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  Chapter One




  Marianne Thomson tossed the handful of earth into the grave, flinching as it hit her husband’s coffin. Kate let out a strangled sob and Marianne pulled her daughter closer. Her son had

  wrapped himself around his grandmother’s leg and was crying noisily. Dot gently extricated herself, dipped her hand into the container the priest held out to her and, stepping forward, let

  the dirt fall from her fingers.




  ‘Oh, Dominic,’ she whispered, stony-faced.




  Andrew stopped crying and lunged at the priest. ‘I want to do that.’




  ‘No,’ Marianne gasped.




  ‘Let him, love.’ Dot kept a hold of her grandson’s shoulder as he moved nearer the grave, a generous mound of earth in his hand.




  The five-year-old balanced precariously on the edge and hurled it in.




  Marianne looked down into Kate’s dark, solemn eyes; she looked so much older than her nine years. With an almost imperceptible nod her daughter stepped forward to take her turn before

  shrinking back against her mother. Marianne put her other arm around Dot, Andrew between them, and they stood in a tight huddle as the priest finished the service. Mourners swarmed around them

  afterwards, murmuring condolences before drifting back across the grass towards the cars.




  ‘Come on, let’s go and have a nice cup of tea,’ Helen Sheridan said.




  Marianne looked at Dot who was still staring vacantly at the grave. ‘You take the children,’ she told her friend, ‘we’ll be with you in a minute.’




  ‘Wanna stay with you,’ Andrew wailed.




  She crouched down to hug her son. ‘Me and Granny are just going to say one more prayer. You go to the car, sweetheart; I promise we won’t be long.’




  He reluctantly took Helen’s outstretched hand and Kate followed them in silence. Marianne’s gut twisted as she watched the two forlorn little figures walk away. She turned back to

  her mother-in-law and linked her arm through Dot’s. ‘Are you okay?’ she asked.




  ‘My only son is dead; just threw his life away. No, love, I’m far from okay.’ Dot wiped her eyes. ‘Why wasn’t I able to help him?’




  ‘There was nothing more you could have done,’ Marianne replied. She had said the words so many times over the last few days and knew she would say them many times more. She

  didn’t suffer the same torture that Dot did. She had stopped feeling guilty, or feeling anything at all, a long time ago.




  ‘I loved him, in spite of everything.’




  ‘Of course you did; Kate and Andrew could do nothing that would stop me loving them.’




  Dot patted her hand. ‘This can’t be easy for you, everyone feeling sorry for Dominic.’




  ‘It’s fine.’




  ‘If you want to tell them all the truth—’




  ‘No, of course not, Dot, we agreed that the children must come first; it’s hard enough that they’ve lost their dad . . .’




  ‘Oh, I wish this bloody day was over. I don’t want to see or talk to anyone; do we have to have them all back?’




  ‘It’s all arranged, but don’t worry. If ever there was a day you could get away with sitting in a corner and saying nothing, this is it.’




  Dot nodded and with one last look at her son’s grave she let Marianne lead her away. ‘It’s a happy release for you at least, love.’




  Marianne said nothing. It was true, of course, but still a shocking thing for her to say about her only son. The poor woman; how cruel life was. ‘It’s all over now and hopefully

  Dominic is at peace. Try to remember the good times; there were plenty of them.’




  Dot squeezed her hand. ‘You are such a good girl; what would I do without you?’




  ‘You’ve done a lot more for me than I’ve ever done for you so, today, let me take care of everything; let’s do this properly.’




  ‘Right so,’ Dot agreed and, arm in arm, they strolled back across the grass to join the other mourners.




  The day seemed to drag on and on. Marianne was hugged and kissed, her hand squeezed, her shoulder patted. She smiled, inclined her head, and murmured her thanks but her eyes

  were constantly seeking out the children and her mother-in-law. Andrew was in the garden with Colm, Helen’s son, and some other kids kicking a ball around, but Kate wouldn’t join in.

  Marianne suggested that she and Joanna’s daughter, Rachel, go upstairs and listen to music but Kate just shook her head and continued to drift between her mother and grandmother as if

  frightened that they too would disappear. Dot sat in a corner surrounded by a few close friends, a cup of cold tea untouched in front of her.




  ‘Are you okay?’




  Marianne looked around and smiled at the concern on Joanna Buckley’s kind face. These last few days Jo and Helen had never been far away, quietly taking care of her and her family.

  ‘I’m fine.’




  ‘Have you had enough of this lot, love?’ Helen asked. ‘Do you want Johnny to shift them?’




  ‘Just say the word,’ Helen’s husband gave Marianne a small salute.




  ‘No, it’s okay, leave them for another while.’




  ‘How are the kids holding up?’ Jo asked.




  ‘Who knows?’ Marianne sighed. ‘Andrew’s at least distracted for the moment but Kate is very quiet; I’m not sure what’s going on in her head.’




  ‘Why don’t I take her home to spend the night with us?’ Jo suggested. ‘Rachel will look after her.’




  Marianne’s initial instinct was to turn down the offer; she didn’t want to let either of her children out of her sight. Still, perhaps it would do Kate good to get away from this

  house for a while. ‘Okay, thanks, Jo. That would be great.’




  ‘I can take Andrew too if you like.’




  ‘No,’ Marianne said quickly, not ready to relinquish her baby. ‘Dot and I need someone to fuss over.’




  ‘You look exhausted, Marianne; go and have a lie down,’ Helen suggested. ‘No one will miss you for an hour.’




  Marianne did feel tired; she’d hardly slept since the night that she’d answered the door to the two policemen who’d told her that her husband had taken ill at a restaurant in

  the city centre. Although there had been a doctor present, they had been unable to revive him. Dominic was pronounced dead at the scene. The results from the post-mortem confirmed that he had died

  of a heart attack. There had been traces of drugs and alcohol in his system, which didn’t come as a surprise; Dominic drank too much and had been popping pills for years. His job as a

  stockbroker was fast-paced, risky and stressful and though he’d loved it, he couldn’t cope without a little help, or, in hindsight, a lot of help. He could have moved on to

  harder drugs in the end for all Marianne knew; he had become adept at hiding his habit from her. She’d given up trying to figure out what was going on in his head; she had stopped trying to

  help him; she had ceased to care. The only time she confronted him was if his strange behaviour impinged on the children.




  It amazed Marianne that none of their friends appeared to have noticed his erratic moods, or perhaps they had just decided to ignore them. As she moved between the groups today, she’d

  heard them, one after the other, bemoan the fact that he had died at just thirty-eight of a heart attack, no doubt brought on by the stress of his job. He worked too hard, they all agreed. Their

  words didn’t anger or upset Marianne. She just felt numb.




  ‘Marianne?’




  She looked up to see Helen watching her with a worried frown. ‘Yes, I think I might grab forty winks. Will you keep an eye on the children?’




  ‘Of course.’




  Leaving her two friends to look after the guests, Marianne went upstairs, kicked off her shoes, stepped out of her black dress and stretched out on the bed. She was shattered but didn’t

  bother closing her eyes as she knew that sleep wouldn’t come. Was this the price she would pay for her freedom, she wondered; a lifetime of sleepless nights? Still, it was better than

  freezing every time she heard the front door close late at night and Dominic’s footfall on the stairs.




  It was hard to equate that intimidating monster with the handsome, funny and loving Dominic she’d married. Back then she’d had to pinch herself; she couldn’t believe how lucky

  she was. To leave the familiar world of St Anne’s had been daunting and she’d continued to live a quiet life in the boarding house, rarely venturing out in search of a social life. But

  then Dominic had burst into her life, bringing with him a sense of excitement and fun that she hadn’t known existed. With him anything seemed possible. She fell head over heels in love with

  him and cried with happiness the night that he’d asked her to marry him. They’d been penniless back then; Dominic was still at university but Marianne was used to living within a tight

  budget and just sharing a pizza in Dot’s kitchen was a treat. She sighed at the memory of those early days together; Dominic had introduced her to the wonder of being intimate with a man.

  They had been mad about each other and grown even closer when they became parents. Marianne could still see her husband standing at the bottom of the hospital bed, cradling his baby daughter, tears

  of happiness rolling down his face.




  There was a gentle knock on the door. ‘Who is it?’ she called, quickly pulling the sheet across her body.




  Kate’s head appeared round the door. ‘Only me. Can I come in?’




  ‘Of course, darling.’ Marianne held out her arms and Kate climbed up on the bed and snuggled in against her.




  ‘Aunty Helen said I shouldn’t bother you and that you were asleep, but I knew you wouldn’t be.’




  ‘You were right.’ Marianne smiled and stroked her daughter’s long dark hair. ‘You’re not getting much rest either, are you, darling?’




  ‘I don’t want to sleep. When I wake up I’ve forgotten what’s happened and then . . .’ Kate’s voice trailed off.




  ‘It will get easier, sweetheart,’ Marianne promised, kissing a tear that rolled down her daughter’s cheek. ‘Aunty Jo’s invited you for a sleepover

  tonight.’




  A range of emotions crossed the child’s face. ‘I can’t leave you—’




  ‘Of course you can. Maybe with Rachel in the bed next to you, waking up will be easier.’




  ‘But will you be okay?’ Kate’s eyes, so like Marianne’s own, were full of concern.




  Marianne smiled at her tender-hearted daughter. ‘I’ll be grand and if I get really sad I’m sure your little brother will give me a cuddle.’




  ‘He gives great cuddles. But don’t tell him I said that,’ Kate warned with a glimmer of a smile.




  ‘Won’t breathe a word.’ Marianne hugged her close. ‘Everything’s going to be okay, Kate.’




  ‘But life will never, ever be the same again, Mummy. Never.’




  ‘No, darling, it won’t,’ Marianne agreed and finally allowed her eyes to close.




  When Marianne woke she realized she had slept for nearly two hours. Amazed and guilt-ridden, she hurried into the bathroom to splash water on her face and returned to don the

  black dress. She paused with it in her hand and studied her body in the full-length mirror with dispassionate eyes. She had kept it well hidden for a long time now, especially from Dominic; would

  any man ever see it again? she wondered. Dismissing the thought as inappropriate and pointless, she slipped into the dress, ran a brush through her hair and hurried downstairs to find the house

  quiet except for muted conversation coming from the dining room. She went in to find Dot, Helen and Johnny sitting at the table and Andrew playing at his granny’s feet. ‘Is everyone

  gone?’ she exclaimed. ‘You should have woken me; what must people think?’




  ‘Anyone who cares about you will be delighted you got a rest,’ Dot assured her.




  Helen hopped to her feet. ‘I’ll make you some tea.’




  ‘No, please don’t,’ Marianne groaned. ‘I couldn’t drink another drop.’




  ‘How about something stronger?’ Johnny’s eyes twinkled.




  ‘Yes, I think I’d quite like a glass of wine,’ Marianne agreed. ‘Where’s Colm?’




  ‘Gone home to make himself gorgeous for his night out.’




  ‘I hope you don’t mind, Marianne,’ Helen said, coming back from the kitchen with the wine. ‘I didn’t really agree with him and Di going dancing tonight of all

  nights but Dot here insisted.’




  ‘Quite right too; there’s no point in them sitting around moping. Are you okay, darling?’ she added, as Andrew moved over and leaned against her knee.




  He nodded.




  ‘Whiskey, Dot?’ Johnny said, going to the drinks cabinet.




  ‘Please, and make it a large one.’




  Helen rolled her eyes dramatically as Johnny poured generous measures for himself and Dot. ‘Well, it looks as if I’m driving.’




  ‘Thanks, sweetheart.’ Johnny winked at her and then raised his glass. ‘To Dominic.’




  ‘To Dominic,’ they echoed.




  ‘Wherever he may be,’ Dot sighed.




  ‘He’s in heaven,’ Andrew said.




  ‘Of course he is, love. Come here and give your oul granny a hug.’




  Andrew went to her and put sticky hands around her neck. ‘Are you sad?’ he asked, pulling away and touching her wet cheek.




  ‘A bit,’ she admitted, ‘but keep giving me hugs like that and I’ll be grand.’




  He smiled and turned back to his mother. ‘Can I watch Ice Age, Mum?’




  ‘Yes, darling.’ He skipped ahead of her into the living room and after she’d settled him in front of his favourite movie, she returned to them.




  ‘Where’s Kate?’ Dot frowned.




  ‘She went home with Joanna; we thought some time with Rachel might do her good.’




  ‘She thinks too much for a child her age.’




  ‘Yes,’ Marianne agreed, systematically shredding a discarded stained napkin.




  ‘She will probably talk to Rachel, they seem close. As for that little fella,’ Helen nodded towards where Andrew lay sprawled on the floor in front of the television, ‘I think

  he’ll be just fine.’




  ‘They both will be,’ Johnny assured them.




  ‘Perhaps you should get away from here for a couple of weeks,’ Helen suggested. ‘A holiday would do you all good.’




  Marianne shook her head. ‘No, I’d prefer to get the children back into a normal routine; they have to get used to life without their dad.’




  ‘I think that you’re probably right,’ Johnny agreed, ‘and time will do the rest.’




  ‘The great thing about being young,’ Dot said, looking wistful. ‘You just vomit up your grief and get on with it.’




  Johnny chuckled. ‘You have a way with words, Dot.’




  ‘You two are exhausted,’ Helen said, meeting Marianne’s eyes. ‘We’ll go and let you get to bed.’




  ‘It’s been a long day,’ Marianne said, thinking how Dot seemed to have shrunk before her eyes these last few days.




  ‘I am tired,’ Dot admitted, ‘but I doubt I’ll sleep.’




  ‘Still, my lady wife is right. We’d better make tracks.’ Johnny kissed Dot’s cheek and hugged Marianne. ‘If you need us, just say the word.’




  ‘I will,’ she promised before turning to embrace her friend. ‘Helen, I don’t know how to thank you for everything. The food, drinks . . .’




  ‘Not another word,’ Helen said as she bent to embrace Dot. ‘Goodnight, Dot. I’ll call you in the morning, Marianne.’




  ‘You’re an angel.’ After she had seen them to the door, Marianne returned and put a hand on Dot’s shoulder. ‘Why don’t you go to bed?’




  ‘Soon.’




  ‘Bedtime, Andrew.’




  ‘But I want to stay up with you and Granny,’ her son protested.




  ‘We’ll be going up soon, darling. Now, say goodnight to Granny.’




  ‘Night.’ He flung himself into Dot’s arms.




  ‘Night night, sleep tight and don’t let the bedbugs bite.’




  He sped off and Marianne hesitated as she saw that Dot’s eyes were full of tears again. ‘Oh, Dot . . .’ she started.




  ‘I’m fine, Marianne.’ Dot waved her away and Marianne followed her son upstairs.




  ‘Mummy, Daddy is in heaven, isn’t he?’




  Marianne put the book back on the shelf and stretched out beside her son on the narrow bed. ‘Yes, darling, of course he is.’




  ‘Granny says everyone is happy in heaven but . . .’ his eyes clouded over, ‘I won’t be able to see him any more, will I? Not unless I die too and I don’t want to

  die.’




  His face crumpled, and gulping back her own tears, Marianne pulled him into her arms. ‘You’re not going to die, sweetie, not until you are very, very, very old.’




  ‘Daddy wasn’t very, very, very old so why did he die?’




  Marianne looked into the open, innocent face and wondered how she could explain it in words that would make sense and yet not scare him. ‘Sometimes Holy God needs more angels,’ she

  began slowly, ‘and when He does, He takes very special people up to heaven a little bit early because they are perfect for the job.’




  ‘So Daddy’s going to be an angel?’ Andrew whispered, his eyes round.




  ‘Yes, sweetie, I think maybe he is.’




  He considered this for a moment. ‘I’m still going to miss him.’




  ‘Of course you are, but do you remember what Granny says about angels?’




  ‘That they look after us.’




  ‘That’s right.’ She smiled, relieved; this was going better than she’d expected.




  ‘Maybe God will make him my Guardian Angel,’ he said excitedly. ‘That would be cool!’




  ‘It would be very cool. Now, baby, time you were asleep.’




  ‘Will you leave the light on?’




  ‘Of course.’ She kissed his forehead, tucked him in and turned to leave.




  ‘Mummy?’




  ‘Yes?’




  ‘I think you’re very special; Holy God isn’t going to take you up to be an angel too, is He?’ he asked in a small voice.




  ‘Absolutely not,’ she said firmly. ‘My job is to stay right here and look after you and Kate.’




  ‘Good. I wouldn’t like Him any more if He did that, I don’t care what Granny says.’




  ‘It’s not going to happen, Andrew, I promise.’




  ‘Okay, night,’ and, clutching his teddy a little bit tighter, he closed his eyes.




  As she came out on to the landing, Dot was climbing the stairs.




  ‘Is he asleep?’




  ‘Yes. He wanted to know why his daddy died so young. I told him God needed an angel.’ Marianne rolled her eyes.




  ‘You did the right thing, though calling my Dominic an angel is a bit of a stretch,’ Dot joked, though there was no humour in her eyes. ‘You did him proud today and

  that’s a lot more than he deserved.’




  ‘It was important for the children. I can’t believe it’s over, that he’s gone.’




  ‘Well, he is,’ Dot’s voice shook slightly. ‘I suppose I may as well move out.’




  Marianne stared at her. ‘Why on earth would you do that?’




  ‘This is your chance to start a new life, darlin’; you don’t want me cramping your style.’




  Marianne leaned against the banister and crossed her arms. ‘Let’s get one thing straight, Dot: you’re part of this family.’




  ‘That’s a lovely thing to say but—’




  ‘But nothing. Apart from the fact that you’re the children’s only other relative, don’t you realize you are the closest thing I’ve ever had to a mother?’




  ‘Oh, Marianne, what a lovely thing to say!’ Dot grasped her hand and smiled. ‘I must be honest, I’d hate to go; I’d be lost without the three of you.’




  ‘And we’d be lost without you.’ Marianne hugged her. ‘Now, let’s get some rest; it may be late but that young fella will be jumping on us at dawn.’




  Marianne lay in bed and thought back over the day. It seemed so surreal and she found it hard to get to grips with the fact that Dominic was gone for good. She felt some guilt

  at her lack of emotion, but then the man she had loved – the funny guy, the good friend, the doting dad – had died some time ago. Of course Helen and Jo knew the truth. Though the three

  women were very different, their shared history had resulted in a bond that the years hadn’t weakened. So she hadn’t been able to hide what was going on from them. They had seen the

  change in Dominic – and in her, and had wrested the truth from her, although not all of it. Her eyes went to the dent in the bedroom door that fresh paint couldn’t quite hide, where

  he’d thrown her against it. She turned on her side and studied the faded blood stain on the carpet by the bed from the time when Dominic had flown into a rage over some imagined slight and

  slammed the drawer of the bedside table on her finger; it had poured blood and she’d lost the nail. Sometimes Dominic had been remorseful afterwards but there were occasions when he

  didn’t remember having attacked her, asking in all innocence and with some degree of concern, how she had hurt herself.




  She’d hidden as much as she could from her friends. She knew Helen would have urged her to leave him or throw him out but she couldn’t have done it no matter how much she’d

  wanted to. But now it was over. Now he was gone and she was free to live her life without looking over her shoulder. And with that thought in mind, Marianne turned off the lamp and fell into a deep

  and dreamless sleep.




  ‘Johnny, are you awake?’




  ‘How could I be otherwise? You haven’t stopped fidgeting and sighing since we came to bed.’




  Helen turned over yet again and pushed the duvet down a bit. ‘I’m sorry but it’s hardly surprising; my best friend buried her husband today.’




  ‘At least he was dead,’ Johnny muttered into the pillow.




  ‘That’s sick.’ Helen poked him with her elbow.




  ‘It was a joke. Look, sweetheart, it’s been a long day, get some sleep.’




  Helen turned back around to face him. ‘I can’t stop thinking about Marianne and those poor little kiddies.’




  He stroked her arm. ‘They’ll be fine and your worrying about them won’t help. Whatever lies ahead, won’t we be there for her?’




  ‘Yes, we will. You’ve been great this week, Johnny, I’m really grateful.’




  ‘How grateful?’ he asked, with a sly grin.




  ‘I thought you were tired . . .’ she retorted as he ran his fingers down the curve of her body until they came in contact with the bare skin of her thigh, making her shiver.




  ‘I’m never too tired for you, darling.’




  







  Chapter Two




  Kate spooned cereal into her mouth. She wasn’t hungry and hated cornflakes but if she didn’t eat, Aunty Jo would tell Mummy and then Mummy would worry and try to

  talk to her again. She was beginning to dread their little chats.




  ‘Why do you think you are so restless at night? Are you having nightmares? Do you want to talk about Daddy?’ she would ask.




  ‘No, no, no,’ Kate felt like screaming. ‘I don’t want to talk about Daddy. I just want everything to go back to the way it was.’




  She’d been having nightmares ever since that night last week when she’d been woken by voices downstairs. She’d crept halfway down to find her granny in tears in her

  mother’s arms as two policemen told them that Daddy had collapsed in a restaurant and died before the ambulance had arrived. It couldn’t be true. Her dad was big and strong, well,

  except for the headaches and the times when he got angry. It scared her when he got mad – it had scared Andrew a lot – but Granny could usually calm him down. Mummy just left the room

  or took them out for a walk or a drive and by the time they came home, he was usually okay again or had gone to bed. Granny said he got cross because the headaches really hurt him and only rest

  made them go away. They had to creep around the house when he was resting but Kate had never minded that because he would be happy and funny again when he woke up and sometimes he even played with

  them.




  But now he was dead and she’d never see him again. Even though she’d seen that horrible box being lowered into the grave with her own eyes, she still couldn’t believe it.

  She’d tried really hard to hold in her tears because it seemed to upset everyone when she cried.




  ‘Are you all right, Kate?’




  She smiled and nodded at Aunty Jo who was looking at her with worried eyes. She liked Aunty Jo; she was so kind and gentle.




  ‘Rachel, elbows off the table.’ Uncle Greg frowned over his glasses at his daughter before returning his attention to the newspaper.




  The comment caught Kate’s attention; wasn’t reading the paper at the table worse manners than having your elbows on it? In her house, the only rule at mealtimes was that you

  weren’t allowed to talk with your mouth full, which was fine with her as she loved to sit and listen to Granny tell her stories. Granny Dot had millions of stories and they were all

  hilarious. Andrew always wanted the ones about Daddy when he was little but Granny was too sad to tell them now. Kate could always tell when Granny was fed up ’cos she got a line right across

  the centre of her forehead and the sparkle went out of her eyes. Granny had lovely eyes. They were a strange bluey-green, like the sea in that painting in the principal’s office, and shone

  with mischief when she told them rude stories. Mummy always gave out to her but Kate knew she wasn’t really cross as she always ended up laughing too.




  But it would all be different now. Still, no matter how much they’d miss Daddy, Kate figured breakfast at her house would always be more fun than at Rachel’s.




  Di appeared, looking pale and tired and Uncle Greg started on her before she’d even sat down.




  ‘What time did you get in?’




  ‘Ten past one.’




  ‘I told you to leave at twelve.’




  ‘But you said I wasn’t to walk home alone,’ she reminded him, ‘and no one else would leave until it was over.’




  ‘You shouldn’t have gone out at all last night, bloody disrespectful—’




  ‘Dad wouldn’t mind,’ Kate blurted out, feeling sorry for Di.




  Uncle Greg ignored her. ‘And I don’t want to see you wearing that muck on your eyes any more or you’ll be eighteen before you go out again.’




  Di opened her mouth to protest but her mother gave her a look as she set a bowl of cornflakes in front of her. ‘Eat your breakfast, love.’




  ‘I thought you looked really pretty last night.’ Kate figured that if anyone could get away with being cheeky it had to be a kid whose daddy had just died. She smirked inwardly

  knowing her father would approve. He’d never liked Rachel’s daddy, always called him Greg-grudge, or G.G for short.




  ‘He hates people being happy; begrudges anyone the slightest bit of good luck,’ he’d said. Mummy had defended Uncle Greg but Kate had seen her smile at the nickname.




  ‘She looked like a little tart,’ he muttered now.




  ‘Greg!’ Aunty Jo said, looking cross.




  ‘Well, I’m sorry but she did.’ He folded his newspaper, pushed back his chair and stood up. ‘Time one of us did some work. Don’t forget to leave my suit with the

  dry-cleaners, Jo; Di, cut the grass, and Rachel,’ his eyes softened a little when he looked at his youngest daughter, ‘behave yourself and look after your friend.’




  He gave Kate an awkward pat on the shoulder as he passed and she felt guilty; maybe he wasn’t so bad after all.




  ‘And for God’s sake, Jo, try and cook something edible for dinner tonight.’




  Or maybe he was; wait till she told Daddy— Kate pulled up short as she remembered she wouldn’t be able to tell him; she wouldn’t be able to talk to him ever again. He was gone.

  He was dead.




  ‘Kate?’




  She looked over to see Rachel staring at her, her eyes wide with shock, and realized that she was crying. Not quietly but in loud, gut-wrenching wails and though Kate really did try, she

  couldn’t seem to stop.




  ‘Go and brush your teeth,’ Aunty Jo told her daughters before crouching down and gathering her into her arms. Kate bawled like a baby, her whole body shuddering and shaking.




  Finally, feeling drained and embarrassed, she pulled away and wiped her eyes on her sleeve. ‘Sorry.’




  ‘Don’t be sorry, love; why wouldn’t you be sad, you poor thing?’




  Kate felt the tears start to well up again. ‘I need to use the bathroom,’ she said, pushing back her chair and fleeing upstairs to the loo where she locked the door and let the tears

  flow. When the shudders had reduced to hiccups she went to the sink and washed her face. She looked in the mirror; her eyes were all puffy and bloodshot. Mummy and Granny would know the minute they

  saw her that she’d been crying. Feeling even more miserable she opened the door to find Rachel sitting on the ground outside waiting for her.




  ‘You okay?’ Her friend scrambled to her feet and looked at her with large anxious eyes.




  ‘Yeah, fine, sorry.’ Kate sniffed.




  ‘That’s okay. Will we go outside?’




  Kate shook her head. ‘No, I think I should go.’




  ‘You don’t have to. You can stay the whole day if you want to; Mummy said so.’




  ‘Sorry, Rachel, but I want to go home.’




  Rachel hugged her. ‘I’ll go and tell Mummy.’




  ‘The poor child was a mess.’ Jo sat down on the stairs as she talked to Helen and cringed as she noticed the window beside the hall door badly needed cleaning;

  she’d see to it as soon as she’d finished the call.




  ‘Well, it’s hardly surprising,’ Helen was saying. ‘Imagine, that was the first funeral those poor children had been to and it was their dad’s. Still, maybe

  they’re all better off without him.’




  ‘They probably are and I can’t help thinking that Marianne is still young; maybe some day she’ll meet someone else.’




  ‘Do you think she’d want to marry again?’ Helen asked. ‘I’d have thought that the last couple of years would have put her off men for life.’




  ‘Still, life is easier if you have a partner,’ Jo insisted. Despite Greg’s shortcomings, being Mrs Buckley made her feel safe. The very thought of being alone in the world

  again made her shudder.




  ‘I suppose that’s true. I know a woman whose husband left her and people just dropped her because she was the odd one out.’




  ‘That’s terrible!’




  ‘Well, I think they did it for her sake; it was hard for her being surrounded by couples and what’s the alternative, set her up with a blind date?’




  ‘Did you drop her?’ Jo asked.




  ‘Sometimes,’ Helen admitted, ‘but I had more girls-only nights and invited her to them; she seemed to like that.’




  ‘You never invited me to girls-only nights,’ Jo said, feeling left out.




  ‘I gave up inviting you to things a long time ago, Jo,’ Helen retorted. ‘The only time you ever say yes to my invitations is if it’s the whole family or just you, me and

  Marianne.’




  ‘I know, sorry.’ It was true, Helen had invited her to plenty of things over the years but Jo just felt uncomfortable around strangers and could never think of a thing to say.




  ‘Anyway, Marianne will be fine. We just need to keep a close eye on her.’




  ‘Absolutely,’ Jo agreed. There was nothing she wouldn’t do for Marianne. If it wasn’t for her, Jo wasn’t sure she’d have made it through her time in St

  Anne’s. ‘She’ll be okay though, won’t she, Helen?’




  There was a short silence before her friend replied. ‘Of course she will.’




  And she would, Helen reassured herself after she’d hung up. Marianne had always had a cool head and there was no reason to believe she would lose it now.




  Most of the kids at St Anne’s had grown cautious and suspicious the longer they were in the children’s home. After you’d been pinched, kicked, had a precious doll broken or

  sweets stolen, you learned to be on your guard. Not Marianne though. She was only a few months old when she took up residence and a more sweet-tempered baby you couldn’t find. At three she

  was moved from the nursery into a dormitory and eight-year-old Helen was charged with helping her to bathe, dress and brush her teeth. It was the best thing that had ever happened to Helen and she

  embraced her new responsibility with gusto. She had been four when she came to St Anne’s after her mother had died and her father had spiralled into depression and alcoholism and was no

  longer capable of looking after her. Helen was told he was sick and he would come and collect her when he was better. And so every time she heard the bell announcing a visitor, Helen was convinced

  it was her daddy coming to reclaim her but he never did. As she got older she grew quieter and spent her time wondering what she had done to upset him and if perhaps it was her fault that her mammy

  had died and that’s why he didn’t want her any more.




  And then suddenly Marianne was there and it was as if she suddenly had a family again. Being Marianne’s carer also gave her a new status and won her respect from the other children, which

  rebuilt her confidence and gave her a new focus. No little girl was ever looked after as well as Marianne. Helen took her job seriously and went way beyond her brief: reading to her, nursing her

  when she was poorly and sneaking her treats when they came her way. The adoration in her eyes when Marianne looked at her was her reward, making Helen feel six feet tall.




  And then Joanna Duffy had arrived and threatened Helen’s position. Jo was almost twelve and it was rare that older children came to the home; the corridors were full of Chinese whispers.

  She’d been a troublemaker; she’d stabbed her dad; she’d been raped by her brother. Helen had no idea where the stories originated but everyone took against the girl and the

  bullies set out to make her life hell. But soft-hearted, ten-year-old Marianne had rushed to the rescue and drawn her into their cosy little circle. Helen had felt threatened, afraid that she might

  be squeezed out given there was only two years between the other girls. But Jo was such a frightened little mouse that before long Helen had found herself mothering her too.




  When the time had come for Helen to move out of St Anne’s, she was torn between feeling excited about the new life that lay ahead and sadness at leaving Marianne and Jo behind. They had

  been pretty traumatized at the time, too, though she reassured them that she would visit. And she had, every week without fail, and once a month she’d take them out. She put a lot of thought

  into their outings. She’d had little money and had to be creative, but there was a lot you could do in Dublin for free. If it was a nice day she would take them up to Phoenix Park or to the

  Botanical Gardens or to Dollymount to paddle, build sandcastles and play in the dunes. She would pack a picnic of dainty sandwiches, lemonade and crisps – forbidden in St Anne’s as they

  were too messy – and buy ice-cream cones for afters. On wet days she would take them to a museum or the National Art Gallery or window-shopping in the Ilac Shopping Centre off Henry Street

  where they could marvel at the clothes and stay dry. Sometimes, if she could afford it, Helen would treat them to beans and chips in Fortes café before returning them to St Anne’s.




  That was the hard part. Walking back through the heavy door that banged shut after them with a depressing finality. The reception area held only a hard sofa covered in garish red leatherette,

  and a large statue of a rather grim and colourless Saint Anne, a vase of tacky plastic flowers at her feet. On the wall there was a crucifix, a holy water font and a picture of the Pope. When she

  lived here, Helen had never noticed the plain magnolia walls, the plastic chair covers, the scuffed tiled floor and the pervasive smell of disinfectant. It was only in contrast to the vivid colours

  of the outside world that she noticed how drab and depressing the home was. Even the boarding house she lived in, though modestly decorated and cheaply furnished, was far cheerier; the walls

  decorated with posters and photographs of previous tenants on their wedding day or holding new babies. Music rang out from the ancient radio in the kitchen, radiating a cheer and warmth that had

  been sadly absent in St Anne’s.




  It was the nun who ran the place who they had all lived in fear of. Sister Ignatius was a cold, hard and angry woman who seemed to think that the only way to get through the pearly gates was by

  crushing those around her. She used to frown on laughing or singing; the first demonstrated a silly frivolous nature, the second should be reserved for praising the Lord.




  ‘Bitch,’ Helen muttered now, feeling the familiar taste of bile at the back of her throat at the memory of the woman and her cruelty. But despite Ignatius she was here today and

  maybe because of her, she truly appreciated her family and her life.




  







  Chapter Three




  ‘Andrew, you know you’re not allowed to play with that clock. Put it back up on the fireplace and do it carefully or you’ll break it.’




  Marianne watched, stunned, as her son deliberately let it slip from his fingers and the crystal smashed into smithereens on the kitchen floor.




  ‘Why on earth did you do that?’ she exclaimed in frustration.




  ‘It’s only a stupid clock.’ He kicked at the pieces of glass with his bare foot.




  ‘Stop that; you’ll hurt yourself.’




  ‘So? You don’t care.’




  ‘Of course I care.’




  ‘You don’t, you only love Kate.’




  Marianne crouched down and put her arms around him. ‘Now that’s just silly. I love you just as much as I love Kate.’




  ‘No, you don’t.’ He shrugged her off. ‘I wish you’d died instead of Daddy!’




  Marianne gasped; his words were like a knife through her heart. He stared back from defiant eyes, red-faced and shaking. ‘That’s not a very nice thing to say, Andrew.’




  ‘I don’t care, it’s true. I hate you!’




  ‘What’s all this then?’ Dot stood in the doorway, taking in the scene with raised eyebrows.




  Marianne gave a defeated shrug. ‘He deliberately broke my clock.’ She started to pick up the larger pieces of crystal and placed them on a tea cloth.




  ‘I’m glad I broke your stupid clock.’




  ‘I beg your pardon?’ She heard her own voice rising and knew she was close to losing her temper.




  ‘I think I should take this fella out of your way for a few hours. I was just going to do the shopping; Andrew can help me. Where’s Kate?’




  ‘At a birthday party; she’ll be dropped home about seven.’




  ‘Then why don’t you relax and run yourself a nice bath,’ Dot suggested. ‘And have a glass of wine while you’re at it.’




  ‘I might just do that,’ Marianne said with a grateful smile. There had been many outbursts in the last couple of weeks and they were all beginning to get to her; sometimes she just

  wanted to scream. A few hours’ breather from her angry son and silent daughter would be welcome. ‘You do what your granny tells you, do you hear me?’ she said to Andrew.




  ‘I’m not going—’ Andrew started in a furious voice.




  ‘Oh, yes you are,’ Dot assured him, jamming his Crocs on and frogmarching him down the hall.




  ‘Bye,’ Marianne called after her son, hating parting from him in anger, but he didn’t answer. She sat back on her heels, feeling decidedly sorry for herself.




  It was almost five weeks since Dominic had died and she’d thought the children would be over the worst but she’d been kidding herself. She could barely drag a word out of Kate and

  Andrew was turning into the kid from The Omen. This latest tantrum had shocked and hurt her although she knew she shouldn’t take it to heart. She was confused by it. Yes, he’d

  adored his daddy but Dominic had spent so little time with his son that she was surprised he was missing him so much. She certainly hadn’t expected it to affect her own relationship with her

  son. And now Kate seemed to have pulled away from her too. She couldn’t understand what she was doing wrong. She had been careful to spend time alone with each of her children and had

  reassured and encouraged them both to talk about their dad.




  ‘Ouch,’ she yelped as a shard of glass pierced the soft skin beneath her fingernail and it began to bleed. Tears pricked her eyes and she wondered what else could go wrong today. As

  she stretched towards the worktop for a piece of kitchen towel to stem the bleeding, the doorbell rang. ‘Typical,’ she muttered and picked her way through the glass and out into the

  hall. If this was a bloody salesman, then he had picked the wrong door. She swung it open with a vengeance and sighed. ‘Oh.’




  Johnny smiled. ‘Well, there’s nothing like a warm welcome.’




  ‘I’m sorry, Johnny,’ she grinned.




  ‘Dear God, what happened to your hand?’




  ‘It’s nothing.’ But when she looked down, the paper was soaked red.




  Johnny propelled her back down the hallway to the kitchen. ‘Sit.’




  ‘But I have to clean this mess up,’ Marianne protested as he pressed her into a chair.




  ‘It can wait; let me check your hand.’ He knelt at her feet, heedless of the glass around them and carefully peeled the tissue from the cut.




  ‘Really, it’s nothing. I was cleaning this mess up and a piece of glass went under my nail.’




  ‘Let me make sure that it’s not still in there.’




  Marianne winced as he probed around her fingertip.




  ‘No, it seems to be clean. Where will I find a plaster?’




  Marianne nodded towards the cupboards. ‘Top drawer.’




  ‘What happened anyway? It looks like Beirut in here. Ah, here we are.’ Johnny selected a plaster and came back to dress her finger.




  ‘It was Andrew. He broke my crystal clock deliberately, the little demon.’




  ‘It’s not funny, Johnny,’ she said when he chuckled, but she couldn’t help smiling. ‘He’s an awful handful these days; I don’t know what I’m going

  to do with him. I know he must be missing Dominic and I have to make allowances but the way he looked at me just now, it was as if he really hated me.’ Marianne felt her eyes fill up.




  ‘Of course he doesn’t hate you.’ Johnny smiled up at her and then stopped as he saw her tears. ‘Ah, don’t, sweetheart.’ He folded her into his arms and

  Marianne buried her face in his chest. ‘This has been a terrible time for you but it will get easier. And you’ve got me and Helen and Jo and Greg to look after you. Well, okay, maybe

  not Greg—’




  Marianne laughed, then hiccupped and drew back from him. ‘Oh, look, I’ve made a mess of your shirt.’




  ‘Never mind the bloody shirt. The kids will be grand. Right now I think you need to look after yourself.’




  ‘I’m fine.’




  ‘I don’t think you are. I know that you and Dominic had your problems but his death must have come as a terrible shock and you’re so busy fussing over Dot and the kids,

  I’m not sure you’ve dealt with your own feelings.’




  ‘I’m okay, honest,’ she insisted. ‘Now I’d better clean this place up.’




  ‘I’ll do it.’




  ‘You don’t have to.’




  ‘No, but I’m going to while you make me a nice cup of tea.’




  ‘Fair enough.’ She wiped her eyes and went to fetch a brush and pan from the hall cupboard and a thick plastic bag to empty the debris into.




  ‘Do you want me to have a word with Andrew?’ he asked as she put on the kettle.




  ‘Dot took him off for a few hours, perhaps she’ll get through to him; he adores her.’




  ‘He adores you.’




  ‘He’s hiding it well,’ she joked but she had to swallow back more tears.




  Johnny sighed. ‘He’s only five. You’re being too sensitive, sweetheart.’




  ‘I know, you’re probably right but it’s hard not to be. It has been such a strange few weeks. There’s so much to take in.’




  ‘How are you feeling?’




  ‘I’m honestly not sure.’




  ‘Relieved perhaps?’




  Marianne looked at him in alarm.




  Johnny rested the brush against the table and sighed. ‘Helen told me all about Dominic.’




  ‘I see.’




  ‘Don’t be cross with her. It was straight after we heard the news and I was saying how sad it was and she said you were probably better off. Well, she obviously had to explain that;

  she’d never have broken your confidence otherwise.’




  ‘I know that, Johnny.’




  ‘I tell you, it nearly caused a divorce. I was furious that she hadn’t told me. If I’d known that he’d raised his hand to you, Marianne, I’d have throttled

  him.’




  ‘Which is exactly why I didn’t want you to know. You hitting him wouldn’t have helped; it might have made things worse. He was a sick man, Johnny. I had to deal with it in my

  own way.’




  He looked at her in disbelief. ‘And did you deal with it?’




  She looked away. ‘It’s easy to see things differently in hindsight.’




  ‘I know, love, I know.’




  He went back to cleaning up the mess and said no more until they were sitting drinking their tea. ‘Will you tell me about it, Marianne?’




  She nodded silently. There was no harm in him knowing now.




  ‘When did it start?’




  Marianne stared into her mug. She didn’t have to think hard; she remembered every detail about that night right down to the fact that her son was wearing the green Babygro covered in

  bears. ‘It was when Andrew was about nine months old. He was teething and miserable and there was no consoling him. Dominic had only just got to sleep and the crying woke him. He went

  completely ballistic, totally over the top. Well, I was furious with him. His screaming and shouting wasn’t doing anything to calm Andrew down, the poor child was terrified. It was after

  midnight but I strapped Andrew into the car and went for a drive; the car usually settled him. After about an hour I took him home, put him to bed and then came downstairs to make a hot drink. I

  was stirring in the cocoa when Dominic appeared.’ She paused, visualizing the scene. ‘I didn’t look up; I was still annoyed. It was one thing shouting at me but at a baby . .

  .’




  ‘So the shouting happened a lot?’




  ‘By that stage, yes.’ Marianne sighed. ‘If I had looked into his eyes, I’d have known to keep my mouth shut but instead I tore into him; I said he should be ashamed of

  himself.’




  Johnny studied her intently. ‘What did he say?’




  Marianne bit her lip. ‘Not a word. He came over to me. I thought he was sorry and coming to hug me, to apologize, but he wasn’t. He took the spoon from the mug of cocoa and pressed

  the bowl of it into my arm.’ Her fingers went instinctively to the spot on the soft inner skin of her upper arm.




  ‘The fucker,’ Johnny exclaimed.




  ‘I tried to wriggle free but he held my wrists firm between his other hand and used his body to pin me against the worktop. I couldn’t escape. I didn’t even scream. I think I

  was in shock.’




  ‘So, what happened then?’




  ‘He let me go, put down the spoon and went back to bed. He never mentioned it again. I actually wondered if he had been sleepwalking.’




  ‘And your arm?’




  ‘Oh, I put some ice on it; it was fine,’ Marianne assured him, then wondered why she was still lying. Why didn’t she tell him how it had blistered, kept her awake all night and

  that it had taken over a week to heal? You could still see a tiny red crescent mark if you knew where to look. She sat back in the chair and hugged her arms tightly around her.




  ‘When was the next time?’




  ‘Months later. The children were in bed and I was watching TV when he arrived home. I could tell as soon as he walked into the room that he wasn’t quite right.’ Marianne

  frowned as she remembered how disorientated he’d seemed. ‘You know what Dominic was like, Johnny; he could have a few drinks and not show it at all.’




  ‘He could hold his drink,’ Johnny acknowledged.




  ‘He could and sometimes he would drive if he’d a pint or two. But on this particular night I figured he must have had several; his speech was slurred and he was unsteady on his feet.

  I was disgusted that he’d got behind the wheel in that state and said so. He lost his temper and I knew it was pointless trying to talk to him when he was like that so I said I was going to

  bed. When I went to walk out of the room, he put out his foot and tripped me.’ Marianne stopped, and swallowed hard. The memory still upset her. ‘I fell and whacked my head against the

  corner of the coffee table.’




  ‘Jesus!’ Johnny clenched his fist and thumped the table as if it were Dominic’s face.




  ‘I was okay,’ Marianne reassured him. ‘I just felt a little bit woozy. I expected him to be upset at what he’d done, to rush over to help me.’ She gave a wry laugh.

  ‘But he simply stepped over me saying he’d got work to do. When I came down to the kitchen the next morning, there were scraps of paper all over the table covered with totally illegible

  writing. That’s when I realized that his behaviour was probably down to drugs rather than drink.’




  Johnny shook his head. ‘Did he apologize?’




  ‘He never even mentioned it. And when I showed him the pieces of paper, he said he’d just been messing about but I could see he was rattled. I begged him to go and see our doctor and

  he said he would if it would shut me up. Then I knew he must be scared too and that perhaps we’d reached a turning point.’




  ‘Let me guess: he didn’t go to the doctor.’




  Marianne sighed. ‘No, he went all right but he came home saying everything was fine. I didn’t believe it so I called the doctor and told her about his strange behaviour. He

  hadn’t told her he was taking any tablets but she’d suspected as much. She said we needed to find out what he was taking, that he could be putting his health at risk.’ She paused,

  remembering the following few days where she’d turned into a private investigator, rummaging through drawers and files, even pulling out the bed and checking under the mattress. ‘I

  searched the house from top to bottom but I couldn’t find anything,’ she told Johnny, ‘so I figured he must be keeping them in the car or his briefcase; I was pretty sure he

  wouldn’t risk keeping them in the office.’




  ‘Indeed.’




  ‘So, one night after I was sure he was asleep I ransacked the car. I found three different sorts of pills and another two in his briefcase.’




  ‘Shit.’




  ‘There were no labels on the bottles and the pills were unmarked so I took one of each and brought them down to the doctor. She sent them off to a lab. It turned out he was on sleeping

  tablets, amphetamines and Valium.’




  ‘Amphetamines? But I thought he had a problem sleeping? Why was he taking a stimulant?’




  ‘I know; it didn’t make much sense to me either but as he was taking so many things to make him sleep, I guessed he needed them to get him through a day’s work.’




  Johnny shook his head. ‘Poor bastard. I hate what he did to you, Marianne, but it sounds like he was in a bad way.’




  ‘He was.’




  ‘Was he hurting you right up until the end? Did it get worse?’ His eyes widened. ‘He didn’t—’




  ‘Didn’t what?’ Marianne frowned, and then realized he was wondering if Dominic had raped her. ‘Oh, no, nothing like that!’




  ‘Good,’ Johnny said, looking relieved.




  ‘And no, it didn’t continue until the end, although he continued to get worse. He wouldn’t get help though and I was afraid that he would start on the kids so I decided to

  throw him out.’




  ‘But you didn’t go through with it, did you?’




  ‘No, Dot begged me not to.’




  ‘Did she know what was going on?’




  ‘She knew he was taking pills but she knew nothing about his violence. I’d had enough by then so I told her everything.’




  ‘That can’t have been easy to hear.’




  Marianne wiped her eyes. ‘Trust me, it wasn’t easy to tell. Dot worshipped Dominic. It was one thing to hear he was a drug addict but to hear he beat up his wife too . . . Anyway,

  that’s when she offered to move in; she said that she’d be the buffer between us and that if he ever harmed the children she would call the guards herself. So,’ Marianne shrugged,

  ‘I agreed and it worked.’
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