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Chapter
One











A freezing fog
enveloped Kinsale the day Jennifer realised her marriage was over.
The seaside town on Cork’s coastline looked as bleak as she felt.
As her breath fogged in the cold damp air, she wondered how some
people managed to live happily ever after just as in fairytales,
while others such as herself treaded on eggshells in a loveless
marriage. She was terrified of her husband and often prayed that if
he beat her, he wouldn’t do it in front of their son, Philip.

She wondered
about the marriages of the other soccer mums. Did they have secrets
too or was she just one of the unlucky ones? The sea in the
distance was shrouded in a heavy grey mist. The view, though
magnificent on a clear day, was non-existent that morning. In fact,
it described Jennifer’s mood perfectly.

She rubbed her
hands together in an attempt to keep them warm. Her feet were numb
and her suede boots were smudged from the wet grass. The damp air
had reduced her shoulder length chestnut curls to an unsightly
frizz. It was Saturday. She’d been sacrificing her Saturday
mornings for years, watching her twelve-year-old son’s soccer team
compete. Not that she minded of course. In fact, meeting the other
mothers every week at least gave her something to look forward to.
It made her feel almost normal.

She now stood
on the soccer pitch, part of the new sports complex. It was empty
apart from a few parents who stood around chatting. A minibus had
just dropped off the opposition team. The young boys, dressed in
blue and white club tracksuits, ran eagerly into the changing rooms
ahead of their manager. It would be another while before the game
got under way.

In the past
Jennifer had often managed a laugh and a chat with the other mums.
But these last few weeks there hadn’t been much to laugh about.
They had been hell on earth in fact. Her son, Philip, had been
denied a place on the team.

‘A penny for
your thoughts,’ Cathy, her impossibly glamorous friend, appeared on
the sideline.

‘Just wondering
about other people’s lives,’ Jennifer replied with a grin. She
glanced admiringly at Cathy’s outfit; soft faded jeans and a
fleece-lined military style jacket. Jennifer immediately felt drab
and dull in comparison. She had simply thrown on an old tweed
jacket and straight-legged black Levis. Cathy was one of those
women who made you wish you had made more of an effort on yourself.
Her own tumbling chestnut curls were a frizzy mess in comparison to
Cathy’s platinum blonde mane. It took time and energy to look that
good, Jennifer thought. But lately she just couldn’t be bothered
making the effort.

Cathy glanced
behind to see if the young players had emerged yet. ‘They don’t
half drag it out,’ she moaned. ‘What are they doing in there?’

‘God only
knows,’ Jennifer threw her eyes to heaven.

‘I’m freezing.
Why don’t we stroll down to the shop while we’re waiting?’ Cathy
suggested, pulling her jacket tight around her.

‘No, let’s hang
on. They can’t be much longer. I really want to be here to see
whether Philip gets to start or not.’

‘George will
surely give him a break today,’ Cathy said encouragingly.

‘I wouldn’t bet
on it,’ Jennifer grimaced. ‘It’s not easy, Cathy. You don’t know
how lucky you are not having a man to order you around.’ Sometimes
she felt decidedly envious of her friend’s single status.

Cathy certainly
didn’t think she was particularly lucky being single. It could be
quite lonely at times. Now, however, wasn’t the right time for a
debate. She couldn’t understand how Jennifer could tolerate
spending any time with George. Especially now that she’d left him.
If she were in that position, she wouldn’t be seen within a
thousand miles of the creep, she thought, shuddering as she
pictured his menacing face. And she’d seen plenty of evidence of
his controlling behaviour. He could be nice one minute and
downright nasty the next. What a mismatched pair! Jennifer was an
angel in comparison to the devil that raged inside George.

‘You’d have a
lot less hassle, Jenn, if George wasn’t involved in the team,’
Cathy told her friend.

‘If only,’
Jennifer answered. ‘But that’d make my life too easy entirely,
wouldn’t it? And George wouldn’t be able to throw his weight around
then.’ Her voice dripped in sarcasm as she confronted the sordid
truth.

Kicking the
grassy pitch with the toe of her boot, Jennifer’s face clouded once
more. If George had any decency in him at all, he’d give up
managing that team and let Philip have a bit of space. But decency
wasn’t one of George’s strong points.

‘Here’s Mrs
Boots!’ Cathy remarked, when she spotted Tina strolling in from the
car park. At least Tina would be a distraction. The young soccer
mum was dressed in her usual garb of baggy sweat pants, luminous
orange rain jacket (almost the same shade as her bleached hair) and
green rubber wellingtons. She strolled easily towards them, briefly
stopping to chat to others along the way.

‘Morning,
girls,’ she finally greeted the two other women. ‘Hey, Cathy,
another great outfit! I don’t think I’ve ever seen you wear the
same thing twice.’ Cathy smiled and flicked an imaginary speck of
dust from her new designer jacket. She wasn’t the slightest bit
offended by Tina’s remark. In fact she’d be the first to admit
hating leaving her apartment unless she looked her best.






Being a single
parent hadn’t always been easy for Cathy, but she managed well
enough. An intensely private individual, she refused to disclose
the depth of her intense loneliness to anyone, especially to her
son, John. It had taken a lot of determination to break away from
home and no matter how lonely she felt she wasn’t about to give up
her independence again. Fortunately, her father’s generous
financial support gave her the freedom to be a stay-at-home mum.
And she knew how privileged she was.






Cathy hated
letting her mind wander down memory lane. The past was best left
alone. Pushing her blonde hair behind her dainty ears and sweeping
unpleasant memories to the back of her mind, she tuned into the
conversation going on beside her.

‘We should beat
this lot today. They haven’t won a game yet this season,’ Tina
spouted in her singsong Cork City accent. ‘What do you think,
girls?’

A new arrival
to the area, Tina had brought a slightly rough edge to the soccer
sideline but her heart was definitely in the right place.

‘Haven’t a
clue, Tina,’ Cathy laughed. ‘You know my scanty soccer knowledge.
John seems to think they’ll run away with it, so let’s hope he’s
right.’ She smiled at the other girl, pondering on the fun she’d
have if she could bring her shopping for new clothes. Although, she
thought, poor Tina with all those kids to feed, couldn’t possibly
afford a lavish shopping spree.

‘How are you
settling in to your new house?’ Jennifer enquired politely.

‘Getting there.
It takes a while,’ Tina sighed.

‘Dalliance is a
lovely development, isn’t it? And it’s so convenient being right on
the edge of town,’ Cathy pointed out. ‘There was a long waiting
list to get a house there.’

‘I must sound
ungrateful so,’ Tina gave a half smile. She’d already explained to
the other mums how fortunate her family was to get such a beautiful
home at a ridiculously low price. ‘We’re living there three months
already,’ she added. ‘But it doesn’t feel like home for some
reason. It’s hard to explain.’

‘Isn’t it great
that Ray got the treasurer’s job in the soccer club?’ Cathy asked,
trying to help Tina feel more positive.

‘Yes, he’s
chuffed. Counting club money or milk money is all the same
according to Ray,’ Tina smiled, her green eyes lighting up. She was
very proud of her husband, who was a popular milkman in Kinsale.
Most of his customers had a soft spot for him, enjoying his chatty
disposition and contagious good humour.

‘If the lads
win today, the three points will put them top of the league,’ Tina
continued, checking her notebook where she kept a record of all the
match scores, unlike Cathy and Jennifer who never bothered to keep
track of the points or positions on the soccer league table.

‘It’s a good
job you’re here to keep us informed, Tina,’ Cathy chuckled.

‘At last, here
come the team!’ Jennifer craned her neck to see what number was on
the back of her son’s jersey.

‘Oh, there’s
John,’ Cathy spotted him quickly in his goalkeeper’s kit, her heart
melting with love for her only child. Words couldn’t describe how
she felt about him or what a difference he’d made to her life. She
would die for that young boy.

‘At least he’s
guaranteed his game, unlike poor old Philip,’ Jennifer said, a tad
envious. Maybe if he were the goalkeeper, George would have to give
him his place, she thought grimly. He’d only given him a few
minutes play at the end of each of the last few games. Philip had
shed bitter tears of anger mixed with disappointment over it.
Jennifer had watched him fretting on the bench during play, and her
heart ached when she’d noticed him stare eagerly at George every
time he’d signalled to the referee for a substitution. She’d willed
him to notice Philip but to no avail. She almost dreaded the games
now. Of course she was doing her best to keep him interested and
motivated, but she had no answers to his flood of questions.

Cathy admitted
her own worries to the girls. ‘I hate John being in goal. He gets
the blame for everything.’

She often
closed her eyes when he was lining up to save a strike, unable to
watch. If her friends didn’t constantly distract her with their
chat, she didn’t think she could stick it. Knots of tension filled
her stomach each time the opposition approached the goalmouth,
preparing to shoot against John’s outstretched arms.

She turned to
Tina. ‘Well, at least you don’t have to worry about Charlie,’ she
said. ‘A top scorer like him will always get the glory.’

Tina threw her
head back and laughed. ‘Thank God the poor old devil gets a bit of
glory some- where. With five more at home fighting for attention,
there’s not much chance of any of them being in the limelight for
too long.’

‘I’d love to be
part of a big family,’ Cathy sighed wistfully. ‘And I know John
would too.’

‘Oh, I’m sure
he loves having the place to himself at home,’ Tina said kindly.
‘He’d never get used to a noisy house like ours.’ She often envied
Cathy’s life. It must be great to drive a posh car and dress in the
latest designer fashion.

Unknown to Tina
however, Cathy was equally envious of certain parts of her
lifestyle. Cathy never imagined she would envy someone like her,
but she did. To her dismay lately, John had been nagging her to get
a normal house with a garden where he could play football. Designer
pads held absolutely no appeal for him.

‘I’ll bring you
to the park,’ she would offer time after time.

‘Mum,’ he
complained. ‘I need a goalpost and space. When anyone comes over
we’ve nowhere to play. I’m a bit big to be going to the park with
my mother.’

Cathy groaned.
She loved her chic apartment and didn’t want to leave it. It suited
her needs perfectly, but she could see exactly why it annoyed John.
Under no circumstances was playing foot- ball permitted on the
manicured green area at the back of the complex. Therefore he spent
a lot of his spare time cooped up playing his computer or tapping
an indoor football along the wooden floors in the narrow hallway.
After last Saturday’s game, John had been invited to Tina’s house.
Cathy had struggled with her conscience but finally relented.

‘Only for an
hour or two, John. I’m sure Tina is busy enough on a Saturday
afternoon.’

Cathy liked
Tina but felt that she didn’t quite reach her standards for her
only son. She would have preferred John to be mixing with his own
type.

The referee’s
whistle distracted her again and she noticed how silent Jennifer
had become. ‘Jenn, what’s up? You’re very quiet.’

‘I’m trying to
stop myself from marching over to George and belting him one.’
Jennifer pursed her lips, her face failing to mask her
annoyance.

‘Maybe he’ll
put John on in a minute or at half time,’ Cathy suggested
optimistically. But inside she was doubtful. How a beautiful girl
like Jennifer had ever been attracted to a bully like George in the
first place baffled Cathy.

Tina looked in
the other direction, keeping her gaze firmly on play, although
secretly she felt hurt to be excluded from the conversation.
Sighing, she watched Charlie running as fast as he could to try and
beat his opponent. His gutsy determination put a grin on her face.
Though easily the smallest on the team, he was still some
fighter.

From the corner
of her eye, Tina noticed Jennifer’s slumped shoulders and the
sadness on her face. She thought of Ray’s gentle manner and
easygoing personality and considered how lucky she was. They had
always managed to work through any problems that had come their
way.

‘Philip no
longer wants to see George. That’s why he’s punishing him here on
the football pitch.’ Jennifer wiped the tears from her eyes.

‘Poor Philip,
that’s so unfair. Do you think counselling would help?’ Cathy
sometimes wondered whether seeing a counsellor would have improved
things for her through her teenage years. Maybe it would have
helped her understand her mother’s illness better.

The boys raced
up and down the pitch. A red-faced George continued to roar
instructions. ‘For God’s sake, is anyone out there able to play
football? That ball is there for the taking. Wake up, will ye?’

Philip’s small
disappointed face watched from the sidelines.

Charlie
suddenly saw his chance and tapped the ball across the box over his
opponent’s head, scoring neatly into the back of the net.

‘Yes!’ Tina
shouted wildly. ‘Well done, lads.’ Cathy and Jennifer joined in but
by half time the other team had equalised again and increased the
levels of frustration on the sideline once more. While Tina ran
over to give Charlie a congratulatory slap on the back for scoring,
Jennifer watched George with baited breath.

Please let him
put Philip on, she prayed silently. She felt like grabbing Philip
and driving miles and miles away from Kinsale. This, of course,
would be the worst possible thing she could do to her son. Her
hands were tied and George knew it. Finally getting together the
strength to leave her husband hadn’t put an end to his control and
influence. She simply couldn’t push his angry voice out of her
head.

After half time
the boys filed back on to the pitch but Philip remained on the
bench.

‘They usually
make changes just after half-time,’ Cathy said, sensing her
friend’s anguish.

‘Will you open
your eyes?’ Tina roared at the poor defender who had narrowly
missed scoring an own goal.

The match
continued as Jennifer’s heart sunk deeper and deeper.

After the game,
she marched after George into the dressing room. ‘How dare you!’
she snapped. ‘How could you treat your own little boy like that?
It’s not fair.’

‘Fair! What
would you know about justice?’ George’s thin lips remained in a
straight line.

‘God, you’re
unbearable! Can’t you see how difficult this is on Philip?’
Jennifer hissed. George pushed roughly past her, leaving her
staring after him in disgust.

Over in the
clubhouse, Cathy stood waiting for John.

‘Men! They’d
drive you mad, Cathy,’ Tina stood beside her. ‘I can’t believe poor
Philip wasn’t allowed on the team. George should be ashamed of
himself.’

‘You’re right,’
Cathy replied distractedly, her gaze following the handsome
referee. ‘Although some of them are fairly easy on the eye. .
.’

Winking as he
passed, the referee paid her more than a fleeting glance. ‘Did ye
enjoy the game, girls?’

‘Not bad, I
suppose,’ Tina smirked.

As he slung his
sports bag over his muscular shoulder, she poked Cathy in the ribs.
‘I think you’re in with Mark,’ she whispered.

‘How do you
know his name?’

‘I make it my
business to get to know the refs,’ she laughed. ‘Easier to shout
abuse at them!’ Cathy merely laughed and watched him sit into his
sports car and speed away.

‘Would John
like to come over for a while?’ Tina invited.

‘Eh, not today.
Thanks anyway,’ Cathy replied hurriedly. She didn’t want him
getting used to going over to Tina’s too often. He’d never be
satisfied at home if he got a taste of hanging out in Charlie’s
house.

‘No problem,’
Tina shrugged. ‘Well, see you next time then.’ She strolled back to
Ray who had his arm around Charlie’s shoulder and was chatting to
him about the game.

Cathy beckoned
to John a few minutes later when he emerged from the dressing room.
‘Would you like to go to the cinema this afternoon?’

‘There’s
nothing good on, Mum. I was hoping to be invited to Charlie’s
again. Or maybe Philip could come over instead?’

‘Sure,’ Cathy
agreed, feeling she’d betrayed her son by refusing Tina’s
invitation. ‘Come on let’s catch up with them.’

Jennifer
started abruptly when Cathy shouted after her.

‘Cathy! You
frightened me,’ she gasped. ‘What’s up?’

‘Are you OK?
It’s not like you to take off without saying goodbye,’ Cathy looked
worried.

Jennifer rolled
her eyes to the sky. ‘Long story, I’ll fill you in again.’

Cathy rightly
guessed that her friend’s anguish was largely thanks to George. ‘Is
Philip running on ahead? Would he like to come over for the
afternoon?’

‘Oh, Cathy, I’m
sorry. He’s just taken off with Charlie for the day. Tina asked him
and he jumped at the chance.’

Cathy grimaced,
trying not to look directly at her son. Damn! She’d handled that
really badly. She should have let him go after all.

‘Why didn’t
Charlie ask me?’ John was visibly upset.

Cathy dithered
long enough to avoid answering altogether. She’d make it up to him
somehow, she promised herself.






‘There’s enough
spuds here to feed an army,’ Ray groaned, ploughing through the
mountain of potatoes Tina had given him to peel.

Hugging him
from behind, Tina inhaled the smell of his well-washed grey fleece.
‘Keep going, Ray, you’re doing a great job.’

The sausages
and bacon sizzled in the pan, while Philip and Charlie spread
butter thickly on doorstep chunks of fresh bread. Seven glasses of
milk were placed on the old pine kitchen table. Two more sat on the
island unit where five-year-old identical twins, Harry and Barry,
impatiently banged spoons to get attention. Tina turned up the
volume on the crack- ling radio and sang along.

‘We’re
starving, Mum,’ the twins complained in unison.

Tina placed two
plates of food in front of them.

‘Eat up then
and be quiet, munchkins,’ she smiled at them.

Tucking into
the greasy food, Philip felt great. He loved going over to
Charlie’s house. It was the best fun ever. Much better than
Christmas. Last Christmas Dad had got really mad before dinner and
accidentally sent the turkey crashing to the floor. It had been
horrible. The evening had ended in tears for his mother. Stabbing a
sausage with his fork, he decided to forget about Christmas for now
and instead joined in the laughter around the table.






After lunch
Tina asked Ray to keep an eye on the little ones. Her husband, from
his position in the goalmouth, looked up laughing. ‘What’s that,
love?’ he gasped for breath.

‘I’m off to do
the lotto. Keep an eye on the twins, will you? They’re watching a
video but you know the mischief they can get up to.’

Ray came to the
backdoor. ‘I’m getting too old for this, Tina,’ he said, taking a
long gulp of water.

‘What are the
girls doing? Can’t they watch the lads for a while?’

‘They scampered
as soon as I asked them to clean the kitchen,’ Tina chuckled.
‘Apparently we’re the only house on the road that doesn’t have a
cleaner. According to the little madams anyway.’

Ray laughed.
‘Maybe so, but don’t we have the cleanest doorstep in Kinsale
parish?’ he said warmly, patting his wife’s arm. ‘Take your time,
love. Call to someone for coffee or something if you like. God
knows, you need a break from this rowdy brood.’

‘Well I might
walk as far as the beach. It’s so lovely and quiet this time of
year.’

Realistically
there wasn’t any house around the new neighbourhood where she felt
welcome to call to for a chat. People out washing their big cars
saluted politely as she strolled down the tree-lined street. None
invited conversation however. Tina didn’t like feeling different to
everybody else but Ray’s milk float stood out like a beacon in
front of their house. The homemade frilly lace curtains on her
windows didn’t cut it with the neighbours either. Tina felt she was
all wrong. Her clothes were wrong and her accent was wrong. Even
her kids’ names weren’t posh enough. Suddenly all these factors had
become important. Up until now she’d barely given them a thought.
Hopefully, now that Ray had been nominated as treasurer at the
soccer club, they might fit in more. Like most men, Ray didn’t
worry very much about such things, but Tina wanted the best for her
six children and she didn’t want them to feel excluded.

‘Just a quick
pick, Tina?’ the friendly shop assistant enquired, when she noticed
Tina waiting to be served.

‘Make it two
this week, Laura. I feel a lucky streak coming on,’ Tina laughed,
fixing her glasses.

‘I’ll take an
apple as well. Thanks.’

Feeling
slightly better after her brisk walk, she sat on the low wall by
the beach to catch her breath. As she munched on her apple, her sad
mood seemed to evaporate. Taking in the sea view, she inhaled the
salt air and admired the communal garden by the summer beach
cottages. She thought she saw Cathy and John at the edge of the
water and waved to them. But they didn’t notice her. Cathy was on
her mobile phone and John was busy skimming flat stones across the
still sea.

Tina moved
along, not seeing the shock that registered on Cathy’s face as she
took the call.






‘Hi, Dad,’
Cathy answered to DAD flashing on the little screen.

‘Yes, that’s
me,’ she said cautiously, her voice full of concern. A deep frown
creased her forehead as she unconsciously pulled John closer to
her.

‘I’m very sorry
to have to tell you this,’ a strange man’s voice boomed down the
phone. ‘I think you should come to the Golf Club immediately. Your
father seems to have taken a funny turn.’

‘What’s wrong?
Cathy shrieked. ‘Is he going to be alright?’

Her heart raced
uncontrollably as she hurried to her car, clutching John’s hand
firmly to pull him alongside her. Oh Dad, she prayed silently with
all her might as she travelled the couple of miles to the Old Head
Golf Club, Dad, please, please hang on.












Chapter
Two











‘Get into bed,
you little devils,’ Tina scolded Harry and Barry. She was
completely worn out. Saturday night was bath night and the twins
were impossible to settle afterwards. She turned out the light for
the sixth time. As she stood on the landing, she looked out on to
the street. It was eerily quiet. The well- dressed gentleman from
across the road sat into his Mercedes, obviously going somewhere
nice for the night. Strangely enough though, he never seemed to go
anywhere with his wife. Tina watched the Mercedes manoeuvre
backwards and forwards, narrowly avoiding tipping Ray’s milk truck.
The truck was too cumbersome to fit into their cobbled driveway,
yet looked ridiculous amongst the fancy cars parked along the
street.

‘Tina!’ Ray
called from downstairs. ‘Tina, are you coming to the club for a
drink?’

‘Ah no, I think
I’ll give it a miss tonight. I’m wrecked but you go on
yourself.’

‘There’s a good
band playing tonight, love.’

‘Seriously,
Ray, I’d rather not. Besides I’ve a mountain of ironing to get
through,’ she insisted. The truth was, she wouldn’t have minded
going out for a few drinks, only her last night in town had been
such a disaster. Feeling completely under- dressed and out of
place, she had insisted on sitting in the furthest corner of the
pub. The last thing she wanted was a repeat performance
tonight.

‘Ah, Tina, I
hate leaving you here on your own,’ her husband made a final
attempt to change her mind.

‘On my own?
Yes, Shane is at the Youth Club, but that still leaves five others
to keep me company.’

‘Well if
there’s no persuading you, I think I’ll head down myself for a
while. I want a chat with the lads anyway. We need to organise more
fundraising for the all-weather pitch.’

‘How exciting!’
she teased, relieved she was getting her own way and staying at
home.






Ray and herself
had been teenage sweethearts. She’d loved him from the very first
time he’d led her innocently behind the school bicycle shed for
their first kiss. Her feelings for him had remained unchanged all
these years. To this day she still adored her husband.

Kissing her
gently on the lips, he promised not to be back too late.

‘Mum!’ Donna
shouted from upstairs. ‘Mum, Fiona won’t give me back my red
glitter top.’

‘Oh for
goodness’ sake, sort it out between you.

And keep the
noise down, will you? The twins are in bed.’

With five
bedrooms in their new house, Shane and Charlie now had their own
rooms, while both sets of twins shared. The en suite bathrooms were
still a novelty though. Tina simply revelled in the luxury of
taking a long hot shower without being interrupted by anyone
banging the door down to use the loo. Their quality of life was
definitely improving and the older kids were settling in well at
their new school. Harry and Barry’s memories of living in the city
were already fading and they had also settled quickly into junior
infants. Luckily there was a good selection of schools in the town.
Tina and Ray had chosen Kinsale Comprehensive for them, feeling it
was the better option. The fee- paying schools were pretty much out
of their league. Even with Tina’s careful housekeeping, there was
little left for luxuries at the end of the day.

‘Stop that hair
pulling,’ Tina scolded the girls, as they brought their argument
downstairs. ‘Is there nothing on telly to distract ye?’

‘No, anyway I
don’t know why we can’t go down town,’ Fiona complained, her blonde
ponytail swinging as she moved her head.

‘Yeah, there or
the Youth Club? Why not? Everybody else is allowed,’ Donna argued.
‘We’re the only ones who aren’t.’

‘Town? You must
be joking. I didn’t leave Cork City to let you two run wild in
Kinsale,’ Tina said, glancing from one teenage daughter to the
other.

‘Now, get out
of my kitchen and let me get through this pile of ironing.’

‘Can we at
least rent a DVD?’ The girls didn’t give up easily.

Tina relented
but warned them to come straight back. Fourteen-year-old girls were
a nightmare and needed to be kept under control. Luckily Ray was
firmer with them than she was. Taking a deep breath, she set up the
ironing board and started on a pile of wrinkled school shirts.
Flicking on the telly to keep her company, RTE came to life in her
kitchen and she noticed the lotto numbers were just being drawn
from the draw drum. She took her ticket from her jeans pocket.

‘Not that I
ever win anything,’ she thought haplessly, wishing for once that
luck would strike. God only knew, she could do with the extra
cash.

‘Mum!’ Charlie
called from the living room. ‘Can I have a drink?’

Tina didn’t
answer. She was busy writing down the two sets of numbers for lotto
and lotto plus, glancing occasionally at her tickets as she did. A
glimmer of hope rose as she noticed one or two numbers already
matched.

‘Mum,’ Charlie
called impatiently, louder this time. ‘My drink!’

Tina didn’t
even hear him the second time. She stood in front of the set
transfixed, waiting on the sixth number to be drawn. She looked in
disbelief from her tickets to the television and back again. Then
the numbers disappeared from the screen and the ads resumed.

‘I must have
got it wrong,’ she said out loud, the colour rapidly draining from
her face, as her heart started beating faster. ‘Honestly, there
must be a mistake.’

‘Who are you
talking to, Mum?’ Charlie asked, coming in to the kitchen. ‘Where
are the girls?’

‘I don’t know.’
Tina was rooted to the spot. She found it impossible to lift her
eyes from the tickets. She clutched them in her clammy hand.

‘There’s smoke
coming out of the iron, Mum!’ Charlie shrieked suddenly. He grabbed
it quickly by the handle and peeled Shane’s blue school shirt from
it.

Tina snapped to
attention. ‘Don’t touch that, Charlie.’ She took it from him,
pulled the plug from the wall socket and stood the iron at the edge
of the ironing board.

‘But you didn’t
even see the smoke, Mum!’ Charlie insisted. ‘What’s wrong with you
anyway? You look weird. Have you seen a ghost or something?’

‘I’m not sure,
I mean. . .’ she stammered, wishing he’d go back to whatever he was
doing. She couldn’t think straight. Her head was spinning. Surely,
surely there was some mistake. She felt the walls of the room close
in on top of her. She had to open a window fast.






With a shaking,
very sweaty hand, she opened the fridge and grabbed the milk
carton. Slowly she took a tumbler from the dresser and filled it
with milk. She almost dropped the glass as she handed it to
Charlie.

‘Yeuch, I hate
milk, Mum. You know that. It makes my skin break out.’ He left the
untouched drink on the counter top in disgust. Shaking his head, he
filled another glass with orange juice himself. Then he disappeared
back into the living room.

Once he was
safely out of sight, Tina sat down at the table with a thud. She
carefully went through the tickets again, double-checking the
numbers as slowly as possible. One by one, she ticked off six
numbers on the second quick pick.

‘I have to be
wrong. I have to be,’ she said, over and over again. Things like
this just don’t happen to ordinary people like me. But eventually
she conceded that they did. ‘Oh my God,’ she murmured faintly,
clutching clumps of her hair in her hands, as she felt herself
breaking into an unpleasant sweat.

‘I have
actually won the lotto!’

In a state of
complete shock, she sat back in the chair and stared at the
ordinary looking ticket in her hand. Slowly the realisation began
to sink in. Her life was about to change completely and she didn’t
have a clue how she was going to deal with it. Her heart raced in
her chest and she found it difficult to breathe. She undid the top
buttons of her shirt. How could she possibly think straight at a
time like this? She didn’t dare imagine how their lives would be
turned around as a result of this. What would Ray think? She must
tell him immediately. Unable to wipe the fixed grin from her face,
she tried to imagine his reaction. Butterflies danced in her
stomach as she thought about throwing her arms around him and
sharing the good news.

Everybody would
be delighted for them. She just knew it. She clutched the ticket
tight in her right hand. Should she invite all her family around to
tell them? She’d give them all something of course. It was the very
least she could do. She’d run over to the club and tell Ray
immediately. She pulled on her jacket and made to leave.

But then she
thought better of it. Who would mind her sleeping twins upstairs
and poor old Charlie watching TV in the living room? She tried to
think logically.

At that moment
the girls burst in through the back door, giggling and whispering.
As Tina looked at her daughters, the icy hand of panic suddenly
gripped her. An unexpected cold sweat washed over her once again.
Quickly she pulled off her jacket and threw it on the sofa. My God,
she thought, is this really happening?

‘Have you just
come in, Mum?’ Donna asked, bemused by the strange expression on
her mother’s face.

‘There’s your
change. Thanks Mum,’ Fiona said, dropping the coins onto the
table.

‘Yes, I mean
no,’ Tina stammered, not sure what to say. So much had happened in
the short time they’d been gone. But a strong instinct forced her
not to reveal the news. I can’t tell them, she thought, her mind
racing. How can I tell them our days of penny pinching are finally
over? As she looked at their innocent little faces, she was
suddenly terrified of losing control. Too much money might ruin
their young, promising lives.

‘Mum,’ Fiona
giggled, taking advantage of her mother’s daze. ‘Can we go to the
Youth Club next week?’

‘Yeah, yeah,’
Tina replied. ‘Go and watch your film now. And take care of the
twins.’

‘The twins? But
they’re fast asleep. You don’t want us to wake them, do you?’

‘Eh, no, of
course not . . . you know what I mean.’ Tina had a sudden desire to
be left alone.

‘Fine!’ the
girls said in unison.

‘Come on,
Donna, let’s watch this,’ Fiona said.

‘I don’t know
why, but Mum has gone soft all of a sudden!’

‘I’m not
complaining,’ Donna whispered back, as they pounced on Charlie and
began to pull him from the couch.

In the kitchen,
Tina tried unsuccessfully to open a bottle of cider with a
corkscrew. Finally realising her mistake, she flicked open the cap
with a bottle opener, took a large slug of liquid and let it
trickle down her throat. Since the girls had left the room, she’d
checked the ticket twice more. The result remained unchanged.
Picking up the phone with shaking hands, she dialled Ray’s mobile
but dropped the receiver before entering the final digit. She
simply couldn’t tell him this news over the phone. She had to see
his face. She didn’t want to scare him by telling him to rush home
either. But she desperately needed to hear his voice, so she
dialled again, succeeding in getting the wrong number this time.
Eventually she managed to dial the right number, but it rang out.
Obviously he couldn’t hear it over the noise in the pub.

She was tempted
to ring her mother’s number, but stopped in time. She paced the
floor thinking Ray would never come home. She thought she’d lose
her reason as she stood looking out of her bedroom window wishing
every moment that she’d catch a glimpse of Ray coming down the
empty street. Her body trembled as she stood staring out into the
darkness. And then for the first time since she’d left her old
house, she began to cry. Would this win mean that her life would
change for the better? Would the permanent empty feeling inside
finally disappear? Would the neighbours at last accept her? Tina
knew in her heart that they looked down on her. She didn’t speak
their language, so to speak. She didn’t go to the gym, have her
nails done, eyebrows waxed or her hair styled every week. Her life
was so different to theirs. She cooked, cleaned, shopped for food,
and took care of the kids. Then she got up the next day and did it
all over again. She was alone a lot also but that was OK. The
reason Tina had moved to Kinsale hadn’t been to fit in, but to make
a difference for her family. She wanted them to lead the life she
never could.






Bringing up six
children in a council estate on the wrong side of Cork City was no
mean feat! It had been manageable enough when the kids were little.
Lack of space had always been a problem of course, but they had
coped. However, once Shane had hit puberty, the nightmare had
started. Drug dealers openly conducted business on the green area
at the end of the road. You couldn’t but notice them. They were so
blatant about it. Tina’s biggest worry was that her children would
fall into bad company. She would lie awake at night sick with
worry. Most of her family lived nearby but they didn’t share her
concerns. They too were rearing families in similar environments,
but didn’t seem bothered. Tina, however, wanted to make a
difference for her children. Thankfully Ray appreciated her
concerns and together they worked hard to make their dream come
true.






But living the
dream hadn’t gone exactly to plan. Since the move to Kinsale, Tina
missed her old friends and she missed having her sisters
nearby.

When she saw
young mothers having lunch in the Mango Tree café one day, she
wished that she could have pulled up a chair and joined in. Through
Charlie’s friendship with Philip and John, she was slowly getting
to know Jennifer and Cathy. But they weren’t close. Tina wished
every week that they’d make the first move and invite her and Ray
around for a drink sometime, but they never did. Hopefully they’d
include her a little more now that she’d have money. She could
treat them to frothy coffees or expensive champagne, she thought,
cheering up somewhat. In fact, she could probably buy an entire
coffee shop or a wine bar now never mind a few cappuccinos!

Suddenly she
heard the front door bang. She ran downstairs excitedly expecting
to throw her arms around her husband. But her heart sank when she
realised it was Shane, and not Ray, who’d returned.

‘What’s up,
Mum? I’m not late,’ he said defensively.

‘Oh I know,
pet. I just thought you were Dad,’ she explained softly.

‘Thanks very
much! Where are the others anyway?’ He opened the fridge and took
out the orange juice.

‘Inside,’ she
said wearily, unable to think straight. She suddenly felt exhausted
from the emotional rollercoaster the evening had turned into.

‘What did I do
now? Why are you in such a bad mood?’ Shane demanded. Hopefully she
hadn’t found out that he’d taken off to the Old Head of Kinsale
with Ritchie on his motorbike.

‘I’m not in a
mood. Just tired that’s all.’ Tina found it hard to
concentrate.

‘I’m starving,
Mum,’ he said then, swallowing a large amount of juice from a pint
glass. Then he opened the press doors checking to see what goodies
were there.

Tina couldn’t
settle at all. To try and take her mind off everything, she decided
to cook for the kids. The poor dotes, she thought, feeling really
guilty about her secret win. If only they knew what had just
happened! ‘Turn on the oven, Shane,’ she ordered. ‘I’ll cook a few
pizzas.’

‘Good on you,
Mum. You’re the best,’ Shane said, hugging his mother, stooping
down to kiss the top of her head.

‘Thanks, love,
you’re not so bad yourself,’ she smiled back.

She looked into
the open freezer and fumbled through the icy packages, barely able
to remember why she’d opened it in the first place. Her thoughts
strayed to her own sisters and brothers. How much money would she
give them? After all, a million euro was a lot of money. They’d
expect her to be generous. Of course she couldn’t give them too
much because Ray would naturally want to give the same amount to
his family. Maybe I’m being selfish and greedy, she thought,
pulling two large pizzas from the freezer and ripping the plastic
from them.

Finally, when
Tina’s mind was about to explode, Ray sauntered in, his face
slightly flushed after his few drinks.

‘What a lovely
welcome home!’ he smiled, seeing his family seated all around the
table. He tossed his jacket on the rocking chair and joined
them.

Tina and her
four eldest children sat around munching pizza. ‘Come on now, kids,
hurry up and finish.’

Ray looked
bemused. This wasn’t like Tina at all. Normally she let them stay
up as late as they wanted on a Saturday night. He picked at an
over- cooked pizza crust from Charlie’s plate and winced as his
teeth attempted to bite through the rock-hard pastry.

‘Ah, Mum,’ all
four children moaned. ‘It’s the weekend.’

‘Scoot,’ she
said firmly, and they had no choice but to obey.

Ray leaned back
in the chair, nicely mellow from the effect of alcohol. ‘You should
have come along tonight, Tina. . .’ he began.

But Tina
silenced him with a kiss. She couldn’t wait a second longer to tell
him what had happened.

‘What’s all
this?’ Ray was surprised by her unexpected show of affection.

‘Stop talking
and listen!’ she ordered.

‘Crikey, Tina,
what’s gotten into you tonight?’ Had his wife been drinking while
he was out? He savoured the apple taste of cider from her lips.






Taking a deep
breath, she tried to get the words out without stammering. ‘Ray, I
know you won’t believe this but I think we’ve won the lotto . .
.’

‘Stop it love.
What’s really going on?’

‘It’s not a
joke, Ray. I’m deadly serious. I honestly think we’ve won the
lotto.’ She watched as his expression changed from merriment to a
look of shock. He straightened in his chair, his hands grip- ping
the sides of the wooden table. His face was a mask of
confusion.

‘What? What do
you mean you think?’

Tina slipped
the tickets, now crinkled from being handled so many times, into
his hand. She felt a huge sense of relief. It was fantastic to
finally be able to share the amazing news. ‘Check these for me,
Ray. Please, please tell me I’m not going completely insane.’

Ray jumped up
from the chair in shock and grabbed the ticket. He scrolled through
teletext to retrieve the lottery results for that night.

Tina held her
breath while he checked the numbers. Finally he circled the last
number.

‘5, 12, 16, 18,
38, 42,’ he called out slowly, and then his face paled. She stood
beside him, holding her breath as she watched his expression
change. He took a deep breath and then shouted for joy, punching
the air with his fist.

‘Call the kids
back down!’ he whooped, swinging Tina around in his arms. ‘They
won’t believe it!’

‘No, Ray, we
can’t.’ She pulled away from him cautiously.

‘What?’ Ray
looked at her aghast. ‘But why not?’ Tina had accurately guessed
that her husband wouldn’t agree. ‘Ray,’ she spoke slowly, ‘I’ve
been imagining the consequences a large amount of money will have
on our lives. I think it’s best if we don’t tell anyone about this
for the moment.’ She opened the dresser and took out a bottle of
sparkling wine. ‘Let’s just celebrate quietly ourselves.’

Ray guffawed.
‘You’ve got to be joking! Sure, what good is money if we can’t
share it? That’s a load of nonsense. How much have we won
anyway?’

Giggling
nervously, Tina shook the cheap bottle of sparkling liquid she’d
won at the bazaar after the Christmas fair. ‘It’s got to be at
least a million anyway.’

‘Why didn’t you
ring me as soon as you knew?’ he asked suddenly, looking hurt.
‘Were you going to keep it secret from me too?’ He immediately
chided himself over his accusation when he noticed the distressed
look in his wife’s eyes.

‘If you’d
looked at your mobile, you’d have noticed all the missed calls,’
she retorted. ‘I’d never keep anything from you, Ray. You know
that.’

Tina poured two
glasses of the pale gold liquid. Bubbles fizzing, she handed one to
Ray and then raised her glass to his. ‘To the future.’

‘The future,’
Ray clinked glasses with her, still in a state of disbelief. ‘I
still think the kids should know though.’

‘Ray, what
effect do you think all this will have on them?’

Her husband
shrugged. ‘I’m sure it would make life a lot easier for them
anyhow. We can’t keep it a secret though. What about our families?’
His voice sounded strained.

‘If my crowd
thought we’d won the lotto, they’d never be off our doorstep. You
know that as well as I do.’

‘That’s a bit
harsh.’ Ray said. ‘Tina, if our families find out, they’ll never
forgive us.’

‘You think I’m
awful, don’t you?’ She slumped back in the chair, feeling exhausted
again.

‘I don’t know
what to think. This is a dream come true for us. Why are you trying
to ruin it with your silly notions?’

‘I’m petrified
it’ll change everything.’

‘This is crazy,
Tina. What exactly do you plan on doing with the secret stash of
notes?’

‘God, I don’t
know, put it somewhere safe for a while until we decide what to do
with it?’

‘You’re going
to hide a million euro under the bed? And expect us to live like
paupers in the process?’

‘No, I’m not
going to hide the money, you idiot,’ she insisted. ‘We’ll lodge it
in a bank for a while, Ray. Trust me,’ she pleaded. ‘It’ll be
better all round if we keep the news to ourselves.’

He looked
aghast. They hadn’t even collected the money yet and already they
were at loggerheads. He’d often heard that money did strange things
to people, but he’d never have thought his own wife could behave
like this.

Seeing her
husband’s look of horror and visible dislike, Tina’s face crumbled
and she burst into tears. ‘I’m sorry,’ she gulped. ‘I’m not trying
to be mean, but I’m terrified of the trouble the money will cause
us if the news breaks.’

Ray pulled her
into his arms and held her close, wrapping his arms tightly around
her.

‘Tina, what’s
going on in that head of yours? Why are you being so hard on
yourself?’

She blew her
nose loudly. How could her life have been turned upside down so
quickly? Ray turned his face towards hers and kissed her, gently at
first and then more passionately on the lips. She responded
eagerly, her body melting in his arms. Wordlessly, they then
switched off all the lights downstairs and held hands tightly as
they proceeded towards their bedroom.

Their
lovemaking was rapid and satisfying for the first few moments, but
Tina found it impossible to relax and allow her body to float to a
climax. A knot of tension sat at the pit of her stomach and she
couldn’t switch off the worry inside her head, leaving her unable
to let go and yield to his caresses. She wriggled this way and that
but eventually pulled away from him, leaving him disappointed and
dejected. Ray rolled over in disgust, staying close to his own side
of the bed for the rest of the night. Tina, on the other hand,
tossed and turned through the long hours as she lay wide-awake
beside him. She was careful not to let their bodies touch, knowing
she’d really offended her husband by her rejection.

She woke early
the next morning, put on her glasses and her dressing gown and
crept down the stairs to make a cup of strong sweet tea. Quietly,
she opened the door into the living room and went in to relax on
the sofa. She had to think things through. Sipping her tea, she
mulled over every avail- able scenario she could think of, and
flicked absently through the TV channels before giving into the
temptation of checking the lotto numbers again.

The phone rang
loudly just before eight o’clock. Scurrying to the kitchen, she
wondered who on earth it could be.

‘Tina, is that
you?’ a hushed voice sounded at the other end of the phone.

‘Yes,
speaking,’ Tina replied, struggling to recognise the voice.

‘It’s Jennifer.
I’m sorry to ring you at this hour of the morning but something
terrible has happened. I need your help.’

‘What’s wrong?
Is it Philip?’ Tina asked hurriedly, glancing at Ray as he entered
the room, a worried look on his face.

‘No, it’s
Cathy. She’s just called me. Her father dropped dead on the golf
course yesterday after- noon. It’s dreadful, Tina. She’s devastated
and has nobody to help her.’

‘Oh no! What
can we do? I’m ready to help,’ Tina said immediately. Cathy would
need all the help in the world to get her through this dreadful
ordeal.

‘Well, I was
going to suggest that you took John for a few hours if you don’t
mind.’

‘Of course I
will. Can I do anything else? Has Cathy any family at all?’ Tina
asked. Suddenly her extraordinary lottery win was forgotten.

‘I’ll give you
Cathy’s mobile number,’ Jennifer continued, without answering the
question.

Tina took down
the number and said her good- byes before hanging up.

‘Ray,’ she
said, forgetting momentarily about their misunderstanding the night
before, ‘Cathy’s father has died suddenly. Can you collect John and
bring him over here? It’ll give her a chance to get organised.’

Ray nodded in
silence.

‘And please,
can we say nothing about the win just yet?’

‘God, you’re a
stubborn woman,’ he said. But there was kindness in his eyes.

Ray ensured
that John was entertained all day, leaving him very little time to
dwell on the tragedy of losing his granddad. Tina scurried around
making trays of sandwiches and little cakes to bring over to Cathy.
For a short time, she was able to put all thoughts of money to the
back of her mind, using her energy to help her devastated friend
instead.

Sunday and
Monday passed in a whirlwind as they moved around on autopilot.
They helped Cathy with John as much as they could, as well as
attending her father’s funeral. They’d contacted the lottery office
first thing Monday morning and made arrangements to travel to
Dublin to collect their winnings the following day. In bed that
night, they finally got a moment on their own and tried again to
come to an agreement on what they should do once they’d collected
their grand cheque.

‘Ray, I still
can’t fathom going public with this,’ she confessed, as he
reiterated his intention to share the win with his brothers and
sisters. She removed her glasses and placed them on the bedside
locker, rubbing her tired eyes as she fixed her soft pillows into
place.

‘And I can’t
live with secrets, Tina,’ he stated firmly back.

‘So what do we
do now? Lie down and go to sleep?’ She sat bolt upright, shattered
but unable to contemplate closing her eyes with all this unfinished
business between them. Her mind had been in a spin all weekend with
her imagination working over- time.

‘Who said
anything about sleep?’ Ray had a glint in his eye as he lay into
their double bed, turning on his side to face her. ‘If you’d just
allow yourself to switch off for a moment, I could see what it’s
like to make love to a millionairess.’

‘Give over the
messing,’ she said, trying to settle into a comfortable position.
‘We have to get this sorted out before it’s time to get the red eye
train in the morning.’ What was it with men? No matter what was
going on, they were always in the mood for sex!

Ray wasn’t to
be put off, however. ‘Looks like it will be a long night then,
Tina.’ He traced her breast through the light fabric of her faded
nightie, smiling as he heard her gentle sigh of release when he
rolled an erect nipple between finger and thumb.

Unable to
ignore the warm sensation floating through her, and overcome by an
urgent desire to make love to him, she kissed him lingeringly,
parting her lips to let his tongue entwine with hers. ‘Maybe you’re
right, Ray,’ she giggled, letting go of all the worry she’d endured
over the last few days.

‘Of course I’m
right,’ he replied huskily, pulling her nightie over her head.

‘Let’s see
then,’ she teased menacingly, trailing a finger inside the
waistband of his boxer shorts attempting to remove them. ‘Maybe if
we pull together on this,’ she said, writhing her body against his,
‘we should be able to come to some amicable arrangement!’












Chapter
Three











The rain fell
softly as Cathy stood outside the solicitor’s office on one of
Kinsale’s many side streets. Wondering what fate awaited her, she
pushed open the heavy mahogany door with her shoulder. Dressed in
black as a mark of respect to her dearly departed dad, her slim,
petite figure appeared waiflike and vulnerable. Cathy’s usual
confident demeanour had all but disappeared.

‘He’ll be with
you in a moment,’ the stern looking secretary told her, once Cathy
had entered the narrow, three-storey building and handed over her
details.

‘OK, thank
you,’ Cathy replied, taking a seat. The poker-faced young secretary
typed furiously, squinting at the computer screen, while managing
to ignore Cathy.

‘Cathy, please
come in to my office.’ Mr Briney eventually appeared into the open
reception area.

She sat up
straight on the luxurious leather, feeling very ill at ease and
still in a deep state of shock.

The solicitor
was very professional looking in his expensive dark tailored suit.
He fidgeted with the collar of his pale pink shirt, clearing his
throat before beginning. ‘As you know, your father has done
business with this practice for many years,’ he said, after
offering his deepest sympathies. He ran his hand swiftly through
his dark-brown hair, pushing his long fringe back from his lightly
freckled face. This meeting was going to be a lot more difficult
than anticipated, he told himself.

Nodding
patiently, Cathy just wished he would get to the point. Though his
voice was kind, she found him to be somewhat patronising. Her
father, who’d worked in the legal profession for years, had always
used a separate legal company to manage his private affairs. ‘Don’t
want all my eggs in one basket,’ he used to laugh. Surely the
solicitor could have told her whatever he needed to over the phone,
she thought, instead of wasting her time face to face.

Her trusted
father had always assured her that she’d never ever want for
anything, even after his death. She’d hated hearing him talk so
morbidly. A young energetic father like him would never die. At
least that’s what she had thought at the time. She couldn’t have
been more wrong.

Clearing his
throat, Mr Briney continued uncomfortably. ‘This is very difficult
for me, Cathy. I had the highest respect for your father.’

Not as
difficult as it is for me, Cathy thought, feeling a surge of
resentment. How would he like it if he’d just lost his father to a
massive heart attack? He died as he lived. If she heard that one
more time, she’d scream. She had lost count of the number of people
at his funeral who’d uttered that empty comment. The only two
genuine people there had been Tina and Jennifer. They’d taken care
of John, entertaining him late into the night until the crowds had
left. They’d both offered to keep him overnight, but owing to her
intense grief she’d really needed him close to her. Ray had arrived
to Cathy’s mother’s house with a mountain of sandwiches, tins
filled with home baking and a few casseroles for the freezer. Cathy
cringed when she remembered how she’d avoided Tina. Now, however,
she realised that without Tina’s generosity and goodwill, she
wouldn’t have remembered to even cook a meal for John in recent
days. In future she wouldn’t be quite so quick to judge others.

‘Did your
father ever discuss his financial affairs with you, Cathy?’ Mr
Briney fidgeted with a file as he spoke.

‘God, no! He
never bothered me with any of that,’ Cathy replied flippantly.

Mr Briney
looked troubled. She wished he’d stop stalling and get on with it.
Sitting waiting for the solicitor to continue, she was aware that
the enormity of her loss hadn’t even hit her yet. During the last
few days, her red-rimmed eyes had turned expectantly to the door
each time it opened. It was hard to believe her beloved father had
gone. The funeral had been a nightmare of course. She’d gone
through the heartbreaking ordeal on autopilot, making all the right
gestures and acting suitably demure. Cathy was an expert at locking
her emotions away. She’d had to do it for as long as she could
remember. She was really worried about John, however. He had been
miserable since the funeral, moping around like a lost puppy. He
really missed his granddad. He had been the nearest thing to a
father John had ever known. If only they’d had a chance to say
goodbye.

‘I’m afraid
your father’s business affairs weren’t quite as straight forward as
he’d have wanted,’ Mr Briney’s voice interrupted her thoughts once
more.

‘He didn’t
exactly have time to sort things out,’ she suggested resentfully.
Why was this man stating the obvious? Of course things were
incomplete. He had been snatched away from the world without
warning.

‘I understand
that of course,’ the solicitor said quickly. ‘But financially
speaking there are a few problems.’

‘That can’t be
right,’ Cathy argued. ‘Dad was a professional. He always kept on
top of things.’

Mr Briney
cleared his throat before continuing.

‘Unfortunately,
he had made some rather poor business decisions lately.’

Cathy paid
closer attention. ‘Mr Briney, I’ve had a really difficult few days.
Could you please get to the point?’

Fidgeting once
more with the paperwork, Mr Briney looked at Cathy with great pity.
‘I’m afraid, Cathy, your father was in serious debt when he died.
And unfortunately as his chief beneficiaries you and your mother
have now inherited this debt.’

‘But that’s
insane! Dad always worked really hard,’ Cathy’s dark eyes flashed
furiously. ‘What exactly are you saying?’

‘Try to calm
down, Cathy,’ he said gently. ‘I’ve looked at every possibility to
find a way of salvaging something, but it’s not happening.’

‘I don’t
understand. What do you mean?’ She sat up straight in the leather
chair.

‘I’m afraid
your apartment will have to be sold as soon as the legalities go
through.’ The solicitor had no choice but to tell her the truth. It
was at times like this he hated his job. But he couldn’t protect
her from the truth, no matter how much he wanted to.

‘That’s my
home. Dad gave it to me.’ Cathy grabbed the edge of his desk in
desperation. Surely something could be done.

‘Your dad had
fallen behind considerably on the mortgage repayments.
Unfortunately, there aren’t any funds left to even repay part of
the debt. The bank will repossess it.’

Cathy stared at
him in total disbelief. What was he saying? That she had no home?
She couldn’t comprehend this at all. She watched his lips moving
but couldn’t hear the words. A buzzing sensation quivered in her
ears, tingling underneath her scalp and inside her head. She felt
dizzy.

Mr Briney
continued to plough through the bad news, and then stopped for a
moment to give her time to digest the dreadful information. Perhaps
she wanted to ask a few questions?

Cathy stared at
him blankly before she realised he was waiting for her to say
something. ‘Surely Dad had some savings put by?’ she uttered
helplessly. ‘He worked so hard . . .’ She couldn’t finish the
sentence though. Her eyes filled with tears and she found herself
unable to speak.

Mr Briney
stared at his desk for a moment, waiting for her to compose
herself. Cathy’s innocence surprised him. How could families be so
gullible and blind? For such an attractive, intelligent woman, she
had little grasp on reality.

Cathy cleared
her throat, waiting for an answer to her question.

‘I’m afraid
there aren’t any savings at all, Cathy.’

‘But what about
John’s trust fund?’ she clung with hope.

‘Your father
cashed it in two years ago. He believed he could double it if he
used it to buy shares.’

Cathy slumped
in the chair, her hair falling over her beautiful angst-ridden
face. ‘What am I going to do?’ she asked, her voice cracking.

‘Perhaps your
mother should have accompanied you. All this is going to affect her
too.’

‘She’s not
feeling well,’ Cathy said abruptly.

‘Understandably
of course,’ he said, kicking himself for appearing insensitive.

‘So what are my
options?’ Cathy asked, suddenly overcome with a desire to run from
the office.

‘Maybe if you
would consider selling your parents’ house?’

Cathy felt
numb. ‘Please tell me this isn’t happening. What about the law firm
where Dad worked? Can’t they help?’

‘Well, they’ve
already written off a rather large company debt and have covered
some of his smaller ones.’ Mr Briney said delicately.

‘Why did this
happen?’ she asked sadly.

‘Unfortunately
for your father, time ran out. I’m sorry Cathy, but there’s nothing
left.’

His harsh words
hung in the air but Cathy still persisted in looking for a
loophole. ‘He was well insured, wasn’t he?’

‘He’d let the
policy lapse, I’m afraid,’ Mr Briney replied in a low tone of
voice.

Choking back
tears, she asked one final question. ‘Even if we do sell the house,
how are we going to survive? What will we live on?’

His eyes met
hers. ‘Starting again is the only option, Cathy. You’re still
young,’ Mr Briney encouraged. ‘Things will work out in time, you’ll
see.’

Putting her
head in her hands and succumbing to her grief at last, Cathy broke
down and wept. She had never had to work a day in her life. She
wouldn’t even know where to start. What the hell would she do now?
And what would she do about her mother? And John? How was she going
to support all three of them on virtually nothing?

Without even a
goodbye, she rose from the chair and left the office. Tears
streamed silently down her face, streaking her foundation and
blusher. She walked slowly down the crooked little street. Ignoring
its quaintness today, she failed to notice the little shops as she
walked by. Granny’s Bottom Drawer, The Old Curiosity Shop, and her
usual favourite, Footloose. Footloose stocked the latest Italian
and German leather footwear designs. Cathy had seldom walked past
without at least looking in the window. She had more shoes than she
could wear, but she still loved buying them. The thrill of the
purchase was sometimes even better than the pleasure she got from
wearing them. There would be no more impromptu shopping sprees from
now on, she thought miserably, a fresh flood of tears
surfacing.

Kicking a stone
on to the cobbled street, she felt in her pocket for a tissue to
dry her face. For once she didn’t care that her appearance was less
than perfect. As she passed the Silver Spoon restaurant, she
noticed a sign on the window looking for waiting staff. Oh no way,
she thought. No matter how bad things are I couldn’t work in a
place like that. Grease everywhere! Plastic chequered tablecloths.
Gingham curtains. No, thank you very much, she decided firmly. She
moved on swiftly, not wanting to even see the ‘Situations Vacant’
sign.

Taking her key
from her bag, she let herself into her apartment. She flicked the
switch on the kettle and stared out the window as it boiled. Water
cascaded gently on the stone feature in the manicured lawn below.
Fish swam lazily in the adjoining pond. She couldn’t see them from
the window of course, but she knew they were there. Lucky fish, she
mused.

Finally, when
her heart felt a little lighter, she made a strong coffee, got a
pen and notebook, and began to write. She needed to plan. No matter
what, she had to save her sinking ship. Firstly, she’d order Briney
to get her an extension on the apartment foreclosure. The mortgage
company would surely give her a few extra months under the
unfortunate circumstances. She had to have a roof over her head for
goodness’ sake. Maybe her mother could even stay with one of her
sisters until things calmed down. She couldn’t be expected to look
after her all the time. Then, in a few months she would arrange to
sell the big house that she’d grown up in. They could buy a
smaller, less expensive place as Briney had suggested. Feeling that
there was at least some light at the end of the tunnel, she
proceeded with her list of possibilities. The main thing was to
remain as positive as she could and refuse to dwell on the serious
lack of cash flow.

Maybe she could
work a few hours in one of the boutiques in town. She might even
receive a staff discount. Lots of places operated like that.

Brightening at
that thought and, glancing towards her open wardrobe, she admitted
with a wry grin that at least it’d be quite some time before she
ran out of clothes. At least the bank wouldn’t repossess them.

Swirling the
sweet coffee in her mouth, she felt marginally better. Never before
had she had to stand on her own two feet, but she would get through
this ordeal, she told herself. She just had to.

Her mobile
rang. ‘Hello? Yes, yes that’s right,’ she answered cautiously, as
yet another feeling of dread washed over her.

‘Now, hold on a
second,’ Cathy said. ‘You can’t do that. It’s my car.’

But they could.
And they did. Cathy refused to watch as they came and towed her
lovely car away. It was so completely humiliating to hand over the
keys. And as luck would have it, the snooty bitch from next door
arrived home just as the tow truck was hitching up her beloved BMW
coupé. It had been her father’s Christmas present to her. Cathy
wondered how much more she could take. Right after the call about
the car, the mortgage company rang to say she’d have to vacate the
apartment by the end of the week. She was stunned. After all,
they’d hardly even given her time to turn around. Her pleading and
imploring fell on deaf ears however.

‘We don’t want
any further arrears to accrue,’ the snotty assistant had explained.
‘This is strictly procedure.’






Cathy could
almost hear the delight in her voice. So much for her fantastic
list of plans that was going to solve all her problems, she thought
in dismay.

A short time
later back in the solicitor’s office, she fiddled with the belt of
her long cream trench coat while waiting for Mr Briney to finish
his call. She’d pestered his secretary to allow her to see him
again.

‘This won’t
take a minute,’ she’d promised, ignoring the other girl’s visible
annoyance.

‘But his
schedule is totally full,’ the stern secretary said sourly.

Lighten up you
bloody woman, Cathy thought. Luckily Mr Briney chose that moment to
come through to the reception area.

‘Cathy,’ he
said with obvious surprise. ‘I didn’t expect to see you back here
so soon. Did you forget something?’

‘Can I just
have a quick word please?’ Her voice gave nothing away.

As soon as the
door was closed behind them, Cathy spoke her mind. ‘You’ve got to
work fast, Mr Briney. In the space of an hour, they’ve driven off
in my car and told me to get out of my home by the end of the
week!’

The solicitor
blushed deeply, his light freckles practically disappearing.
‘Cathy, I did explain all this to you this morning.’

‘Yes, but I
thought they’d at least give me some time to mourn,’ she
retaliated.

Mr Briney
merely shook his head. ‘These guys don’t wait around, I’m
afraid.’

‘You can say
that again,’ she said. ‘Animals are treated with more respect!’

‘Listen,’ he
said gently, ‘why don’t you concentrate on putting your parents’
home on the market? It could take a while to get the asking price.
The market has slowed a bit lately.’

‘I suppose I
should. Can you recommend a good auctioneer?’

‘A local agent
would be best. They’d have the best market knowledge of the
area.’

‘Can you give
me a character reference?’ she asked, suddenly remembering she’d
need one if she were to look for a job. A letter from him would
do.

His grey eyes
narrowed slightly. He didn’t know this girl very well at all. How
could he sincerely vouch for her? He dusted his jacket sleeve,
deliberating what to do. In the end he decided that it couldn’t do
any harm. In fact, he felt it was the least he could do for
her.

‘OK,’ he
relented. ‘And if there’s anything else . . .’ Cathy took a deep
breath before continuing. ‘My mother,’ Cathy whispered, glancing
towards the door and half expecting the secretary to fall through
it. ‘I don’t know what to do about her. She has a drink
problem.’

‘Cathy, I ’m
not sure I’m the right person to give you advice on that,’ he
began, wishing he could wave a magic wand and make all of her
problems disappear. He had heard the rumours that were being
whispered around town but up until now he’d dismissed them as being
exaggerated ramblings.

She sat forward
in her chair and clutched the desk. ‘That’s right. Just leave me to
deal with it. I’m sure you have more important things to be
thinking about. I’m sorry for mentioning it. Please excuse me.’ The
sudden verbal attack was completely out of character for Cathy who
always maintained her dignity and self-respect in even the most
awkward situations.

Clearing his
throat, Mr Briney considered how to respond to her outrage. The
young woman was visibly distraught. ‘I’m just doing my job, Cathy,
but that doesn’t mean I don’t sympathise with you. Unfortunately,
there’s no miracle remedy for any of this and all I can offer is
advice. It is my responsibility to tie up all the loose ends
here.’

She felt like
hitting him. It was OK for him to wash his hands out of the
situation. He had his big office, his big car and probably a big
mansion some- where to live in. But what had she got? Nothing. All
the imaginary pink bows that her father had wrapped her empty life
in, had just fallen away. She missed him so much it hurt. She
missed his loving smile, the way his eyes crinkled and the way he
had held her hand tightly when she was worried or upset. But most
of all, she missed the only man she’d ever loved.

‘Why don’t I
contact an estate agent for you and at least that will get things
moving along?’ Mr

Briney
suggested.

Cathy took a
moment before answering. It was tempting to let him take over.
However, she was determined to come through this tumultuous time by
herself.

‘If you could
just recommend one to me, I’ll take it from there,’ she replied
after a slight pause. It was about time she stopped leaning on
other people.






‘Jennifer,
could you do me a favour?’ asked Cathy.

‘Sure,’ her
friend replied on the other end of the phone. ‘What can I do for
you?’

‘Could you take
John after school today? I can’t ask Tina again. She’s had him most
of the weekend already.’ She felt bad for asking but she wasn’t
exactly inundated with offers of help.

‘No problem,
Cathy. You must be up the walls arranging things,’ Jennifer said.
She knew that Cathy didn’t want to impose too much on her but she
was delighted to be able to be of some assistance.

‘Don’t even
ask,’ Cathy despaired.

‘Take your
time. Philip will be delighted with the company for the
afternoon.’

‘Thanks, Jenn.
And thank you so much for being my friend through all of this. I
can’t tell you how. . .’ She broke off, unable to finish.

A short time
later, Cathy paused at the top of the steps before entering her
parents’ red brick period house. She swallowed the lump that had
slowly risen in her throat as she’d walked from her apartment. She
needed to be strong, but it was impossible to put her father out of
her mind. This house was a shrine to him. Entering the hallway she
shuddered as she noticed his golf bag sticking out from underneath
the stairs. Her aunt came down the stairs towards her, her suitcase
clutched firmly in her hand.

‘Cathy, I’ve
done my best for Rebecca, but she’s still in shock. All of this is
very hard and she’s not coping very well.’ She pursed her lips in
effort to hold back her comments about Cathy’s father. He’d caused
a lot of hardship.

‘It’s hard on
us all,’ Cathy retorted. ‘Of course Mother chooses to opt out, but
what’s new?’ Cathy’s voice was hard.

‘Maybe if your
father had spent more time at home, things would be different now,’
the older woman spoke grimly. She wished she were allowed tell her
niece the truth.

Cathy did not
know how to respond. How dare that old busy body speak ill of her
dad! The poor man was barely cold in the grave. ‘Who’d want to
spend more time with someone who’s liable to be drunk when you come
home?’ she shot back eventually.

Her aunt shook
her head in disappointment, glaring at her spoilt niece. ‘Imagine!
She had such high hopes for you when you were younger and you’ve
turned out just like him. Selfish!’

The last word
was muttered under her breath, but Cathy heard it distinctly – just
as her aunt had intended of course. ‘I think you should leave now.
I can manage Mum,’ Cathy said firmly. There was no point causing a
scene. She was dearly tempted to remind her aunt about the times
her mother’s own family had let her down over the years as she
battled with alcoholism. They’d never once offered support or tried
to understand what she must have been going through. The only time
they ever turned up on the doorstep was in an emergency, or to
gloat, find fault and blame her father.

‘Cathy, I’m
sorry for you. I really am,’ her aunt sighed with genuine concern.
‘Why don’t you do yourself a favour and try and get to know your
mum a bit better?’ On that last note she swiftly made her
departure, leaving them to crawl out of their horribly messed up
lives.

Cathy, finding
herself alone once more, went around the big house, opening the
windows to let in some fresh air. That feels a little better, she
thought. The large bay window overlooked the road. The curtains
moved gently in the light breeze. She wandered through the ancient
steel-framed French doors in the dining room and stepped out into
the back garden. The rain had just stopped and the garden glowed in
a luscious sea of green. She inhaled the fresh aroma of flowering
lavender plants. She’d spent hours out here as a little girl,
enjoying the break from the cold atmosphere that very often
prevailed inside. She’d often escaped reality by playing with her
dolls and teddies.

Now she stood
outside the dining room, remembering vividly how much she’d hated
that room. Her dad had locked himself away for hours in there, away
from her mother. His files and folders that had been strewn all
over the table were now sitting neatly underneath the mauve velvet
chaise. Nothing had been touched since he’d died. Cathy knew she’d
have to go through all his papers but not just yet. She couldn’t
face doing it for a while. Her father’s presence still lingered in
the house. It was as if he had only just popped out for a bit and
would be coming back. She shivered slightly. Wrapping her arms
around her frail body, she was surprised to feel her rib cage
through her black ribbed polo. She must have lost several pounds
since Saturday.

She heard
movement upstairs and glancing up, she noticed that her mother had
opened the bath- room window. Cathy’s heart plummeted. What sort of
a day would today be? How long before her mother would reach for
the bottle?

Taking the
stairs two at a time, Cathy went to investigate. ‘You’re up?’ She
stood still in the doorway and addressed her mother.

‘Hi, Cathy,’
her mother slurred, sitting on the embroidered bedspread that had
been thrown loosely over the bed.

‘Jesus, Mother,
can you not survive even one morning without drink?’

Her mother
burst into tears. ‘You’re just like your father, always shouting at
me.’

‘Dad’s dead,
Mum,’ Cathy snapped. ‘We have got to move on.’

Her mother
looked at her beseechingly, reaching clumsily to hug her daughter,
but Cathy pulled away.

‘Get dressed,
Mum, for crying out loud. I’m taking you to the doctor.’ Cathy
tried in vain to inject some sort of emotion into her voice, but it
was impossible to communicate with the intoxicated woman who was
sitting precariously on the edge of the bed.

‘I don’t need a
doctor. I’m not sick.’ Her mother sat up a little bit
straighter.

Ignoring her
reply, Cathy went to the wardrobe and chose a navy tailored trouser
suit. She laid it out on the bed and placed matching navy court
shoes on the floor beneath. She had to get her mother out of the
house. Cathy knew this destructive kind of behaviour could go on
for days. There was no pointing thinking otherwise.

After ordering
her mother into the shower, Cathy sat rigidly on the bed, waiting
for her to sober up. The drone of the electric shower could be
heard from the adjoining bathroom. An old photograph peeping out
from the back of the old dome-shaped wardrobe caught her eye. She
went towards it, and eased the black and white print carefully,
anxious to grasp it before it fell from view. The handsome young
couple behind the framed glass smiled back at her. Her mother’s
head rested easily against her husband’s broad chest. Her long
straight hair shone. Cathy’s dad stood behind Rebecca, his arms
around her waist lovingly. His coal-black hair was sleeked back
from his tanned face and his dark eyes twinkled. What amazed Cathy
more than their beauty or youth, was the radiance that shone from
their faces. They looked so happy.

The shower
stopped and Cathy quickly shoved the photo into her mother’s vanity
drawer.

‘Come on, Mum,
why don’t we go out for a walk?’ she suggested, once her mother had
dressed. Much to Cathy’s relief, Rebecca didn’t object, not even
when she found herself being steered into the doctor’s surgery. As
they sat together in the quiet waiting room, Cathy noticed how much
calmer her mother had become in the last hour. But it probably
wouldn’t last long. Rebecca tended to fidget when she was sober.
This habit usually irritated Cathy. The solicitor had also fidgeted
earlier. Funny, how she had noticed that. He was cute in a kind of
boyish way, she thought. Maybe she shouldn’t have been so harsh
with him. Ah sure, he’d get over it. Those legal eagles were all
fairly thick-skinned.

‘Who’s
collecting John from school, Cathy?’ her mother asked out of the
blue. Her voice was crystal clear. ‘Is he going to one of your
friends again?’

‘Yes, he’s
going to Jennifer’s to spend some time with Philip.’ Her mother’s
sudden coherence had taken her by surprise.

‘Is that the
nice friendly girl I met at the funeral? The one with the light
brown, curly hair?’

‘Yes, Mum.
She’s really lovely and she’s been great. I couldn’t have managed
without herself or Tina over the last few days.’

‘That’s good,’
Rebecca smiled. ‘You need nice people who care for you,
particularly when you’re an only child.’

Practically an
orphan, Cathy thought silently.

‘My girlfriends
are great,’ she said aloud. ‘It’s true that at a time like this,
you realise who your true friends are.’

‘I noticed a
certain sadness about Jennifer though,’ Rebecca commented
thoughtfully.

Cathy raised a
surprised eyebrow at her mother’s perceptiveness. She started to
explain what a bully George was. ‘She’s left him now of course, but
he won’t accept it that she’s gone.’

Rebecca
grimaced. ‘Such a waste of two lives,’ she sighed. ‘If it’s over,
it’s over. No use hanging on waiting for things to change.’

‘It’s not that
straightforward when there’s a child involved,’ Cathy replied
matter-of-factly.

She noticed her
mother’s expression revert to one of hurt. Immediately Cathy
regretted her sharp accusatory tone, but it was too late. Their
easy chat had come to an abrupt end.

The doctor came
out soon afterwards and ushered them into his bright office. Cathy
admired the view from the large window. The office faced south and
she could see Charles Fort in the distance. The rugged coastline
was clearly defined against the blue sea. There seemed to be little
activity on the water that morning. Newly built apartments were
springing to life on the far bank, destroying some of the original
natural beauty. It was a shame.

‘Cathy,
Rebecca, it’s nice to see you both,’ the doctor began. ‘I want to
convey my condolences to both of you. A sudden death is hardest for
the loved ones left behind.’

‘Thanks,
Doctor,’ they both muttered, shifting uncomfortably in the black
plastic chairs.

‘What can I do
for you today?’ He looked from one to the other.

‘Mum needs
help,’ Cathy said anxiously. ‘She’s drinking again, you see. Have
you any tablets or anything to help her?’

‘Nothing new,
I’m afraid,’ he said quietly. As their family doctor he had sadly
witnessed this mother- daughter relationship slowly disintegrate,
all because of Rebecca’s drinking. If he could do anything to help
Rebecca control her addiction, he would do it.

Cathy’s mother
took a deep breath. ‘I really want to try this time, Doctor. Losing
my husband has really been a shock but Cathy and John need me to
help them now. I don’t want to be a burden for the rest of my
life.’

He nodded, but
didn’t move to write a prescription just yet. He had watched this
poor woman struggle in the past. It was a desperately sad
situation, and there were no quick fix solutions.

‘I think,
Doctor, that my family has lost enough. If I can, I want to get
better for them.’

Instinctively,
Cathy placed a small warm hand over Rebecca’s.

The doctor
moved swiftly. He clicked on the mouse of his computer. ‘Well,
there’s a new counsellor here in Kinsale,’ he suggested, scrolling
through a list of addresses. ‘She’s running Alcoholics Anonymous
meetings in a room in town, and with great success I gather.’ He
stopped at that point to take a sip of water, allowing Rebecca a
moment to ponder on what he’d suggested. ‘Why don’t you pay her a
visit? She could be worth a try.’

Not entirely
convinced, Cathy interrupted at this point. Would the counselling
be any use? At this stage she felt she’d heard it all before.
‘Look, Doctor, I need her to go somewhere and stay for a while. I
can’t be expected to go through the cold turkey with her. It’ll
never work. It hasn’t in the past.’ The thoughts of her mother
shivering and convulsing as she tried to detox were enough to bring
Cathy out in a cold sweat.

‘Cathy, I’ll do
it this time. I’ll start tomorrow. Trust me,’ Rebecca pleaded,
deeply hurt by her daughter’s resentment. Suddenly she stood up and
excused herself to go to the bathroom.

While her
mother was safely out of earshot, Cathy repeated her earlier
request to get her mother into a dry out centre.

‘Well if you
have thousands of euros . . .’ the doctor began.

‘What do you
mean thousands of euros?’ Cathy was appalled. She’d always assumed
that sort of treatment was free. Her jaw dropped in dismay.

‘That’s what
rehabilitation care costs. Didn’t you know?’

This girl was
about to get a rude awakening, the doctor thought grimly. Treatment
centres cost big bucks.

‘But she’s a
widow,’ Cathy protested. ‘Surely she’s entitled to government aided
treatment or something like that? There has to be something out
there.’

‘She’ll be
lucky to get the widow’s pension as it is, I’m afraid. You’ll have
to make an application and hope for the best.’ The doctor tapped
his biro wearily on the desk. He could see that Cathy was
struggling to hang on to whatever shred of pride she had left.

Rebecca came
back into the surgery, looking rather flushed, stumbling slightly
and knocking over the blood pressure device. Cathy’s face paled.
Good God, had her mother taken a shot of something in the loo? The
signs were clearly evident. There was a glazed look in her eyes.
Cathy’s heart hit the floor. She wanted to put her head in her
hands and cry.

The doctor
spoke directly to Rebecca. ‘Medically, Rebecca, you’re fine. As for
your addiction, I can only suggest one road. After that it’s up to
you.’

‘I’ll try,’ she
sighed. She’d start tomorrow.

‘One day at a
time, Rebecca,’ he advised, placing a supportive hand on her
shoulder and giving it a light squeeze. ‘We’ll get through this
just one day at a time.’

Cathy stood up
to leave. She was bitterly disappointed with the outcome. But then
again, there didn’t seem to be any quick solution to anything these
days.

‘Come on, Mum,’
she took her mother’s arm.

‘By the way,’
the doctor added as an afterthought,

‘I have the
medical cert made out for you to collect your father’s death
certificate.’

Cathy’s blank
look spoke multitudes. ‘I never even thought of the death cert.
What do I need it for?’

‘You’ll need it
to tie up his legal affairs. I’m surprised your solicitor didn’t
mention it.’

‘Oh, he had too
many other pieces of bad news to deliver,’ she replied
flippantly.

‘Take a look at
this leaflet as well, Cathy,’ he said, handing her a piece of
paper. ‘You too, Rebecca.’

‘Citizen’s
Advice Bureau?’ Cathy looked from the leaflet to the doctor.

‘They’re very
helpful, Cathy. Just the right people to speak to now.’

Cathy shoved it
into her tiny beaded purse.

‘Come on, Mum,’
she said, holding her head high to try to mask her anguish. ‘Let’s
go.’












Chapter
Four











Jennifer
vigorously shook the bottle of kitchen cleaner, trying in vain to
squirt out its contents.

‘God,’ she
said, her voice sounding very loud in the empty cottage, ‘will
nothing go right for me at all?’ She shook the bottle again and
leaped back quickly when the white tacky substance squirted in
every direction. ‘Great, that’s all I need,’ she growled.

She thought
longingly of the ultra modern kitchen she’d left behind in her
marital home. It was funny the way she missed the stainless steel
appliances. She’d chosen them with such care. Now she could no
longer use them. Gritting her teeth in frustration, she chapped the
skin on her fingers as she rubbed at the greasy surface. It was
weird being back in her mother’s cottage with its quaint little
rooms. Set back into the cliff on the edge of Kinsale town, she’d
grown up here with her parents and her older brother. Her childhood
had been idyllic. Over the years of course, the family had branched
off in separate paths. She’d married George and Jack had moved to
Australia as soon as he’d finished his computer science degree.
He’d begged her to come and visit during every phone call, but for
financial reasons she’d never been able to justify such a long
trip.

Her parents, on
the other hand, had been delighted to explore as much of Australia
as they could. Of course, they secretly lived in hope that their
son would return to Ireland eventually.

Jennifer’s
hands were tied though and she wasn’t free to go travelling across
the world on a whim. Remembering her husband’s controlling
behaviour, she shuddered. She was doing her best to move on without
him now. If only she didn’t have to lay eyes on him again. But he
was still Philip’s dad, and that meant she’d never be fully clear
of him.

She placed the
cleansing cream behind the curtain on the high window ledge. She
had the house to herself while her parents were grocery shopping.
It was something of a luxury these days. Her parents’ kindness was
immeasurable. They’d come up trumps when she’d run out on George
and had assured Jennifer she was welcome to stay as long as she
wanted. That wasn’t the problem though. The problem was that she
wasn’t making any progress with her intention to move on and forget
about him. The only positive step she’d taken was to leave him. But
he was still managing to call all the shots. He had the house and
their savings in his name. She, of course, had Philip whom she
adored with every ounce of her being. When he hurt, she hurt even
more. And right now, George was making him hurt a lot.






After thirteen
years of marriage, it was hard to get used to being single again.
However it was a million times better than living with George. When
Jennifer had married him, she’d been besotted. However, as the
years passed he’d begun to demand more and more. He didn’t like her
spending any time with her friends and made it difficult for her to
go on occasional girls’ nights out. Thinking back now, she realised
that if he’d had his way she wouldn’t have been in contact with any
human being besides him.

‘I worry about
you, Jennifer. Anything could happen to you. There was another
mugging in town last night,’ he would say, as if he was genuinely
concerned.

‘Oh I’m a big
girl now,’ Jennifer would tease.

‘All the same,
love,’ he’d insist, ‘haven’t you every- thing you need here in the
house?’

Often she would
relent and convince herself that she could always see her friends
at work. Or meet them for lunch. She didn’t need to go out at night
with them as well. After all, she was lucky to be in such a secure
relationship. Some of her friends hadn’t done so well in life. True
love had eluded many of them.

Their
relationship had improved immensely after Philip had been born.
George had been a lot more relaxed when she arrived home from the
hospital, and once her fourteen weeks maternity leave had come to
an end, he’d persuaded her to stay at home full time.

Of course she
did miss her workmates from time to time, even though they kept in
regular contact. They’d often phone with gossip or new developments
at work. She looked forward to the calls. After all, it could be
lonely at home every day with only a small baby for company. Other
than taking Philip for short walks or calling to see her parents,
she hadn’t gone out very much. George had liked her to be there all
the time, in case he decided to pop home in the middle of the
after- noon for a cup of tea.

But eventually
Jennifer decided she couldn’t cope with the boredom any longer. An
invitation to yet another office night out was the answer to her
prayers.

‘George,’ she’d
said, when he came in from work that evening. ‘I’m meeting the
girls in town tonight. One of the staff is leaving so everyone’s
meeting up to give her a big send-off.’

He’d given her
a menacing look, but his voice was calm.

‘It’s up to
you, Jenn. I thought we’d have a nice night in together but . . .
you go on ahead if that’s what you really want.’

‘I’ll only show
my face for an hour or so, George. Why don’t you have a drink here?
We can still have that early night,’ she said suggestively. What
was up with him? She wondered. They’d made love already that day
when he’d come in for lunch.

Jennifer went
upstairs to put on her long cream linen shift dress. It clung
nicely to her curves. George was sullen when she left the house
that evening but she hadn’t taken much notice. Meeting the girls
was a great laugh but after a couple she was ready to go home.

‘No, I don’t
want any more to drink,’ she’d giggled, as yet another glass of
wine was placed in front of her.

‘Why not? It’s
early yet?’

Jennifer’s arm
was twisted. Sure one more drink couldn’t do any harm, could
it?

‘Why don’t you
come back to work part-time?’ the girls had suggested. ‘You’re
sorely missed. And besides, there’s a brilliant crèche around the
corner from the library now, so you’ve no excuse.’

Their
enthusiasm was contagious. She couldn’t wait to get home and
discuss the prospect with George.

‘I’d love to,’
Jennifer replied, the wine loosening her tongue. ‘To be honest, I’m
cracking up at home and I’m sure Philip would love a bit of
company.’

‘There you go.
We’ll send you out an application form on Monday. Fill it out and
return it to Personnel.’

Jennifer
couldn’t contain her excitement in the taxi on the way home.
Wouldn’t it be great to get back into the workforce part-time? Now
that Philip had started school, George shouldn’t mind. She tripped
getting out of the taxi and tittered helplessly as she fumbled with
her keys in the front door.

‘Oops! Silly
me,’ she said, almost tripping over Philip’s little sponge football
which was lying in the hallway. ‘Oh hi, love,’ she greeted George,
who was standing in the living room doorway. ‘I’ve had so much fun
tonight. It was great meeting the gang again.

Her husband
said nothing. She sensed he wasn’t too pleased.

‘George, I’m
just going in to sit down,’ she excused herself, as she tried to
squeeze by his broad frame and go into the living room.

‘The hell you
are!’ he shouted. ‘Where have you been until this hour of the
night? I can smell after- shave from you? Who is he?’

‘What?’
Jennifer’s mouth opened wide in shock.

‘You heard me,
you stupid little bitch. Do you think I’m a complete fool?’

‘George, what
are you on about?’ Jennifer’s early euphoria quickly died.

‘Don’t think I
didn’t see you through the window, flirting with that taxi driver
and flashing your legs to the whole street as you got out. Have you
no respect for this family or for yourself for that matter?’
Jennifer felt her heart beating furiously against her chest. Had
she really exposed herself getting out of the taxi? If she had, it
would have been a complete accident.

‘George, please
let me into the room. My feet are killing me.’

‘Killing you
from dancing with strange men, are they?’ George’s upper lip
curled.

‘Oh don’t be
ridiculous. I was out with the gang from work. You know that. We
weren’t dancing. We just had a few drinks and a laugh.’

‘Yeah?’

‘Yes,’ she said
firmly, hoping that would be the end of it.

‘I’m going to
bed,’ he said dismissively, and stormed out of the room. She sat on
the couch deep in thought, her favourite Eagles CD playing gently
in the background. By the time she got in between the soft sheets
on their bed, she’d come to the conclusion that nights out simply
weren’t worth the hassle. Her husband obviously loved her and
didn’t want them to be apart. What was the point in causing him any
more grief?






Staring out of
her mother’s parlour window now, Jennifer watched the ship masts
blowing in the gentle breeze as the tour boats stood idle at the
water’s edge. She glanced at the grandfather clock. There were
still two hours to go before she had to collect Philip and John.
Wallowing in self-pity wasn’t going to do her any good, so with a
bounce in her step, she decided to go for a brisk walk. Not
bothering to change out of her old threadbare tracksuit, she
grabbed a warm fleece, her bag and house keys.

She then pulled
the white panelled door firmly shut behind her and set off, the
cold air stinging her face as she strode briskly towards town. As
she walked around by The Trident Hotel, not quite sure what
direction she was going to take, she decided to go by the library.
It had been ages since she’d paid a visit. She stopped to read the
notices on the library door before entering.

‘Jennifer! How
the hell are you girl?’ A familiar voice made her jump.

‘Emma, what are
you doing back here?’ Jennifer laughed, surprised to see the
wanderer having returned after so many years.

‘Well after
travelling half the world, I decided that the devil you know isn’t
so bad after all.’

Emma was
radiant, looking every bit as young and exhilarating as she had
years earlier.

Jennifer
laughed. ‘Home sweet home and all that?’

‘Something like
that,’ she laughed, a mysterious glint in her eye. ‘Maybe I’m
finally ready to settle down.’

‘You?
Never!’

‘Come on in,’
Emma invited, leaving the conversation hanging in the air. ‘The
other librarians will be thrilled to see you. There are still one
or two familiar faces here.’

Jennifer looked
around at the well-stacked shelves of books. Her fingers itched to
flick through them. She noticed the new computers in the corner for
public use. A cleverly constructed reading area had also been
created near the windows.

‘Well, you’ve
been busy, Emma,’ she said, nodding in approval. ‘I like the
rearranging.’

‘Oh that’s only
the beginning! There are big plans in the pipeline.’

Before Jennifer
had time to ask more, Emma was whisked away to help a customer.
Jennifer embarked on a leisurely browse while she waited for her
friend’s return. Not concentrating on where she was going, she
suddenly found herself tumbling over a man on his hunkers. He’d
been checking the books on the lower shelf.

Jennifer landed
on the floor on her backside. Banging the funny bone in her elbow
against the wooden shelf, she let out a yelp as a sharp pain shot
through her. Clambering awkwardly, she pulled herself up as quickly
as she could. The man also rose. They stared at each other. He had
amazing eyes, and a clean-shaven, tanned face. He rubbed the floor
dust from his dark trousers.

Jennifer
cringed, looking mortified. ‘I’m sorry,’ she stammered, her face
burning with embarrassment. He wore a library ID card around his
neck. Obviously he worked there. ‘I wasn’t watching where I was
going.’

‘I know,’ he
said. His tone of voice wasn’t the friendliest. ‘But allow me to
introduce myself. I’m Jonathan King, head librarian.’

He held out a
hand and as she shook it Emma appeared back. ‘Oh, I see you’ve met
our new boss,’ she smiled, glancing at their clasped hands.

‘Jonathan, this
is Jennifer. She used to work here.’

‘Oh,’ he said,
his face breaking into a warm smile.

‘Just tell your
friend to look where she’s going, Emma.’

He walked off
and Jennifer stared after him. Her face still red, she wasn’t sure
whether she was annoyed or amused.

‘First
impression?’ Emma raised an eyebrow. Jennifer’s face slowly
returned to its normal colour.

‘Not bad, I
guess! How come he’s head librarian? I assumed you were still in
charge, Emma?’

People filtered
through the library as the girls chatted quietly near the desk. As
Emma acknowledged the customers by name, Jennifer remembered fondly
the camaraderie she’d always enjoyed with the public when she’d
worked there.

‘Jonathan was
already installed when I came back,’ Emma explained with a shrug.
‘I was actually lucky to be offered the assistant’s job. It’s kept
me going but you know me. I can never settle anywhere for too long.
I’ll be taking off again any time soon.’

‘Now you’ve
lost me,’ Jennifer looked confused. Rubbing her hands over her
stomach and pulling her loose flax top around her body, Emma gave a
shy smile. The penny dropped immediately. Jennifer burst out
laughing. ‘So this is what you got up to in South America? Is there
a daddy on the scene?’

‘Of course!’
Emma feigned shock. ‘What do you take me for?’

‘A Peruvian
Adonis, I suppose?’ Jennifer couldn’t believe that Emma was finally
settling down.

‘Well, tall,
dark and handsome . . . but not exactly

Peruvian! More
like a Corkonian.’

‘You didn’t go
all the way across the Atlantic to meet a Cork man?’ Emma had
always had a passion for foreign men and Kinsale, renowned for its
year round tourists, had never been in short supply.

‘Well not
exactly,’ Emma giggled as she recalled their initial meeting. ‘I
actually met him on the plane on the way over. By the time we’d
landed we were old friends . . .’

‘And the rest
as they say is history,’ Jennifer finished for her.

‘Anyway, that’s
enough about me, Jenn. How have you been? Still enjoying a life of
leisure?’

Jennifer’s face
clouded. Obviously Emma hadn’t heard about her marriage
break-up.

‘I take it you
haven’t heard how exciting my life has become,’ Jennifer said
wryly. ‘I’m back living with my parents, Emma. I finally saw the
light and left George.’

‘I’m so sorry,
Jenn. When did this happen?’ Emma put a comforting arm around her
friend. Looking at her watch then, she quickly suggested a coffee
break so they could chat in peace.

‘OK, but could
we go out to The Mango Tree? I don’t particularly fancy discussing
my life story in the cramped staff room.’ And I don’t want to be
anywhere near that Jonathan guy, she thought to herself.

Emma nodded in
agreement and fetched her jacket. They chatted non-stop all the way
to The Mango Tree. Jennifer filled her in on all the recent
events.

‘Things are
still very much up in the air,’ she sighed.

‘It must be
hard being back with your parents,’ Emma sympathised, linking her
friend’s arm.

‘Well it has
its advantages,’ Jennifer grinned. ‘But Mum insists on doing most
of the cooking and we are nearly at one another’s throats over the
house- work. She reckons I need to rest after my ordeal!’

‘I like the
sound of resting,’ said Emma gently. She remembered what a lovely
woman Jennifer’s mother was.

Together they
entered the café and took a table for two by the window. The
waitress soon brought over two creamy cappuccinos and flaky pastry
desserts.

‘This looks
lovely,’ Jennifer said, licking the froth from her lips after she’d
sipped her warm drink. ‘I haven’t been in here for ages.’

‘There are new
owners here now. They’ve done a great job. Remember those old
wooden benches we used to sit on?’

‘Oh yeah,’
Jennifer said, recalling her bum being numb on several occasions
when they’d popped in for a quick coffee but ended up staying for
hours.

‘I love these
new high back leather chairs,’ Emma said, resting her back into the
luxury seating.

‘Talking of
furniture, I need to get some proper pieces into my place. These
would be perfect, although I’d prefer them in red. I reckon the
black is a bit too office-like for me.’

‘Red is more
you alright, Emma,’ Jennifer laughed. ‘By the way, do you still
have the cottage over by The Dock or have you moved in with lover
boy already?’

Emma nodded at
first and then shook her head, unable to speak. She was munching on
the icing covered pastry. ‘He’s moved into my gorgeous cottage,’
she said eventually, ‘so he’s planning to rent out his apartment.
But never mind all that,’ she said, sipping her cappuccino
thoughtfully. ‘How about yourself and George? Do you think there’s
any chance of reconciliation?’

Jennifer shook
her head at first and then pushed her cup and plate away. She sat
back from the table.

‘I’m so
confused,’ she admitted, her eyes fixed on the coffee menu that sat
between the white condiments. ‘I can’t help wondering about the
long-term effects all of this will have on poor Philip. He’s barely
speaking to George at the moment and that can’t be good. This can’t
go on forever. Something will have to give.’

‘Are you
managing OK for money, Jenn? Forgive me if I’m being too
personal.’

Jennifer shook
her head. ‘George hasn’t given me a bean since I’ve left.’

‘Not even for
Philip?’

‘Not a brown
cent!’ Jennifer stared through the large window, admiring the
brightly coloured knitwear on the window of Suitables shop on the
other side of the cobbled courtyard.

‘Have you
challenged him or threatened him with a solicitor?’ Emma asked,
never afraid to get right to the heart of the matter. She licked
her index finger and picked up the tiny flakes of pastry from her
white square plate.

‘Oh God no! I
don’t want to drag Philip through the courts. George will have to
come to his senses and do what’s right eventually.’

Emma looked at
her companion doubtfully.

‘Jennifer, you
don’t really think that’s going to happen, do you? George isn’t
going to allow you to walk away with your son and pay you alimony.
I remember distinctly how manipulative he could be.’

Jennifer cast
her eyes downwards. Emma was right and she knew it. Why continue
fighting the truth?

‘It’s difficult
to explain though. Sometimes I pity George but most of the time I
just want to murder him.’

Emma paused
before replying. She didn’t want to upset Jennifer at the moment.
But she was worried. It angered her to see her friend being walked
on. Now that she’d left George, maybe there would be hope for her
to salvage a bit of her life after all. Jennifer was a very
talented, intelligent girl and had been the most efficient worker
the library had ever had. George had put a stop to all of that, of
course. He’d shattered her self- esteem. Jennifer, by allowing him
to do this – not having fought back – had given her husband the
power to control her.

‘Would you
consider going back to work?’ Emma privately felt that the library
would be a great place for Jennifer to start back working again and
it would do wonders for her self-confidence.

Jennifer
frowned. ‘I don’t know. What about

Philip? It
wouldn’t be fair on him.’

‘But he’s in
school for a big part of the day, isn’t he? Independence, Jennifer,
is what you need!’

‘Indeed. I also
need to get out from under my mother’s feet! I’m sure I’m driving
her mad,’ she retorted. ‘And I need to get my own house back.’ Emma
brightened. Perhaps her docile friend had a bit of fight left in
her after all. Hopefully George would get what was coming to
him.

The waitress
hovered around their table, prompting Emma to glance at her watch.
She’d lost all track of time.

‘Jesus,
Jennifer,’ she said, jumping up quickly and pulling on her jacket.
‘I’ll have to run. This tea- break has lasted almost an hour!’

‘I wish you
didn’t have to go,’ Jennifer sighed.

‘Promise me
you’ll think about going back to work?’ Emma raised an eyebrow
while placing a tip on the table. She also insisted on paying for
the coffee.

Jennifer
promised. Running into Emma had done her the world of good. The
other woman was right. She needed her independence back and fast.
Smiling as she watched Emma disappear around the corner, she found
her thoughts drifting to the handsome Jonathan. If only she had
been wearing something more flattering when she’d fallen over him!
With a spring in her step, she took herself across the square to
take a look at the latest arrivals in Suitables. She hadn’t been
shopping in God knows how long. As she held a very flattering
crimson silk-knit dress to her slender frame, she smiled broadly at
her reflection in the mirror. This would be perfect for her next
trip to the library, she grinned.












Chapter
Five











Tina fidgeted
nervously at the offices of the National Lottery. Her stomach felt
like it was tied in one massive knot. Over the last few days,
despite the tragic news about Cathy’s father, she had thought about
her e1.6 million win.

Finally, today
they were collecting their winnings. It was a relief to reach
Dublin after the long train journey. Tina’s sister had kindly
agreed to mind the children for the day, so that was one less thing
to worry about.

‘We’ll have to
leave very early in the morning to make the 5.20 am train,’ Tina
had explained to her curious sibling.

‘Why are you
going to Dublin? Is something wrong?’

‘Ray has a
hospital appointment,’ Tina lied. Even as she uttered the words she
felt disgusted with herself.

‘In Dublin?’
Her sister’s voice was full of concern.

‘It must be
serious if he has to go all the way up there.’

‘Oh, it’s
nothing major to worry about,’ Tina was vague. ‘He has to be tested
in a special unit though.’ God, why did one lie always have to lead
to another?

Ray had glared
at her from the sofa as the lies spilled from her mouth. Sighing,
she finished her conversation with her sister and moved back into
the kitchen to get away from his thunderous looks. His disapproval
was really upsetting her. She’d end up with ulcers at this rate. It
would serve her right for fibbing about hospital appointments.

‘Now then,’ the
dark-haired gentleman with a

National
Lottery badge on his lapel addressed Tina.

‘What can I do
for you?’

Tina silently
passed her most prized possession to him. She felt like she was
playing a part in a play. Her hand was stiff from clutching the
ticket. She suppressed a yawn. She’d slept very little since
Saturday, as a result of the many nightmares she’d had about losing
this precious ticket.

‘What’s your
name please?’ the man asked Tina through the glass partition.

‘I don’t want
to give my name,’ Tina snapped, her voice sounding nothing like her
own.

‘Don’t worry,
it’s only for our files here,’ the man explained gently. He wasn’t
one bit perturbed. You got all types in this office. Some burst in
surrounded by family and friends, while many more, like the anxious
lady in front of him now, skulked around as though involved in
serious undercover crime.

‘I’m sorry,’
Tina retracted. ‘It’s just that I . . . well, we’d like to remain
anonymous.’ She glanced around trying to get Ray’s attention but
saw that he was engrossed in The Examiner.

‘That is an
option, of course,’ the man continued to her. ‘But some of our
other winners found remaining anonymous to be a lot more
troublesome than they’d expected.’

‘It’s what
we’ve decided. It’s our choice,’ Tina was adamant. But despite her
confident tone of voice she felt anything but self-assured.

‘Are you here
on your own?’ the man asked.

‘No, my husband
is with me,’ Tina replied, nodding in Ray’s direction. He seemed to
be in a world of his own now, staring straight ahead at the
colourful notices on the magnolia-painted wall. Apart from the hum
of the photocopier, the place seemed eerily quiet. Clerical staff
worked silently at their desks, head- phones in their ears as they
punched data into their computers. Tina wanted to grab the money
and run. She felt her nerves were about to go.

‘Are you ready
to become Ireland’s newest millionaires then?’

She nodded
eagerly and then beckoned Ray to come over. He’d been quiet and
distant all morning, but now he came to her side and caught her
hand. Relief flooded through her bringing sudden tears to her eyes.
In all of their years as man and wife, they’d had a very stable
relationship. It would be a shame to let their lotto win ruin all
that.

‘We should be
on top of the world now,’ Ray’s warm breath tickled her ear as he
whispered softly.

A smile broke
across Tina’s face. She felt happy now as they followed the man
upstairs to collect their cheque. The bright spacious area was warm
and welcoming. A bottle of champagne chilled in an ice bucket on
the large wooden desk.

‘Welcome to the
National Lottery Office,’ a small cherry-faced man announced as
they entered, and held out a welcoming hand. ‘My name is Gerry
Townsend and this is my colleague, Simon Hatfield,’ he said,
indicating the gentleman who’d escorted them from the ground
floor.

‘Pleased to
meet you,’ Tina said, declining to give her name.

‘I suppose your
feet haven’t hit the ground since

Saturday
night,’ Simon grinned.

Ray laughed
politely but remained noncommittal.

‘It wouldn’t do
to lose your head altogether.’

Tina squeezed
his hand tightly. All of this felt so surreal. Gerry poured four
glasses of champagne as Simon took a camera from the desk
drawer.

Tina coughed
and spluttered so much that bubbles came out of her nostrils.
‘Please, no photographs,’ she said, quickly swallowing a mouthful
of champagne. ‘We want to remain anonymous.’ So much for relaxing
in the moment!

Simon suddenly
remembered his error. ‘Sorry about that, I forgot to say it to
Gerry. May I be the first to raise a toast to your new found wealth
and your continued health and happiness?’ he continued, trying to
get things back on an even footing. Certainly this suspicious
looking woman was one of the most paranoid winners he’d come across
yet.

After raising
their glasses and swapping some short pleasantries, Gerry handed
Tina and Ray the cheque. It was made out to the tune of €1,579,225.
Tina’s head spun as she stared at the digits. Black dots danced
before her eyes. Ray, sensing the change in his wife, pulled out a
chair and forced her to sit down.

‘Take it easy.
Put your head between your legs,’ he instructed, standing close to
her in case she toppled from the chair in a helpless faint.

‘I’m fine, Ray.
It’s just the shock of it all!’ She also apologised to Gerry and
Simon who remained nonchalant. They had seen it all before. Nothing
would surprise them working in this office.

‘A sum of money
that big can feel like a noose around your neck,’ Simon advised
gently. ‘It will take a while to get used to it.’

Tina inhaled
and exhaled slowly. She simply couldn’t find anything to say. Just
as well the press weren’t around to capture the moment!

‘Financial
advice is available if you so wish. Nothing too detailed – just a
half hour or so to chat to the experts.’

The new
millionaires looked at each other and agreed to accept this offer.
At this stage they reckoned they’d need all the help they could
get. The cheque was now safely tucked into Tina’s zip pocket, and
the couple were led to a smaller office further down the
corridor.






Leaving the
building one hour later however, they were more confused than
ever.

‘Tax, interest,
investment, dividends! He lost me after three minutes,’ Ray
confided in his equally bewildered wife, as they walked along Abbey
Street.

‘Never mind all
that, Ray,’ Tina said, slipping an arm around his waist. ‘We’re
rich! Can you believe it? You and I are rich!’

‘Jesus, woman,
do you know where you are?’ he exclaimed. ‘We’re in the middle of
Dublin city. They’d snatch your bag around here, along with our
cheque inside and our train tickets home.’

‘Oh crikey! I
didn’t think about that. It’s such a relief to leave that office, I
couldn’t help letting off a bit of steam,’ Tina giggled. ‘I should
really ring home and see if the kids got to school alright,’ she
added as an afterthought.

‘Don’t ring
just yet,’ Ray said. ‘You’ll have to tell more lies if you do and I
can’t stand by and listen anymore.’

‘I’m sorry,
Ray. I really don’t want anyone getting upset over this.’

‘Come on,’ he
soothed. ‘Let’s catch the DART to Howth. What we need now is a
large open space where we can hear ourselves think. Remember when
we went to Howth on our honeymoon?’

‘How could I
forget? That was our first holiday. And last, unless you count the
numerous camping trips we’ve taken since.’

Ray laughed.
‘All the times we’ve been washed out of parks, you mean.’

‘So what will
we do about this cheque?’ Tina clutched her bag anxiously, as they
stood in the street surrounded by weekday shoppers in Dublin’s busy
centre.

‘I suppose
we’ll bring it with us,’ he teased.

‘Smart-ass!
Will we lodge it into the bank here and now?’

‘I don’t know.
When was I ever given any money to spend? I’ve been handing my
wages to you for the last nineteen years!’

‘You’d better
not let the soccer club hear you say that,’ she scolded, ‘seeing as
you’re responsible for their funds now!’

Dragging him
into Barney’s café bar in Easons, O’ Connell Street, she ordered
some sandwiches and an array of sticky buns, two large cappuccinos
and two lattés.

‘Oh last of the
big spenders! Is this your idea of living it up?’ Ray laughed as
his wife returned to the table. ‘What we really need is a drop of
whiskey to pour into the coffee!’

‘You’ve no idea
the number of times I’ve had to watch other women in trendy coffee
shops sipping frothy liquids while I’ve made do with plain tea.’
Ray looked closely at his wife. He hadn’t realised she’d felt like
this before.

‘Why didn’t you
treat yourself, Tina? I wouldn’t have minded.’

‘I’m not
blaming you. I just couldn’t throw away money on luxury coffee when
it was needed to feed the family.’

‘Do you know
how much I love you, Tina?’ Ray said, taking her hand in his and
twirling her wedding band with his fingers. ‘I love you more than
all the millions of euro in the world.’

‘Come here you
big teddy bear.’ Tina leaned across the table and kissed her
husband firmly on the mouth. She would cherish this memory forever
and ever.

Later, the DART
pulled into Howth station and Tina and Ray stretched their bodies
as they disembarked. They’d never travelled so much in one day!
They’d chatted excitedly in the partially-empty carriage making
hilarious suggestions about how they’d spend their money, barely
noticing the scenery as it flashed by.

They walked out
of the station arm in arm. The narrow streets and the pier walk in
Howth village were only a couple of minutes away. Inhaling the sea
air, they were instantly reminded of Kinsale.

‘Nothing’s
changed, love. Take a look around.’ Ray drank in the view. The pier
had been improved and there were more shops than he’d remembered.
Apart from Treasure Chest, the antique shop they’d just passed, the
others were mainly craft stores. Seeing Howth Head loom ahead of
them revived precious memories.

Tina looked at
Ray and read his thoughts. The twinkle in his eyes was a dead
giveaway.

‘I know exactly
what you’re thinking,’ she teased. He turned to look at her. ‘And I
know what’s going on in that dirty mind of yours too.’

Tina feigned
surprise. ‘Whatever do you mean, Ray?’

‘How do you
fancy climbing Howth Head for old time’s sake?’ he suggested
wickedly.

‘I don’t know
if I’m fit enough!’

‘Can you
believe it, Tina? We’re millionaires.’ Tina stopped in the street
and looked out to sea, taking a moment to catch her breath. She was
suddenly struck by the difference the money could and would make
for them. For the first time in their lives they’d have real
options and an array of possible choices. The future seemed so much
brighter now.

Ray put his arm
around his wife lovingly. And silently, both deep in their own
thoughts, they strolled along the street of Howth village. By the
time they reached the top they were completely out of breath, warm,
sticky and exhausted. Tina threw her jacket on the ground and lay
down on the rough surface, resting her elbows behind her head. Ray
followed suit and they lay staring up at the clouds moving swiftly
in the sky overhead.

Only minutes
later, Tina jumped up in fright. More exhausted than she’d
realised, she’d obviously dozed off for a second. ‘My heart!’ she
shrieked. ‘I dreamed a dog took the cheque out of my bag and ran
off with it.’

Ray pulled
himself up on to his elbows. ‘Well, he’d have to take the shirt off
me first.’ He’d taken the cheque from his wife before they’d left
the café bar. It was for the best, he’d thought, considering how
paranoid Tina was about carrying it in her handbag. Strangely,
neither of them wanted to part with it just yet.

‘Oh thank God
for that,’ Tina said, scrambling to her feet to check and see if
anybody was around. Now, satisfied that they were alone, she opened
her mouth and let out a high-pitched scream.

Ray laughed at
her, pulling her down to sit on his lap. Slowly he began to cover
her face with kisses. Tina remained silent and responded eagerly to
his advances. She then wisely insisted on moving behind a large
rock to protect their partially clothed bodies from view. It was
like being a teenager again.

‘You’re
beautiful,’ Ray told her, and she believed him as he removed the
rest of her clothing and made love to her in the long grass. She
shuddered in ecstatic release as they both reached a climax. And
afterwards they lay spent on the heather, as they looked down over
the summit and into the sea below.

‘We could build
a house up here,’ Ray suggested optimistically. ‘We could have
everything delivered to us. Maybe we could even have the children
schooled at home? If we built a fortress around ourselves we’d
never have to see anyone again.’

Tina sat up and
pinched his cheek playfully.

‘You’re a
lunatic,’ she teased him. ‘That folded up piece of paper in your
pocket will make a difference for us, but neither of us are naïve
enough to think it’ll last for ever, are we?’

Ray sighed. ‘I
suppose not,’ he said, reluctant to discuss their real choices now.
He didn’t want anything to ruin their enjoyable truce.

‘We can’t put
off talking about it for too long more though,’ Tina said, equally
hesitant to ruin the loving atmosphere. ‘I’ll have to ring home as
soon as we get back down to the village.’

Ray handed her
his mobile. ‘Here, use this, silly.’ She was about to comment on
the expense but just managed to stop herself in time. She didn’t
need to be so cautious now. It would take quite some time to get
used to that feeling of freedom. Grinning contentedly, she punched
in the digits on the phone and waited.

‘There’s no
reply,’ she told Ray. ‘They’ve probably gone down town. No doubt
Jill will spoil them rotten for the day.’

‘Makes you feel
a bit guilty, doesn’t it?’ Ray said.

‘We could spoil
them every day from now on.’ Tina ignored this comment and took a
notebook and pen from her bag. She had removed her glasses for fear
of breaking them during their lovemaking session. Now she wiped the
lenses with a tissue and stuck them back on her nose. She wrote the
digits, 1,579,225 on page one of the notebook. Looking directly at
Ray, she waited for him to respond.

He merely
stared at the numbers. They blurred in front of his eyes. His
weekly wage seemed pathetic now. There and then, right at that
moment at the top of Howth Head, he came to a life changing
decision. From now on he was determined to make something more of
his life.






Ray had never
wanted to be a milkman in the first place. Circumstances had led
him there. His father had handed down the van and passed on the
trade. Ray had had very little choice in the matter.

‘You’re
sixteen,’ his mother had said at the time.

‘You’ve learned
enough in school now. Further education won’t put bread on the
table and there are eight mouths to feed in this house.’

Ray did as he
was bade and went straight to work.

He’d joined his
ailing father on the milk round and from there had fallen into a
hopeless rut. A year later his dad had suffered a massive heart
attack. Ray had little choice but to pass his driving test as
quickly as he could. After a couple of years, his father had open
heart surgery. The doctor wouldn’t let him back to work. With his
younger siblings still in school, it was then up to young Ray to
bring in as much money as he could.






But here he
was, twenty-odd years later, still with eight mouths to feed.
Suddenly everything seemed much clearer now. He’d go back to
school, he decided. Yes. He’d take this opportunity and make
something of himself. If this lotto win could help him follow his
dream to become a primary school teacher, he wouldn’t want for
anything else.

Tina was busy
scribbling. ‘The first thing will be to clear the mortgage,’ she
stated aloud.

Ray watched
silently as Tina studied her list.











A. Buy a
car.

B. Purchase oak
floors for downstairs.

C. Lift the
lino and tile the kitchen and the bath- rooms.

D. Cobble the
driveway.











‘Stop it,’ he
said eventually.

Tina turned and
looked at him quizzically, pen mid-air. ‘What?’

‘Do you plan
doing all these home improvements in the middle of the night or
what?’ he asked in reference to her lengthy list.

‘Why?’

‘Secret lotto,
remember?’

Tina’s jaw
immediately dropped, but she recovered quickly. ‘We’ll say we won
something on a scratch card. These are only superficial changes.
Nobody will even see what we’ve done upstairs.’

Exasperated by
her foolishness, Ray asked how she thought they’d explain to the
Council why they were now able to pay back the mortgage so
quickly.

‘You don’t
think we’d lose the house, do you?’ Tina asked worriedly.

Ray shook his
head. ‘I honestly don’t know. I didn’t exactly read the small
print!’

‘But they can’t
go back on the mortgage contract. Or can they?’ Tina doodled on the
cover of the notepad.

‘Tina, this
money windfall is driving you nuts. Think about what you’ve just
said.’

She shrugged,
not quite following him. She was overcome by a sense of horror as
she imagined their money disappearing once they began dividing it
up to help clear their debts.

‘We can’t
expect to keep an expensive house like ours at a discount price now
we’ve got hundreds of thousands in the bank?’ Ray wanted her to see
reason.

‘I suppose
you’re right,’ she said slowly, ‘but I don’t want to end up broke
again.’ Tina pulled at the petals on a lone daisy, feeling the tiny
silky petals between her fingers.

Ray put his
arms around her. ‘No fear of that, love. We could probably buy
three more houses and still have enough to live on.’

‘I can’t wait
for one thing, Ray,’ she said dreamily, changing the subject yet
again.

‘What’s
that?’

‘To be able to
get my hair done in a proper hair salon,’ she smiled. The small
pleasures in life were what she really craved.

‘You can have a
private hair stylist call to the house every morning if you wish,
m’ lady,’ Ray broke into a smile. The ringing of his mobile made
them both jump. He took it from his pocket.

‘Charlie,
what’s up lad?’ he greeted his son, surprised to hear his voice.
Often the older kids would ring asking for money or permission to
go out. Charlie was undemanding however, and seldom pestered either
of his parents for anything.

‘That’s a bit
short notice, isn’t it? Now calm down son. You don’t know that for
sure yet.’

Tina couldn’t
figure out what their conversation was about. Why did Ray sound
frustrated?

‘George has
called an emergency training session this evening.’ Ray said
darkly, after the call ended. He’d prefer to deal with this
situation himself. He didn’t want Tina getting upset.

‘And?’

‘Well, there’s
a rumour flying around the school that two new players are being
brought onto the team,’ Ray told his confused-looking wife. ‘Both
these players play the forward positions and have scored tens of
goals already this season apparently. I believe they’re cousins and
one of their fathers has agreed to sponsor the team.’

He stared ahead
deep in thought. Having already heard this rumour in the club on
Saturday night, he’d hoped it wasn’t true. Although young Charlie
had a good knack with the ball, he was small for his age and was
liable to back off when up against strong competition.

Tina was
infuriated. She despised the unfairness that was tolerated in some
sports. Suddenly she felt a headache coming on. Why was Charlie
being passed over in favour of complete strangers?

‘Who is really
going to benefit in all of this?’ she wondered aloud.

‘A new sponsor
will look after the team, I guess,’ Ray said slowly. ‘That will pay
for new kits and stuff.’

‘And the
manager will be looked after too, no doubt,’ Tina concluded in
disgust.

‘Well, indeed.
There must be motive somewhere in his madness,’ Ray pointed out,
two bright red spots appearing on his cheeks.

‘Does this mean
that some of the lads are going to be pushed aside?’ Tina looked
worried.

‘I can’t be
sure,’ Ray grimaced. ‘Based on what Charlie said on the phone, it
looks as if that’s likely to be the case.’

Tina stood up,
brushing the loose grass from the seat of her trousers. It was time
to go. ‘Let’s get the earlier train home, Ray. I need to hug our
little boy and let him know that we’re there for him.’

‘But what about
the money, Tina? We need to sort out what we’re going to do with
it. I really want to tell my folks.’

‘Oh stuff it
for now,’ Tina said. ‘We need to get home and be there for Charlie.
Did you say there’s a training session tonight?’

‘He said kick
off was at half seven’. Ray worried whether rushing back now would
make it all OK for Charlie. It seemed that these days sport
politics were everywhere.

In the back of
a taxi to Heuston Station, Tina giggled. ‘Imagine the taxi driver’s
face if we asked him to drive us to Cork?’

‘Why don’t we?’
Ray was tempted.

‘I’d do it
except that it takes longer by road! How about flying?’

Ray raised an
eyebrow incredulously.

‘Now who’s
being mean?’ She poked her husband in the ribs when they pulled up
at the train station.

As they made
their way to their platform, she noticed an exquisitely dressed
woman in front of her struggling with several enormous Brown Thomas
carrier bags. That’ll be me soon, she vowed to herself. To hell
with being cautious. It was about time she lived it up. Even if it
meant buying Charlie a place on the soccer team!












Chapter
Six











Cathy sat in
the Registrars’ office, waiting for her ticket number to be called.
She’d been waiting ninety minutes already but the queue wasn’t
budging. The girls in drab uniforms behind the counter went slowly
about their duties. Some weren’t even wearing a screed of make up.
Cathy would simply die if she looked like that. She checked her
watch impatiently. What was the delay? Disgruntled, she crossed her
legs once more, trying to get comfortable on the blue canvas chair.
Her mother sat quietly beside her.

‘This delay is
just ridiculous,’ Cathy snapped. ‘We’ll still be here tomorrow the
way things are going.’

Eventually
their turn came. ‘I’m sorry, but the doctor has omitted to add a
coroner’s report to the medical certificate,’ the assistant
explained matter- of-factly after she’d checked the document.

‘Can’t you give
him a ring or something? I need that certificate today,’ Cathy said
in exasperation.

‘I’m afraid
that won’t be possible,’ the girl informed her.

‘What do you
mean?’ Cathy took a deep breath.

This just
wasn’t good enough. She’d been waiting over two hours.

‘Your doctor
didn’t see the deceased individual during the twenty-eight days
before his death. In that case the medical cert must be accompanied
by a coroner’s report.’

‘I don’t
believe this,’ Cathy’s eyes flashed angrily.

The counter
assistant glared back. ‘I’ll ring the coroner’s office and give
them your name, but you’ll need to go over there straight
away.’

‘That’s fine. I
just want to get things seen to without further delay.’

The assistant
left the counter, rummaged through various bits of paper, opened
and closed several drawers, and finally found a small piece of
paper with the required address and telephone number. She proceeded
to call the coroner’s office and eventually returned to the counter
to tell Cathy they were expecting her.

‘Thanks,’ Cathy
grumbled, opening the zipper on her handbag.

‘Now, can you
please move aside while I deal with the rest of the people in the
queue?’ the assistant rudely dismissed her. ‘Next?’

Cathy grabbed
her documents, shoved them precariously into her bag and turned on
her heel. Then, as if things couldn’t get any worse, she discovered
her mum had disappeared. Swearing under her breath, she charged
over to the doorman.

‘Excuse me? Did
you by any chance see where the lady that was sitting there got
to?’

The doorman
looked blankly at her. Did this one think he’d nothing better to
do?

Suddenly she
heard her mother’s voice calling.

‘Cathy,’
Rebecca giggled, coming out of the public toilet. Her voice was
slurred, her clothes slightly askew and her eyes bloodshot.

Cathy’s heart
hit the floor yet again. Oh God, how could this be happening? She
could almost swear the horrible assistant was grinning in amusement
from her position inside the counter.

Taking hold of
Rebecca’s arm, Cathy steered her firmly out the door.

‘You’re hurting
me. Don’t be so rough.’

Rebecca tried
pulling her arm from Cathy’s tight hold. ‘You’re just like your
father,’ she hissed. ‘Why don’t you just clear off and leave me
alone?’

Cathy was both
stunned and mortified. She had seen her mother drunk on several
occasions but never in public. The venom in Rebecca’s voice was
frightening. Why was she being so vicious? Cathy wanted to run
away, but couldn’t. There was nowhere to hide. Her mother was her
responsibility now, whether she liked it or not.

Placing a
gentle hand on Rebecca’s arm, she led her out of the glass office
onto the busy street in Cork City. Tears were rolling down her
mum’s face. Cathy felt a lump rise in her throat also, but refused
to give into her own sorrow.

Once safely on
the bus to Kinsale, Rebecca lay her head on her daughter’s shoulder
and fell asleep. Cathy was glad they were on their way home. Today
had been taxing after a trip to get the coroner’s report, followed
by a return journey to the dreaded registrar’s office, when they’d
finally got the death certificate. Cathy mulled over the day’s
events. Flicking a chocolate wrapper from her expensive coat, she
pondered on the turn her life had suddenly taken. For a start,
she’d had to get used to using public transport. In the past, she’d
always hopped into her flashy car and zoomed along to wherever she
needed to go. Reality had certainly hit her where it hurt the most,
and there wasn’t a damn thing she could do about it.

She decided to
give Jennifer a call to see how John was getting on. At least they
hadn’t taken her bloody phone from her!

‘Hi there. I’m
sorry I’m taking so long,’ Cathy apologised to her friend.

‘No problem,
we’re at the funfair. The kids are having a ball.’

‘I wish I was
there too!’

‘Why don’t you
join us? We’ll be here for another while yet.’ Jennifer said
enthusiastically. ‘Cathy, you’ve got to go on the big wheel. The
boys have just got off it. You should see the looks on their faces.
They’re not the tough little footballers now.’

‘Don’t talk to
me about football at the moment,’ Cathy said, suddenly remembering
how upset poor John had been after the last training session. She’d
have to have a chat with him about it later that evening.

Conscious of
spending too much time on the phone, Cathy rushed to the point of
her call. ‘I need another small favour, Jenn, if you don’t
mind?’

‘Go on,
shoot.’

‘Could you drop
John around to my mother’s house later? I’ll be staying there.’

‘Sure.
Everything’s alright, isn’t it?’ Jennifer noticed a catch in
Cathy’s voice.

‘Well, it’s a
bit awkward,’ the other woman faltered. ‘I’ll explain all later. We
should be home in around a half an hour or so.’

‘OK then, I’ll
bring a few goodies. We’ll treat ourselves.’

They said their
good-byes and Cathy turned her attention to her mother.

‘Mum,’ she
nudged the sleeping woman. ‘Mum, wake up now, we’ll be getting off
in a minute.’

But Rebecca,
still in a deep sleep, wouldn’t budge. Cathy sighed with
exasperation. She didn’t think she could face another showdown. She
rummaged in her mother’s handbag and found an empty miniature
bottle of Powers tucked inside her make-up purse. Cathy put it into
her pocket, planning to discard it as soon as she got off the
bus.

‘Mum, please
wake up.’ Cathy tapped her face gently. Still nothing. Then she
remembered an old trick her dad would play on her when she’d been a
kid. It was worth a try. She reached over and held Rebecca’s nose
until she started to struggle.

‘What is it?’
Rebecca woke up grumpily.

Oh here we go,
Cathy thought. No doubt there’d be another embarrassing scene.

‘We’re nearly
home, Mum. We’ll be getting off the bus soon.’ Cathy’s voice
softened. Thankfully her mother cooperated this time around and
soon mother and daughter were strolling very slowly down the street
from the bus stop.

‘I’ll stay with
you tonight, Mum. Together we’re going to get through this. I know
we are.’

Rebecca stared
at her through slightly glassy eyes.

‘You’ve never
cared up to now, Cathy,’ she said shakily. ‘I did my best for you,
but you don’t believe that, do you?’

Resentment rose
inside Cathy. She fought hard to control it. Instead she raised a
quizzical eyebrow.

‘Your father
wasn’t an easy man to live with, and that’s an understatement,’ her
mother continued.

But her
daughter didn’t want to hear. She didn’t want to hear her mother
laying any blame with her father. He’d been a wonderful, wonderful
man.

They walked the
remainder of the journey in silence. Climbing the steps to the
front door, Cathy took a deep breath before putting the key in the
door. The stained glass at either side of the solid door was
grubby. She put a hand to it, tracing the leaded divisions,
remembering how she’d peered through it to try and catch a glimpse
of her mother coming to the door each evening after school. This
house was a constant reminder of her past but it also reminded her
of her father’s sudden departure from this earth.

‘Do you want to
lie down for a rest, Mum? It’s been a long day.’ Cathy hung their
coats on the hallstand. Catching sight of her father’s jacket
hanging limply on the hook, she felt immense sadness wash over
her.

‘I need a
drink. Just a teeny one,’ Rebecca put a hand to her aching
head.

‘No, Mum!’
Cathy wailed. ‘The drinking has to end right now. You’ve got to be
strong.’

Her patience
was quickly coming to an end. Why was her mother being so weak?
Couldn’t she see how difficult all of this was on everybody?

‘Just one
drink, Cathy. Please? It’ll be my last one, I promise,’ her mother
said, slurring her words. She sat down on the large tapestry couch,
looking pitiful.

Cathy looked
around her in despair. There was a horribly cold atmosphere in the
house. There was nothing homely about the place. The ornate
chandelier looked old fashioned. The drab patterned wallpaper with
velvet segments was in serious need of replacement. She shuddered.
Maybe having to sell the house would be a blessing in disguise
after all! Rebecca’s head tilted onto the back of the couch as she
fell into another sleep. Cathy gently placed a blanket over her,
and then closed the door. She’d had enough drama for one day.

The doorbell
rang suddenly. Good. Jennifer must have arrived with the boys.

She went to let
them in. ‘Hi, you guys. What a sight for sore eyes you lot
are!’

‘What a house,
Cathy,’ Jennifer said, taking in the surroundings appreciatively.
‘This place is fabulous.’

‘It is only a
house though,’ Cathy shrugged nonchalantly. Leading them down the
hallway, she brought them into the spacious kitchen on the lower
level. Two sets of French doors opened into a mature garden. Fruit
trees stood tall surrounding the rustic patio area in the garden.
The wrought iron seating had certainly seen better days, but a good
scrubbing and a lick of paint could easily fix that.

‘Sit down,
Jenn, and I’ll put the kettle on. John, why don’t you take Philip
out the back garden to play and give us girls some time to
chat?’

The mothers
smiled as they watched their boys chasing each other around the
apple trees. They sat down at the kitchen table. Cathy noticed the
oak tabletop was covered in dust. She didn’t even know where the
dusters were kept. She didn’t know where anything was anymore.

‘You look
shattered,’ Jennifer said gently.

‘Well, it has
been one hell of a day,’ Cathy sighed.

‘It’s always
tough when you’ve buried a loved one. The grieving process takes a
while.’

‘Yes,’ Cathy
agreed distantly. ‘Yes, it does take a while. Will the pain ever
end?’

Jennifer didn’t
feel a reply was required in this instance and was careful not to
push her friend too far. Sometimes it was difficult to find the
right words to help.

A sudden crash
from the living room startled them both. Panicking, Cathy jumped to
her feet and ran towards the door, bumping right into Rebecca who
staggered waveringly into the kitchen clutching a bottle of
spirits.

‘Mum! Where did
you get that? You promised.’ Cathy shrieked. She felt like
throttling her.

Rendered
speechless, Jennifer stood aside to allow Rebecca pass.

‘Where’s the
harm?’ the older woman laughed.

‘Why don’t you
two ladies join me?’

Mortified,
Cathy grabbed hold of her mother’s arm and yanked her upstairs.
Halfway up the stairs, Rebecca paused, and then without warning,
vomited all over Cathy’s clothes.

‘Dammit,
Mother!’ Cathy screamed. ‘Why are you doing this to yourself?’

She dragged her
mum to the bathroom and shoved her harshly into the shower cubicle.
Ignoring her shouts of protest, Cathy ran the cold water hoping it
would help her mother sober up somewhat. How long would this go on?
She felt she was at breaking point.

‘Cathy,’
Jennifer shouted up to her from down- stairs. ‘I think I should go.
You seem to have a lot on your plate.’

Exasperated,
Cathy closed the shower door, leaving her mother shivering under
the freezing water. ‘Oh please, Jenn. Don’t go yet,’ she yelled in
reply. ‘I desperately need to talk to somebody. Honestly, I can’t
stand it anymore.’

She looked up
to see Jennifer standing in the doorway with a helpless expression
on her face.

‘It’s OK,’
Jennifer said. ‘I’m not going anywhere. John and Philip are playing
a game with some old coins. Change out of those clothes. I’ll wait
down- stairs for you.’ Jennifer closed the door quietly behind
her.

‘I’m sorry. I
didn’t mean you to get involved in all this,’ Cathy apologised,
when she joined Jennifer in the living room moments later.

‘That’s what
friends are for,’ the other woman said, ready to do anything to
console her distraught friend.

Cathy smiled
gratefully, suddenly overcome with emotion. She hardly trusted
herself to speak.

Jennifer
disappeared to make some strong coffee. She came back five minutes
later with two large, steaming mugs.

Sighing, Cathy
nodded her thanks. ‘My mum is an alcoholic, you know,’ she sighed
resignedly.

‘I gathered
that,’ Jennifer said sensitively. ‘Your poor, poor mother.’

‘What do you
mean poor mother?’ Cathy pouted.

‘Didn’t she go
and bring all of this on herself?’

‘Ah, Cathy,
don’t be too hard on her. Where is she now? Is she safe?’

‘Safe? She’s
probably freezing! I dumped her in a cold shower.’

Jennifer was
slightly taken aback. ‘Dear me, I’d better watch my step with you,
girl. You’re tougher than you look.’

‘I’d better go
up and settle her,’ Cathy rose to her feet. ‘But you won’t go just
yet, will you?’ She felt quite remorseful now for having handled
her mother so roughly.

‘Don’t worry,
I’m not going anywhere. How about I make you another coffee? You
deserve it.’

‘Thanks,’ Cathy
nodded gratefully, and ran back upstairs.

The cold shower
had clearly done wonders to sober Rebecca up. She’d put on her warm
flannelette nightclothes and was just getting under the covers when
Cathy arrived into her room. Her parents hadn’t shared a bedroom
for years. Rebecca’s room was much smaller than the main
bedroom.

‘Good night,
Mum,’ Cathy said quietly.

‘’Night,’
Rebecca replied.

‘I’ll leave you
be, will I?’

‘OK.’

Cathy stood in
the doorway.

‘You don’t
understand what it was like, Cathy.’ Rebecca’s voice sounded
muffled. ‘You have no idea what I’ve been going through all these
years.’

‘Well it wasn’t
a piece of cake for me either, Mum,’ Cathy said sadly. She picked
up her mother’s wet clothes from the floor and turned out the main
light before retreating from the room.

Slowly, she
returned downstairs and peered into the dining room to check on the
boys. Playing happily together, John and Philip were completely
unaware of the drama that had just unfolded. Well, thank God for
that anyway.

‘Mum, can
Philip stay over?’ John asked, spotting his mother. ‘He can come to
school with me tomorrow?’

‘I’m afraid
that won’t be possible tonight, John. We’re staying here with Gran
again tonight.’

John’s face
dropped. ‘But, Mum, there are loads of spare beds here.’ He clearly
didn’t want the day to end.

But Cathy
remained firm. ‘Another time, John.’ Back in the kitchen, Jennifer
had rustled up a few ham sandwiches and some salad from the fridge.
She also put some biscuits on a little china plate and placed it on
the table.

‘Come on,
Cathy. Sit down. I bet you can’t remember the last time you
ate.’

Cathy grinned,
conscious suddenly of her hollow stomach. ‘I can’t. Breakfast seems
like a month ago. You’re a star!’

They ate in
companionable silence and when they were on their second cup of
coffee, Cathy began to talk.

‘I’m in a right
mess. I honestly haven’t a clue what to do.’

‘It can’t be
that bad, surely.’ Jennifer looked around her in disbelief.

‘Oh it is!
Mum’s alcoholism is only one part of the problem. To add to that,
we’re broke.’

Jennifer was
shocked, but remained silent, allowing her to continue.

‘I’ve got to be
out of my apartment before close of business on Friday. My car was
taken off into the sunset by the mean goblins this morning.’ She
smiled a small smile in effort to add a bit of wry humour to the
dreadful situation.

Jennifer looked
appalled. ‘What? Who are you talking about?’

‘Credit
companies,’ Cathy said flatly. She fiddled with her blonde hair as
she spoke, looking at the split ends that she’d never have allowed
develop in the past.

‘But your
father bought you that stuff, didn’t he?’ Jennifer had heard how
wealthy Cathy’s father was.

‘Maybe he
bought it, but he didn’t pay for it!’ Cathy immediately spelt it
out and then, feeling a sudden loyalty to her dad, added, ‘time ran
out for him, Jenn. He didn’t leave us in this mess on purpose. Life
has a funny way of playing its own part in the bigger scheme of
things.’

‘Can I help?
There has to be something I can do,’ Jennifer offered.

‘What you’re
doing right now is brilliant – simply being there for me. I can’t
tell you the last time I’ve been able to be honest with a friend.
My whole life seems to have been about covering up and hiding
stuff.’

‘How long has
your Mum been drinking?’

Jennifer’s
curiosity got the better of her. Crikey, she thought to herself,
she’d thought she had problems!

Cathy pondered
the question a while before replying.

‘I can’t
honestly remember a time when she didn’t.’ Jennifer waited for
Cathy to continue. This was obviously very difficult for her. She
looked at her friend in admiration. Her fine delicate features were
accentuated by her vulnerability, and yet, lurking deep within was
a fiery determination.

‘I’m going to
have to try and get a job. We’ve no money – nothing.’

‘Will you be
staying here for good?’

‘Here? Oh God
no,’ Cathy shook her head. ‘This house is going on the market. I’ll
have to look for somewhere much smaller for us.’

‘But it’ll be
so hard to leave this house you grew up in. It has such
character.’

‘Beggars can’t
be choosers,’ Cathy said wryly. ‘I will miss my apartment though. I
love it. It was my first taste of independence.’

‘How about your
mum? Has she ever gone for treatment to one of those rehab
places?’

‘Several times,
but she always seems to fall off the wagon. Anyway,’ Cathy added
honestly, ‘I can’t afford to send her anywhere, so she’ll have to
do it all by herself this time around.’

‘Oh shit. That
doesn’t sound easy.’

‘I know. I
really envy your freedom Jenn, coming and going as you please.’

‘My freedom?
Are you joking? My life’s a shambles. Tina is better off than the
two of us put together.’

Cathy looked at
her friend and laughed. ‘Did we ever think we’d envy poor Tina?
We’ll be wearing her cast offs next!’

‘I doubt that
somehow. I couldn’t imagine you without your Prada gear.’

Cathy smiled at
her friend’s reassurance. ‘Well, when things settle down a little,
I want you and Tina to join me on a girlie night out.’

‘I’ll look
forward to that. But in the meantime let’s decide to do something
positive to help your mother. For a start this house should be
completely alcohol free. I mean, you’ve said that your mother does
all her drinking at home, so let’s get rid of all the booze from
here.’

‘Wait. What
about the boys?’ Cathy was anxious not to upset them or involve
them in any of this.

‘They’re fine.
Don’t be such a worrier.’

‘Habit of a
lifetime, I suppose,’ Cathy explained.

‘I’ve always
had to be a step ahead of my mother. Now that I think of it, hiding
her problems has been as difficult as witnessing them.’

‘I know what
you mean. I’m always on tenterhooks with George around,
particularly in company. Nothing I ever do seems to be right in his
eyes.’

‘Speaking of
George, what’s going on with the team? John was like a demon when
he came home from training earlier.’

Jennifer felt
her heartbeat quicken. This was one subject she couldn’t tackle
tonight. She was privy to the devious tricks George was planning
and knew they were going to cause a lot of hassle amongst parents.
She was quietly praying that things would sort them- selves out,
because it wasn’t worth falling out with either Cathy or Tina over
it. And she certainly didn’t want people thinking she was involved
in any way. But she was hopelessly stuck in an impossible
situation.

Jennifer
quickly improvised in order to steer the subject safely away from
George and his antics. ‘I think Cathy, that if we’re going to make
this an alcohol free zone, we should also banish any further
mention of my husband, soccer or your mother. Otherwise we might
end up drinking any booze we find and drowning our own
sorrows.’

The girls
decided to start upstairs. Rebecca’s bedroom was out of bounds
though. She was fast asleep now and they didn’t want to disturb
her. They started their search in the bathroom instead, but not in
a million years could they have been prepared for what they found.
Rebecca had alcohol hidden everywhere: in perfume bottles, hair
product containers, toilet cleaner containers and almost anything
at all that could hold a liquid.






Cathy was
dismayed at the discovery. Choosing not to comment, Jennifer worked
beside her friend, feeling immensely sorry for her. This had to be
tough for any daughter to accept.

‘She must spend
hours stashing the stuff. I’ll never control her at this rate,’
Cathy wailed, as she discovered yet another hidden bottle. ‘I can’t
possibly be with her twenty-four hours a day!’

‘Check the
cistern, Cathy, just in case.’

Cathy lifted
the heavy porcelain top and, as Jennifer expected, found three half
bottles of spirits hidden inside. Cathy looked around the bathroom
to ensure that they hadn’t forgotten any little hiding spot.

‘What about the
side of the bath? Does that come off?’

Jennifer knelt
on the cold tiles to check, but failed to remove it. While on her
hands and knees, however, something caught her eye from behind the
toilet. She reached in around it and pulled out a plastic lemonade
bottle. It was easy to guess what was inside.

Cathy took it
from her and poured every last drop of liquid down the sink in
disgust.

‘Mum, we’re
hungry,’ John called from down- stairs. ‘Can we have burgers or
something?’

‘Why don’t you
send them off to The Silver Spoon for a few bags of chips?’

Cathy screwed
up her nose, her mind filled with the images she’d seen through the
window as she’d passed the restaurant earlier. ‘I never get food
from there,’ she explained.

Jennifer
laughed at her. ‘Well, we can’t exactly afford The Ritz, can we?
Why not make an exception just for tonight? I’m starving too.’

‘But we’ve just
had sandwiches!’

‘I’ve got used
to being fed on demand by my mother,’ Jennifer laughed. ‘Chips and
burgers sound perfect.’

‘OK then, but
still, I don’t think I’ll have any myself.’ An hour later, Cathy
felt marginally better. They’d searched every corner and crevice in
the upstairs rooms. Finally, they were satisfied that all the
alcohol was gone. Cathy had even found a bottle of gin up the
chimney. Her father had converted a bedroom into a lounge for
Rebecca a long time before. He didn’t like her to be anywhere near
him if she’d been drinking, preferring to remain downstairs in
peace, and in denial.

‘Cathy,’
Jennifer said, patting her full stomach after the chipper feast.
‘I’d better take this little ragamuffin home or he’ll never be up
for school in the morning.’

‘OK then, I’ll
see you at the soccer game on Saturday. I presume you’ll be
there?’

‘Oh I suppose
so,’ Jennifer said, a slight feeling of dread washing over her.

‘Mum, do you
remember what Dad said about the game?’ Philip started, his eyes
lighting up.

Jennifer could
feel her heart summersault. ‘Come on, Philip. You’re tired,’ she
quickly interrupted him.

‘We’ve had
enough excitement for one evening.’ She ushered him from the room
before he could start to cause any trouble.

‘Thanks for
everything, Jenn,’ Cathy pulled her friend back to hug her. ‘You’ve
been great. And bye, Phil. See you soon.’

Philip waved
from the gate, kicking an imaginary football into the air.

Jennifer shook
her head and laughed. Cathy and

John watched
until they had disappeared from view.

‘I didn’t bring
any of my things, Mum. Do we have to sleep here?’ John didn’t quite
understand what was going on. Every day seemed to be different now.
Why couldn’t everything go back to the way it was before?

‘I’m afraid so.
We can’t let Granny stay here on her own.’

‘Why not? She’s
often been here on her own before,’ John said.

‘I know, but
now that Granddad isn’t here, the three of us will have to stick
together.’

‘Oh.’ John
still didn’t follow but decided to drop it. ‘What did Philip mean
about the game though, Mum? I should’ve asked him.’

‘I honestly
don’t know, pet. Why were you so annoyed last night when you got
back from training?’

‘Because George
is an idiot. He brought these two smart alecks to training and
spent the whole night telling them how brilliant they were in a
loud voice,’ John said sulkily.

‘What’s so bad
about that?’

‘Well he was
treating the rest of us like imbeciles. I missed a few saves and he
told me that if I didn’t buck up, I’d lose my place.’

‘But, John,
you’re the best goalkeeper that team has ever had.’

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/10555
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