on the back seat, chewing on a treat before settling for a snooze. He knows the routine; knows that she will pour herself a cup of tea from a flask and take out her pen and pad, and for a

  while his beloved mistress will be immersed, her pen flying over white paper, interspersed with mouthfuls of hot sweet tea and gingernut biscuits.




  Tessa pours the tea into a plastic cup, looking forward to that first taste of the warming golden liquid. What is it about tea from a flask? she wonders as she screws on the white top and lays

  the flask on the passenger seat. She savours that first sip, holding the cup between her hands, the steaming heat a comfort as she stares across the sea to where rain has blotted out Sandymount and

  Dun Laoghaire, a sombre impressionist painting that does not have the glorious light of a Manet or Monet.




  Tessa sighs and nibbles on her biscuit. She should go home, she has spent longer that normal walking Blackie. Lorcan will be querulous on her return, annoyed with her for being gone so long,

  especially today of all days. But she needs this break from him. She is the only one he can take his frustrations out on now. Chronic arthritic pain has turned him into an angry, frustrated old

  man. He was so vibrant and vigorous, even into his late sixties, and then came the grinding pain – like ivy strangling a tree, he’d once told her – and the slow, unremitting

  descent into decrepitude. Old age was the cruellest stage of all, the real test of ‘for better, for worse’. She still loves her husband, and understands his frustration, but there are

  times now when she sometimes doesn’t like him. She has pleaded with him for months to see a shoulder specialist and he has finally let her make an appointment. He could have saved himself a

  year of pain, and made her life much easier if he had not been so stubborn. Men can be so irritating, she thinks.




  She finishes her tea, wipes the crumbs from her lap and hesitates, hand poised over the key in the ignition. The rain has reached her little haven and spitter-spatters blur the windscreen. Tessa

  glances at the clock on the dash. She really should be going; she doesn’t want to get stuck in traffic. People out for a Sunday afternoon spin, dog walkers like herself, parents with kids who

  still have homework to do, will head for home now that the rain has come. She can see mothers on the beach, urging children to hurry as the rain grows heavier. It is dancing in fury on the roof of

  her car, a steady tattoo that increases her sense of being in her own safe little world.




  Her notepad is sticking out of her bag; she pulls it out and roots for her pen. She settles herself more comfortably, shifting her weight to ease her knee and flips over the cover to a blank

  page.




  ‘My Darling Briony,’ she writes, yielding to her reluctance to go home, oblivious to the rain battering the car.




  ‘Today I think of you more than ever . . .’




  







  CHAPTER THREE





  ‘Briony, there is so much you don’t understand. We’ll sit down and talk about it when we get home. Let’s not upset Katie.’ Valerie Harris laid a

  placatory hand on her daughter’s arm, trying not to panic at the realization that one of her greatest fears had come to pass.




  Briony shrugged it away. ‘I’m booking a flight home,’ she said coldly, busying herself with packing up the picnic things.




  ‘Are you cross, Mom?’ Katie paused from feeding her doll and glanced up at them, a little frown furrowing her brow.




  ‘No, no. How about a last swing before we go back to the villa?’ Briony suggested brightly.




  ‘Yessssssss! Valwee, will you mind Millie?’ She thrust her doll into her grandmother’s hand. Valerie looked down at her granddaughter and her heart contorted with love and pain

  at the sight of the innocent little face raised trustingly, with its cornflower-blue eyes and an adorable smattering of freckles across her nose.




  ‘Of course I will, darling.’ Valerie stroked Katie’s flushed cheek.




  Katie danced gaily over to the swing. ‘Come on, Mom,’ she called over her shoulder.




  ‘We have to talk, Briony, on our own. At least let me—’




  ‘Are Gramma and Granddad still alive?’ Briony was stony-faced. Valerie felt she was being punched in the stomach when she saw the contempt in her eyes. ‘Are

  they?’ her daughter persisted.




  ‘Yes,’ Valerie sighed. ‘As far as I know both of them are still alive, yes.’




  ‘And Dad, did you lie about him, too?’ Briony fixed her with a hard, cold stare.




  ‘No! No, of course not, Briony!’ Valerie’s voice shook. She struggled not to cry, appalled that her daughter would think that she would ever lie about

  Jeff.




  ‘I will never forgive you for this, Mum, ever. And I won’t be coming out here again with Katie. Let’s see how you feel, knowing you’ll never see

  your granddaughter again!’ She marched across the grass, bristling, and Valerie watched her go with a sickening lurch to her stomach, and had to sit down on the rug. Her heart had

  begun to pound and she felt faint. She adored Katie. Katie had given her more joy than any other relationship in her life had. Even her relationship with Briony could not compete with the absolute,

  unconditional love she felt for her only grandchild.




  For years she’d worried about this moment of reckoning. There had been a few close shaves, notably when Briony was getting married and had wanted to try to reconnect with Jeff’s

  family, but Valerie had managed to put her off, and Briony, caught up in the wedding preparations, had accepted all she’d told her at face value.




  Over time Valerie’s anxiety had eased, and she didn’t give the past too much thought. Today, of course, was different, she thought sadly. What an irony that Briony would discover her

  grandmother’s letter on this, the anniversary of her father’s death. It was so long ago, she thought distractedly. Twenty-six years today. Briony had been almost four and a half when

  her mother’s life had been shattered.




  She couldn’t think straight. Valerie’s mouth quivered and she had to stifle the sob that escaped as the memories of that dreadful day came roaring at her like a tsunami, enveloping

  her in wave after wave of grief and regret. Just when she’d finally thought life was good, and she could relax, the past had come back to confront her with a crushing intensity. The decisions

  she’d made, the lies she’d told, had returned to confront her and this time there was no avoiding them. Briony was so hurt and angry she would never listen to her mother’s side of

  the story. And she had a side, Valerie thought sorrowfully. Everyone would think she was the worst mother in the world when it all came out, but she had her reasons, no matter what Tessa

  would say. And Tessa would have a lot to say, Valerie thought bitterly, remembering Jeff’s mother.




  Tessa had despised her. Behind the façade of motherly concern, Jeff’s mother had only been nice to her because of Briony, not because she’d cared anything for Valerie. She had

  always known that Tessa had felt that she’d trapped Jeff by falling pregnant. Tessa had never felt that Valerie was good enough for her precious son.




  It was partly thanks to Tessa that she had had to leave home with her young daughter and make a life for them far away from all that she had grown up with, Valerie thought bitterly. What would

  her life have been like if she had been able to stay in her home village with Briony? But Tessa had put paid to that, and when fate had intervened that glorious September day when Jeff had been

  taken from her so cruelly, and the future she had planned had been snatched away, all her dreams had been left in tatters.




  







  CHAPTER FOUR





  ‘You’re very late,’ Lorcan says crossly, lifting his head from his crossword. ‘Lisa phoned. She’ll be up tomorrow.’




  ‘The traffic was heavy. The rain . . .’ she sighs, stifling a rush of irritation. She’s seventy-five, for God’s sake, and she has to account for her time like some

  schoolgirl!




  ‘How is Lisa?’ she asks, wishing she could sit in her favourite chair and read the paper, but Lorcan’s tea has to be got before she can relax.




  ‘She’s fine. She got a Mass said for Jeff. She said she’d ring later.’




  ‘Did she put flowers on the grave?’ Lisa, their eldest, is a loving, caring daughter who tries hard to support them as best she can, despite having three children in college and

  running her own crèche.




  ‘I’m sure she did.’ Lorcan lowers his glasses. ‘You should have gone down to the grave yourself today. I know it gives you comfort. I just didn’t feel up to

  going.’




  ‘We’ll go together one of the days.’ Tessa pats his hand, and feels a pang of sympathy as she sees how mottled red, stained with liver spots, and knotted, twisted and swollen

  they are. Before arthritis distorted them, her husband’s hands were firm, his long fingers capable of surprising tenderness. Those fingers had brought her much pleasure, she remembers, as a

  distant memory of joyous, abandoned lovemaking one stolen afternoon suddenly surfaces. Where did that come from? she wonders as she fills the kettle and takes the remains of the Sunday roast beef

  from the fridge to cut thin slices for a sandwich for her husband’s tea.




  Once, she and Lorcan had lived full, busy lives. They had been young, confident, resilient, and the future held no fears for them. They’d embraced parenthood enthusiastically and enjoyed

  their children until fate had taken their youngest son from them. Now there’s always fear lurking, fear that Lorcan will be taken from her, fear that something will happen to her remaining

  children and grandchildren. Death has taught her that peace of mind is a myth.




  Tessa holds out a cut of beef for Blackie and he scoffs it with relish before easing himself down into his basket beside Lorcan, to rest his head on his paws and observe proceedings.




  ‘Where did you go?’ Lorcan asks.




  ‘The usual, the South Wall and the Shelley Banks.’




  ‘Many there?’




  ‘A few. I saw a ship arriving. It’s a pity you didn’t come, you would have enjoyed it.’




  ‘Ah, I wasn’t up to it today.’




  They have this conversation every time. She tries not to get irritated with him. She thinks he has given in too easily and made an invalid of himself. There is no equality in their relationship

  now that she has become the minder. She cannot help her resentment.




  She needs minding, too, she thinks mournfully, imagining how nice it would be to have her meals handed up to her day in, day out. She’s fed up of cooking, after all these years: the

  sameness of it, the wondering what to have, the preparing of meat and vegetables, the dishing out and serving up – she could scream with the monotony of it. Lorcan won’t even

  come out and have lunch at a pub or restaurant any more. It’s all about him, now, Tessa thinks resentfully as she slathers mustard on the beef and lays the buttered slice of bread on top.




  ‘Aren’t you having any?’ he asks when she calls him to the table.




  ‘I’m not hungry.’




  ‘Is it the day that’s in it?’ He lowers himself onto the chair, grimacing as pain shoots through him.




  ‘I suppose.’ She pours his tea.




  ‘It’s hard to believe he’d be in his fifties if he was alive,’ Lorcan reflects, reaching out to squeeze her hand. That small gesture of unexpected tenderness is her

  undoing and the tears she has managed to suppress all day overflow. Her husband continues to hold her hand as she weeps. ‘Better out than in, Tess,’ he says gruffly. ‘Sit down

  here beside me.’




  ‘I can’t stop thinking of Briony.’ She hiccups, wiping her cheeks with the back of her hands as she sits down at the table. ‘She’s been on my mind all

  day.’




  ‘Mine too,’ Lorcan admits.




  ‘I hope that Valerie can live with herself,’ Tessa says bitterly. ‘It was the sorry day she set her sights on Jeff. May God forgive her for what she’s done to

  us.’




  ‘She might say differently. She might say may God forgive us for what we did to her,’ Lorcan says quietly.




  ‘Lorcan! How can you say that?’ Tessa pulls her hand away. She wants to pummel him.




  ‘It wasn’t all one-sided, Tessa, you know that; we played our part too.’




  ‘Don’t say that!’ She jumps up from the table and marches into the hall and climbs the stairs. Lorcan has overstepped the mark this time, she fumes. How dare he

  suggest they are to blame for being separated from Briony? It is that horrible girl’s fault that their grandchild has grown up not knowing them. Tessa might have told Valerie a few home

  truths when Jeff died but that was no reason to take Briony away from them in a fit of spite and malice that had left them doubly devastated after their son’s death. Lorcan had no business to

  say that to her, no business at all, Tessa rages as she bangs the door of the bedroom and sits on the bed. It was cruel, mean and unkind after all the goodness and kindness she has shown him over

  the past few years.




  She opens the top drawer of her bedside locker and takes out an envelope containing an old colour photo curling at the edges. A young man with warm brown eyes and a wide grin is cuddling a

  little girl, who is squinting and smiling straight into the camera, pointing a chubby finger. Tessa smiles in spite of herself. She remembers as though it was yesterday that warm sunny Sunday and

  the Indian summer they were enjoying.




  ‘Gramma, Gramma, you didn’t tell us to say “cheese”,’ Briony had chided, and they had all laughed.




  It’s the last photo she has of them. A few hours later her son is dead, and less than two months after that, Valerie Harris took Briony up to Dublin to live and she never saw her

  grandchild again.




  Maybe she was a bit harsh when she’d spoken her mind to Valerie the day of Jeff’s death, but she was utterly distraught, and it was Valerie who had started the row, accusing

  her of terrible things. Tessa’s lips tighten as she remembers the vicious attack Valerie had launched on her as Jeff lay cold as marble in that hospital room. Some things could never be

  forgiven. Never. And Lorcan can say what he likes, it was Valerie who had taken Briony away, and Valerie who had made the decision never to allow them to see her again. And nothing would change

  that.




  As dusk settles around the room, etching the treetops outside against a gunmetal sky, Tessa holds the photo to her heart and feels the jagged shards of grief that this day always brings.




  Lorcan pours himself another cup of tea and stirs in an extra spoonful of sugar. He needs it today. The kitchen has grown dark and only Blackie’s snores break the

  silence. Tessa is upstairs, angry and resentful. She will never accept her part in what has happened to their family; she will never accept that what she said to Valerie started the chain of events

  that has brought them even more sadness than they should have endured. He has held his tongue all these years because he loves his wife.




  But sometimes it’s been hard listening to her rant and rave and today he has finally said what has to be said. Living in denial for so long has warped his wife’s memory of events.

  She’d read an article some time back, about the Family Justice Review in the UK, ruling against giving grandparents automatic access to their grandchildren in the event of the parents

  separating, and that had set her off again, worse than ever: ‘One million grandchildren in Britain, and how many here, that have little or no access to their grandparents? It shouldn’t

  be allowed, Lorcan, something has to be done!’ For weeks she’d nearly driven him mad. He had wanted to say that Briony could have come looking for them once she’d turned eighteen,

  but that would have hurt her even more and given her another excuse to go off on a tirade against Valerie for poisoning their granddaughter’s mind against them.




  He has tried, down the years, to tell his wife that the bitterness that consumes her helps no one, least of all herself, but she has never wanted to hear it. She has wrapped her grief and anger

  around her like a blanket, and found a strange comfort in it, until it now defines her. Poor Tessa, the woman who has lost her son and her granddaughter. The woman against whom a grave

  injustice has been done.




  He decided, after giving it much thought, that he would not visit their son’s grave on this, the anniversary of his passing. He knows from experience that the grave visits are an excuse

  for Tessa to stoke up the bitterness again, to immerse herself into that darkness that she will not let go. He said that he wasn’t up to it, but that was an excuse; he would have gone if

  things were different. He has lost as much as Tessa has but he has dealt with it.




  They are in the departure lounge of their lives now, and she needs to make her peace with the past. It has gone on too long, this war of attrition. It is time to bring it to an end. He is her

  husband and he loves her, he always has, although she has doubted that this is true sometimes. Since their son’s death he has been pushed aside from time to time because of her great sadness

  and he has had to live with that too. But he can see what she cannot and this is why he has said what he has said.




  He has tried to soften the blow by saying ‘what we did’ instead of ‘what you did’. That would have been far too accusatory. That would have smacked of

  laying blame and he wouldn’t do that to her. But Lorcan wonders, as he sips the hot sweet tea and gazes unseeingly out at the dripping damson tree, if his wife will ever forgive him for what

  he has just said.




  







  CHAPTER FIVE





  Briony pulled the sheet gently up over Katie’s shoulders, bent down and gave her a butterfly kiss. Her daughter lay with her hand tucked under her cheek, her lashes a

  dark fan against the honey glow of her skin, her rosebud mouth curved upwards, even in sleep her sunny nature asserting itself. She looked almost angelic, Briony smiled. She had been asleep before

  Briony had read two pages of her bedtime story, deliciously exhausted after a day of play and sun and fresh air.




  Briony sighed wearily. How wonderful to be so innocent and free, with no concerns other than would they be going to the toyshop in El Zoco and could she spend her pocket money that her daddy had

  given her on anything she wanted.




  Briony wanted to cry. She wanted to lay her head down on her arms and howl. This wasn’t the way it was supposed to be. This was meant to have been the most relaxing few weeks she had spent

  in years. A time of renewed closeness with her mother, a time devoted to Katie, and, an added bonus, time for her. Time to read. Time to sit and stare out to sea. It had been so long since she had

  had such a luxury. No following some mad timetable, squeezing in a few minutes here and there for herself. Now she had, in a strange sort of way, been gifted with time to live her life

  rather than racing through it at a mad gallop. This was to have been her silver lining. Now the discovery of her grandmother’s letter had blown her plans to pieces like one of those

  stealth bombs that come unseen and unheard, and suddenly life is changed for ever.




  The sound of the sea brought back memories of another time, another place, of Rockland’s Bay, where she had spent the first four years of her life, so much of it in her grandmother

  Tessa’s house. The memory of her grandmother was stronger than her memories of her dad. Even to this day she could still remember them baking fairy cakes. They’d probably be called cup

  cakes now. She could remember Tessa singing nursery rhymes with her and reading fairy tales to her. ‘Rapunzel’, ‘Thumbelina’ and ‘The Snow Queen’ had fascinated

  her. Briony had pleaded with Valerie to let her grow her hair long just in case she got locked in a tower and needed rescuing. She recalled rainy days sitting at her grandmother’s kitchen

  table, a blazing fire crackling in the grate throwing dancing shadows on the walls, while she made houses from a deck of cards, groaning when they would inevitably come tumbling down. She

  remembered going out to the garden with her granddad to pick peas and dig carrots and potatoes, and plunder the raspberry and strawberry beds of their juicy offerings. The sweet taste of the peas

  fresh from the pod, and the luscious ripe berries that her grandfather would hand her as they filled the basket were as much a treat as the pocket money he would give her every week. She remembered

  her grandmother’s currant loaf, her steak and kidney pie, and – Briony’s absolute favourite – the crispy Yorkshire pudding that Tessa served with the Sunday roast. She still

  loved it now.




  She remembered sticking her hands over her ears when she would go shopping with Tessa to the local butcher’s. Billy Kearney would bang and chop with his big cleaver, loud fearsome noises

  echoing around the shop. Sawdust would stick to her shoes as she hid behind her grandmother, terrified yet fascinated at the sight of the big carcasses hanging on massive steel hooks.




  The memories kept flooding back. Unstoppable now, wave after wave of them. She could almost feel the comfort of her grandmother’s arms around her, remembering how frightened she had been

  of thunder and lightning, and Tessa telling her that it was just God moving his furniture around in heaven, as sheets of lightning rippled across the sea and the sky seemed to crash and crumple

  above them. That sea could be so benign on a balmy summer’s day, yet so treacherous when the weather turned. The fishermen’s wives would pray fervently and watch the entrance to the

  harbour for their menfolk’s safe return. Her granddad had been a fisherman, and her dad had often worked on his trawler, the Lady Tess. Briony had a sudden memory of her dad jumping

  onto the quay after a fishing trip and lifting her up in his arms, saying to her, ‘How is my best girl?’ as he nuzzled his nose into her neck, making her laugh.




  She hadn’t thought about Rockland’s or her dad or grandparents in such a long time, but in her mind’s eye now, as clear as day, she could see the blue and white house with the

  wisteria growing over the front door and downstairs windows, and the big clumps of rhododendron and hydrangea shrubs that filled the front and back gardens with vibrant colour. She could remember

  the small wooden gate that led to the vegetable patch, protected by a neat evergreen hedge, and then beyond that the red swing gate that led out to the top of the bank, below which was a sandy

  crescent beach separated by rocks from the pier, which curved out protectively around the harbour.




  The sound of creaking masts, the jangles of rigging, the thrum of the trawler engines and fishing boats as they made their way in and out of the harbour were so much a part of her life back then

  that she never noticed it, and now, it was only on the rare occasion when she took a trip to the Sunday market in Howth that the sounds and smells evoked memories of her idyllic childhood. A

  blissful childhood that had been sundered with brutal abruptness the day her father died.




  She had been too young to absorb it all. Her recollections of the event and the following days were mostly of her mother weeping inconsolably and the terror she felt when she saw her grandmother

  and grandfather crying. She had never seen an adult cry until then. She’d only been a little older than Katie when her life had been turned upside down and all the security she had known,

  which had been such a safety net for her, had been destroyed.




  Life was so arbitrary, she thought with a sudden dart of fear. What if anything happened to her or Finn? Katie’s life would be irrevocably changed just as her own had. ‘Stop

  that!’ Briony said aloud, banishing the notion from her mind. It was too terrifying to think dark thoughts like those. Sitting on the side of the bed, she took the letter from her tote bag

  and smoothed out the pages again. Her grandmother’s script was so elegant, so neat and clear, unlike her own untidy scrawl. She read:




  

    

      My Darling Briony,




      I am giving this letter to your Granny Harris to send to you as I don’t have your new address in Dublin. I hope that you like your new house and that you make lots of friends when

      you start school. Your granddad and I miss you very, very much and wish you could come and visit. We are very lonely for you. Maybe when your mammy has settled down in Dublin she will be able

      to bring you down to Rockland’s some day. I will cook your favourite dinner for you with loads of Yorkshire pudding, and a cream sponge with raspberries and strawberries from the garden

      for dessert.




      I have a great book to read to you. I found it in your dad’s bedroom when I was tidying it up. I used to read it to him when he was small. It’s called The Grey Goose of

      Kilnevin and it’s about a little girl called Sheila who has a little goose for a pet called Betsy, and a little boy called Fergus. They have great adventures getting away from a

      horrid woman called Fat Maggie! You will love it so much, we will have a great time reading it together some day.




      When you learn to write I will look forward to getting a letter from you telling me all your news.




      You know I love you very much and so does Granddad. I say a prayer for you every night before I go to sleep. You are my beautiful girl.




      With all my love,




      Gramma XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXX


    


  




  Tears prickled Briony’s eyes. What must it have been like for her grandmother, waiting for a response to her letter? Waiting for a phone call that never came. A visit to

  or from Dublin would have taken only an hour and a half on the train, an hour by car. What bitter history had Valerie and Jeff’s parents that Valerie would deprive them of the comfort of

  their grandchild, and Briony the comfort and love of her paternal grandparents? Valerie had told her after they had moved to Dublin, when she had pestered her day in, day out about going to see

  Gramma, that her grandmother didn’t want to see them any more because she was too sad about Jeff going to heaven.




  ‘But why, Mom? Why does she not want to see us? We’re sad too,’ she’d protested. ‘Please can we go home? Please! Please! Please!’




  ‘No, Briony, this is home now and we’re not going back there. Don’t ask me again!’ Valerie had said sharply. Her mother rarely used that tone with her. She’d never

  asked to go back to Rockland’s again. Soon her life had filled up with playschool and then she had started school and made friends with other children and gradually the memories of those

  early years had slipped away to the back of her mind.




  Briony stood up, slid open the doors to the terrace and stepped out into the clement evening, upset at the painful recollections that she had buried deep for all these years. The more she

  thought about it the more devastated she felt. How could a mother do that to a child? She could never do something like that to Katie. Even the beauty of the scene that she gazed out on could not

  soothe her. Flamboyant orange and purple slashes streaked the sky and she looked over to the west to where the sun was sinking behind the high sierras, their jagged outlines silhouetted sharply

  against the multihued firmament. Venus glimmered in the indigo sky south towards Gibraltar, and out on the inky sea, small lights were beginning to flicker in the deepening dusk from the fishing

  boats that had sailed earlier from various villages along the coast. Cicadas chattered, breaking the stillness of the night, and the perfume of the flowering shrubs scented the air around her.

  Africa materialized, enigmatic and alluring on the horizon, the high Atlas Mountains darkly engraved against the dusky sky. It was the best time to see the coast of that neighbouring continent and

  the sight usually thrilled her, but tonight Briony could see nothing of the beauty laid out before her.




  She had sat on the terrace the previous evening and felt she was in heaven as she’d sipped chilled wine and nibbled on olives and cheeses and a selection of crackers, while catching up

  with all her mother’s news. Tonight, though, she felt she was in hell knowing that she was going to have to confront Valerie and hear things that would grieve her sorely. She couldn’t

  stay after today’s events. Her mother’s betrayal was unforgivable. She’d have to book a flight home. If Valerie’s internet had been set up she would have gone online

  immediately and booked a flight. She’d deal with it tomorrow, she thought wearily, making her way along the terrace to the wide open doors that led to Valerie’s elegantly designed

  lounge. Her mother was seated on one of the pastel-covered sofas, flicking through a photo album.




  ‘Is Katie asleep?’ Valerie raised her head and Briony could see she had been crying.




  ‘Yes!’ she replied curtly. ‘Why, Mum? Why did you lie to me? I want to know. I want to know how you could have done that to Gramma and me? Because there is nothing in

  my mind that could justify such cruelty and I will never forgive you for it,’ she added heatedly, her anger overflowing.




  Valerie raised her hand as if to ward off an attack. ‘Please, Briony, not tonight. I just can’t deal with it right now. You don’t know because I’ve never told you, but

  today is your dad’s anniversary. If you want to rake up the past and hear the story I’ll tell you my side, because there are always two sides to any story. Then you can judge

  me! But tonight is not the night for it. So please, let me be.’




  ‘Another thing you never told me: the date of my dad’s anniversary. Did you never think I would have liked to mark it? It wasn’t all about you, Mother, no matter what

  you think,’ Briony retorted. ‘I’m going for a walk. And don’t worry, we’ll be gone as soon as I can get a flight home and that will give you all the peace and quiet

  you want.’ She turned on her heel and left the room, then slipped into Katie’s bedroom to retrieve her tote bag. She let herself out of the villa and walked down the back garden to the

  steps that led to a wrought-iron gate and through it, a narrow path. She walked briskly, fuelled by rage, along the winding track that led to the beach. The lights of the coast shimmered and

  twinkled on either side of her. To her left, along the beach, she could hear the faint sound of the music playing in Max’s, the waterside restaurant they had often dined in on previous

  visits. To her right, the lights of the apartments that lined the resort of Calahonda.




  She pulled her phone out of her bag, She needed to talk to Finn, to tell him what had happened, to pour out her fury and frustration, to have him comfort and console her, but just as she was

  scrolling down her contacts it beeped and the battery died and she cursed herself for not charging it earlier. She flung it back into her bag and turned right, head down, finding her stride along

  the damp, hard sand near the water’s edge. There were a few people out walking their dogs but mostly she had the beach to herself. But neither the welcome breeze that blew her hair away from

  her flushed angry face, nor the moon preparing to shine silver on the sea, nor the lullaby of sounds from the waves and the sighing pine trees that fringed the beach could act as an unguent to her

  aching spirit.




  







  CHAPTER SIX





  ‘Oh God! God! God! Could you not give me a break? Just when things were going well. Why do you always pick on me?’ Valerie berated the Almighty as from the

  end of the garden she watched Briony rummaging for her phone before throwing it back into her bag and striding off along the beach, disappearing around a bend into the dusk. She’ll walk to

  Marbella, the humour she’s in, Valerie thought glumly, making her way back up the garden to the terracotta terrace.




  She would have liked to pour herself a big glass of fruity red wine and get smashed but she wouldn’t drink knowing that her granddaughter was asleep inside, and Briony was scorching along

  the beach in a temper, having given Valerie no indication as to what time she’d be back.




  That damn letter. She’d forgotten all about it. Tessa had given it to Valerie’s mother, Carmel, some time after Valerie had moved to Dublin, and Carmel had asked her if she wanted

  her to forward it on.




  ‘Absolutely not!’ Valerie had declared emphatically. ‘Don’t post that to me.’




  Carmel had shoved it into one of Valerie’s photo albums where it had lain forgotten about for years. It was only when Valerie was clearing out her parents’ house in Rockland’s

  that she’d found the albums. She’d thrown them in a cardboard box and put them under the stairs at home in Dublin, along with some other personal effects she’d taken from her

  mother’s bedroom, and forgotten all about them.




  Valerie had sold her own house at the height of the boom, soon after Briony had got married, and had bought a smaller town house for herself. When the banks had gone belly up a few years later

  and she’d been worried about her nest egg, she had decided that she could take advantage of the property crash in Spain and buy a small villa on the southern coast, a place where she had

  spent many happy holidays.




  When she’d bought the villa in Riviera, she’d taken six months’ unpaid leave from her job as a senior staff officer at Dublin City Council to move in and get the place sorted.

  She’d packed up some belongings in cardboard boxes, taken the Cork-Roscoff ferry, and driven down through France and Spain. Briony had flown out a week later.




  There were boxes everywhere, some from Valerie’s own home, others from her mother’s house in Rockland’s. She had been glad Briony had arrived to help sort the place out. It had

  been a nightmare clearing out her childhood home, she remembered with a pang. When Terence had phoned her to tell her that her mother was ‘going doolally’, as he’d put it, Valerie

  had finally accepted what she’d being doing her best to disregard. Her mother’s increasing forgetfulness and bizarre behaviour could no longer be ignored. Carmel had been diagnosed with

  Alzheimer’s, and, as her condition rapidly deteriorated, father and daughter were in agreement for once: Carmel needed to be in a nursing home.




  The house had got shabby and untidy after Carmel had gone into the home some years back. Terence had been too mean to get in a cleaner once a week, even though he could well afford it. And then

  he’d gone and died and she’d had to deal with everything whether she liked it or not.




  Typical of Terence to piss off and leave her with the responsibility of her mother, Valerie thought, heading for the kitchen to make a spritzer for herself. She’d cried no tears at

  his funeral. In fact, she couldn’t get away from the grave quick enough after the priest had said the last prayer and the soil had been thrown on the inexpensive wooden coffin

  she’d selected for him. She was damned if she was going to spend any of her mother’s money on an extravagant coffin just to impress the neighbours.




  Valerie threw a couple of ice cubes into a long glass, poured a measure of Chardonnay and topped it up with a can of slimline tonic. Her father would have been furious with the send-off

  she’d given him because if there was one thing Terence Harris liked to do, it was to impress his neighbours. She hadn’t paid a singer to sing at his funeral Mass, she’d used taped

  music. She hadn’t paid a fortune for an expensive wreath, just a basic red and white carnation cross. There had been no book of condolence. There had been no eulogy, something that her father

  would have very much aspired to, especially for all his good deeds in Rockland’s. She had left it to the priest to do the readings, determined not to do one herself and be a hypocrite. She

  certainly hadn’t paid for a black car to follow the hearse. She’d driven her mother’s old banger behind it. Chitty-Chitty-Bang-Bang, her friend Lizzie had called it. Lizzie had

  been by her side throughout. Secretly aghast, Valerie felt, but like the true friend she was, she had said nothing, a witness to the long years of antipathy between father and daughter.




  Valerie hadn’t let Briony come to the funeral despite her daughter’s heated protests. ‘I don’t want you standing at his grave, Briony. He had no time for you when you

  were alive; you aren’t going to waste one second of your life on him now that he’s dead.’ She’d been unequivocal. Briony was not to know that Valerie had no wish for her

  daughter to be anywhere near Rockland’s for fear that she would encounter Tessa and Lorcan, and the past would rear its ugly head.




  ‘But I want to support you, I want to be with you,’ Briony had argued.




  ‘Believe me, it won’t be a hardship for me, Briony,’ Valerie said grimly. ‘As soon as Terence has been prayed over I’ll be off. I’m not playing the part of a

  grieving daughter and the neighbours won’t be getting soup and sandwiches for their trouble. I’ve never been a hypocrite and I’m not going to start now.’




  ‘But what about Granny? Would you not do it properly for her?’ Briony couldn’t hide her dismay. ‘Are you not going to have a removal?’




  ‘He can go straight to the church. Lots of people are doing that now. Granny doesn’t know what day it is, let alone who’s going to be at Da’s funeral. There’s no

  point in taking her out of the nursing home to go. She’d only get agitated and confused. She’s better off where she is. Don’t you miss a day’s work going to the funeral of

  someone who couldn’t care less about us. Don’t worry about me, I’ll be fine,’ Valerie had insisted.




  ‘Are Dad’s parents still living in Rockland’s? Should we try and make contact with them and—’




  ‘Briony, let’s leave them in the past where they belong. We’ve managed very well without them. I have no desire whatsoever to make contact with them now or in the future, and

  besides, I don’t even know if they still live in Rockland’s,’ Valerie had interrupted sternly. Briony had said no more, knowing from experience that it was pointless arguing with

  her mother when she got a bee in her bonnet about something.




  Now Valerie frowned as she carried her glass out to the terrace, kicked off her espadrilles and sat on a thick-cushioned lounger. That had been a close shave. For one awful moment she’d

  thought her daughter was going to insist on trying to find her paternal grandparents. Briony knew that Terence hadn’t wanted her in his life and that was just the way he was. Because she was

  used to the situation it didn’t bother her unduly. But Valerie could never forgive him for it. She would love to have told all the old dears in the parish who were under the impression that

  he was a kind person just how mistaken they were.




  He had always been involved in the Meals on Wheels, and the bingo, in Rockland’s, but Valerie knew that Terence hadn’t done it out of the goodness of his heart. Her father had always

  had an ulterior motive for doing any perceived act of kindness. The old dears were always slipping him a twenty here and a twenty there for doing their shopping and weeding their gardens. And

  Terence always took it.




  He’d slipped on ice putting a bag of rubbish into a neighbour’s bin under cover of darkness, because he was too mean to pay the bin charges. He’d hit his head on the footpath

  and had lain in the freezing cold, unconscious, unmissed by his befuddled wife in her nursing home, until he’d been found suffering from hypothermia, early the following morning when a

  neighbour had been going to work. Valerie had been visiting Lizzie in London, when she’d got the phone call from a neighbour telling her to go to the hospital immediately if she wanted to see

  her father to say goodbye. She said it would be later in the week before she got home, weather permitting. Flights had been cancelled because of the Big Freeze, as everyone was calling it. Typical

  of Terence to pick the worst time of the year to die and make life awkward for everyone. She earnestly hoped that she wouldn’t end up doing a death vigil at her father’s bedside and

  that he would do them all a favour and not drag it out, that he’d shuffle off this mortal coil a.s.a.p so she could get things sorted. Carmel’s future was her priority. Valerie wanted

  to do the best for her. She’d told the nursing home staff to say nothing to her mother about Terence’s imminent demise. There was no point in agitating her.




  Terence had, for once in his life, obliged his daughter and had died the following morning. She’d made the arrangements, by phone and email, and had flown into Dublin the next day when

  flight restrictions had been lifted, and driven to Rockland’s. After spending time with Carmel, who hadn’t recognized her on this visit, though she sometimes did, Valerie had driven to

  the funeral parlour in Wicklow. She had told the undertakers she didn’t want to see her father in his coffin and to have it closed when she got there. She had no intention of kissing his

  corpse.




  ‘Some people prefer to have their last memory to be of the loved one alive,’ the undertaker said understandingly.




  As if Terence would even get a kiss from her when he was alive, or a prayer even, she thought with dark humour.




  She was petrified that Tessa or Lorcan would appear at the funeral and had been on edge from the minute she’d driven into the car park of St Anthony’s, behind the hearse. ‘Can

  you see the Egans?’ she’d asked Lizzie, doing a quick scan herself of the various clusters of people waiting to follow the coffin into the church.




  ‘I don’t think they’re here. I’m sure they’d know you wouldn’t welcome their attendance,’ Lizzie assured her, taking a good look around to see if she

  could see Jeff’s parents.




  Valerie had hardly heard a word the priest said. All she wanted was to get the hell out of Rockland’s as fast as she could. Knowing Tessa of old, she wouldn’t put it past her to

  cause a scene.




  There’d been a good turnout at her father’s funeral, although she had no idea why. Nosiness probably, she’d thought crossly as she’d stood shivering outside the church,

  receiving the neighbours’ condolence, wishing the whole charade was over.




  ‘A terrible tragedy – what was he doing out on a night like that?’ Jonny Carroll, a nosy little git who liked to know everyone’s business, had asked her.




  ‘I’ve no idea,’ she’d said crisply.




  ‘Was he putting out rubbish or something?’ Jonny asked slyly, hoping to discommode her. She’d long got past the stage of being mortified by her father’s behaviour –

  not like when she was young – and she was damned if she was going to let that sly little turd of an accountant get to her.




  ‘How would I know, Jonny, and I hundreds of miles away in London? But one thing I do know, I hope Da didn’t take any of your advice about tax dodges. I don’t want the

  tax man after me.’




  ‘Ye were always a little madam,’ Jonny muttered, melting away into the crowd gathered at the church gates.




  And you were always an obnoxious little bollox, she thought, remembering his hard groping fingers when he and Terence would come lurching home after doing the rounds of their elderly neighbours

  at Christmas.




  Valerie had only spoken to a few more people. It had been bitterly cold with snow still on the ground, and she’d told the undertaker she wanted to go straight to the graveyard in case it

  snowed.




  She had caught a glance of Jeff’s headstone as she followed Terence’s coffin up the cemetery path. The grave looked so fresh and well tended, with pots of red and yellow winter

  bedding. She felt, for the first time that day, like bursting into tears. She struggled to compose herself, desperate to avoid the memories of the last time she’d been in the graveyard when

  she’d said goodbye to Jeff. She’d kept her gaze straight ahead when the ordeal was finally over, and the priest had left the cemetery after giving her a kindly pat on the shoulder,

  wishing her well, and telling her how much the elderly people in the parish would miss her father.




  What an irony, she’d reflected as she’d walked carefully down the graveyard path, trying not to slip on the ice, that Terence, who had smarmed and charmed half the widows and

  pensioners in the village in the hopes of being left something in their wills, had died suddenly and it was they who had prayed over his coffin.




  In the space of a month, Valerie had cleared the house and put it up for sale. Now that she had power of attorney for Carmel she took the decision to sell, figuring that there was no point in

  letting the house go to rack and ruin; she certainly wouldn’t be going back to Rockland’s to live. It was just before the property crash hit and she’d made a fine profit on the

  three-bedroomed cottage, bought as a holiday home by an affluent couple from Dublin. Her mother’s pension plus a monthly contribution from Valerie paid for the nursing home, and in the

  meantime the proceeds of the house sale accrued a yearly interest, though it had fallen dramatically in recent years as interest rates fell. Nevertheless, when her mother eventually died, Valerie

  would have a nice nest egg indeed. It was this knowledge that had made her take a leap of faith and buy the villa in Spain. Yes, life had at last turned in Valerie’s favour until Tessa

  Egan’s letter had surfaced. If she’d despised her father she loathed Tessa, she thought irately.




  She took a swig of her drink and gazed out across the garden to the shadowy dark sea that was starting to roughen up. The waves had ghostly whitecaps smashing against the rocks and she knew the

  wind had risen. She took another gulp of spritzer, agitated, restless, unnerved by all these memories that were crowding into her mind, unwelcome and unwanted. Even after all these years

  Tessa’s behaviour still rankled unbearably. Tears gathered behind Valerie’s eyelids and rolled down her cheeks.




  She would never forget the sight of Jeff, as white as the sheet that covered him, in the hospital mortuary. She would never forget the marble cold of his forehead when she’d bent down to

  kiss him one last time. Now the past had come back to haunt her. Valerie drained her glass and stood up. She was tired. She might as well have an early night. If Briony hadn’t got her key she

  could ring the bell and Valerie would let her in.




  She carried the two lounger cushions inside, put away Katie’s toys, washed her glass and locked up, leaving just a lamp on for her daughter’s return. She padded silently into

  Katie’s room and smiled to see her grandchild sleeping so soundly. Briony would never stop her from seeing Katie, surely? It was a different set of circumstances that had made Valerie take

  the path she’d taken. It would be unthinkable for Briony to be so cruel. A feeling of dread enveloped her. Could her daughter’s anger make her take that vengeful step? Had

  she not let anger and bitterness dictate the actions she’d taken after Jeff had died?




  ‘Don’t think about it. It was different then,’ Valerie muttered. She went back into the lounge to get her glasses and glanced down at the photo album on the sofa where

  she’d left it. She picked it up and flicked through the pages. Weariness enveloped her and she took the album with her into her bedroom. She loved her bedroom, with its airy pastel colours of

  duck-egg blue and lemon, and the white shuttered doors that reminded her of an ad for a holiday in the Caribbean. A small passageway lined with wardrobes led to the cream and lemon tiled ensuite.

  The wide double bed, with its white Egyptian cotton sheets and duvet, and lemon throw, dominated the room. Rugs on either side of the bed covered the cream and lemon speckled marble floor. It was a

  most relaxing room, the wide French doors fringed on the outside with sweet scented bougainvillaea and honeysuckle.




  Valerie undressed swiftly, folded her clothes neatly and laid them on the white cane chair by the French doors. She hated clutter; she couldn’t sleep if anything was out of place. She

  slipped in between the cool sheets and felt some of the tension that was causing her head to throb begin to ease.




  She reached for the album and opened it. A photo fell out of a torn plastic covering sheet and she picked it up and her heart gave a painful twist as she saw the image of herself and Lizzie with

  Jeff in the middle, his arms around them, laughing into the camera. She’d never been so happy in her entire life as she was then.




  It had truly been the best time of her life, Valerie remembered, as the years disappeared and her thoughts drifted back to that glorious summer when everything had been absolutely perfect.




  







  CHAPTER SEVEN





  ‘I’ve something to ask you.’ Lizzie Anderson, Valerie’s best friend, tucked her arm into Valerie’s as they crossed the main street that ran

  ruler-straight through Rockland’s towards the small green, fringed by trees known as The Triangle, which sat in the centre of the village. A block of shops that included a supermarket, a

  newsagent’s, a butcher’s, a pharmacy, a café and chipper constituted the heart of the village. In summer flamboyant hanging baskets and window boxes of busy Lizzies, geraniums

  and petunias lent an air of Mediterranean gaiety and glamour for the tourists who came to buy ice creams, chilled drinks, cold meats and bread rolls for their picnics on the beach, or to have

  coffee or lunch in the small café. Tonight there was nothing of that Mediterranean buzz as the rain threatened and a howling south-easterly blew in from the sea.




  The little whitewashed church with the narrow stained-glass windows on either side of the big wooden doors lay adjacent to the village primary school. On the other side of the church the large

  Victorian parochial house marked the intangible separation between the posh end of the village where the doctor, bank manager and ‘The Elite’, as Valerie’s mother called them,

  lived in big detached houses with sea views, and walled gardens whose mostly high, neatly trimmed hedges obstructed the view of the hoi polloi. At the end of the posh houses, a cobbled

  street that bisected the main road led to the railway station on one side and to a curved sandy beach on the seaside. It was a pretty village in summer but once the tourists were gone and the

  nights grew long, Rockland’s was dead boring, Valerie reflected as she and Lizzie skirted a large puddle beside the Ball Alley, where tonight, a hard-fought game of handball was in progress

  with some of the local lads.




  ‘What do you want to ask me? Something I’m not going to like, I just know by the way you’re saying it,’ Valerie said warily.




  ‘Please, please. Pleeeeease come to the match with me. I don’t want to go and stand on the sidelines on my own,’ her best friend pleaded. ‘I’ll do your

  maths homework for a week.’




  ‘Aw, Lizzie, I hate football.’ Valerie made a face.




  ‘You’re my best friend. It’s your duty to stand by me. I really fancy Phil, and he asked me to come to the match. Val, please.’




  ‘Oh, all right,’ grumbled Valerie, with bad grace. She didn’t particularly like Phil Casey, although she wouldn’t let on to Lizzie, who was totally infatuated. He thought

  he was ultra cool, strutting around, showing off with his new Walkman and his punk earring. If a real punk came near him he’d run a mile, Valerie thought scornfully. She couldn’t think

  of anything more boring than watching fellas kicking a ball around, with people screaming in her ear. What a waste of a Sunday afternoon, especially when she had a free house, a very rare

  occurrence. Her parents were going up to Dublin to visit an uncle in hospital and then they were going to visit Terence’s elderly mother. Terence had wanted her to come but she’d lied

  and said she had a maths exam the next day and she needed to revise. Terence put a lot of store on her studies. When she had got six honours in her Inter Cert he’d boasted about it for weeks

  afterwards, mortifying her everywhere they went. If she didn’t do well in her Leaving Cert he’d be devastated. He wanted her to go to college – preferably to study medicine, but

  law or accountancy would suffice. Valerie knew Terence well enough to realize that going to college wasn’t all about her. He wanted to be able to boast about his daughter ‘the

  doctor’ or ‘the lawyer’ or ‘the accountant’. Terence was a social climber and she was his ladder. He wanted to be as good as ‘The Elite’ at the grand end

  of the village, and Valerie was his stepping stone, his last chance to improve the family’s social standing, unless he won a fortune on the Sweepstakes.
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