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    The main character in this book is Aoife. This is a very common Irish name and is pronounced “Eee-fah”.


     


    Two minor characters are called Tadhg and Cian. Both are common Irish names. Tadhg is pronounced like ‘Tiger’ without the ‘er’. Cian is pronounced ‘Key-en’


     


    If you would like to hear these names pronounced, check out the video on my Instagram page here: http://bit.ly/Aoife-Tadhg-Cian
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    ​ONE


    The news en​​ded, but the murderer didn’t notice. The room grew dark and the mug of tea cooled. At last the murderer rose and began pacing the room, muttering, ‘Could I have misheard? No, of course I didn’t. After all this time! What am I goin​g to do? They can trace DNA in ways that weren’t even imagined fifteen years ago. What if they find a hair, or saliva or whatever else it is that they examine? Will the police arrest me? A good solicitor could convince a jury that DNA evidence is unreliable, couldn’t he? I can’t spend the rest of my life in prison—and, hell, I shouldn’t have to. It’s not like I wanted to kill him. These things happen. But nobody would ever understand how it was. They’d never believe it wasn’t my fault. People need someone to blame. But the truth is some tragedies are nobody’s fault. He didn’t want to die, I didn’t want to kill him, but it happened anyway. It was fate. His and mine. You can’t fight fate. You just have to accept it.’

  


  
    ​TWO


    It was the same each time. The minute the house came into sight, it started. ‘Breathe in…hold…breathe out,’ Aoife muttered to herself. She really needed to get a grip. It wasn’t like she was expecting a confrontation. Maura wouldn’t say anything. Aoife knew that. But the very fact that there was bad feeling between them sent Aoife into a minor panic every time they met.


    By the time she reached the front door, Aoife’s heartbeat had almost returned to normal. She rang the doorbell and waited. Amy’s light feet raced across the wooden floor, and a moment later her little nose pressed against the narrow glass panel that ran the height of the door.


    ‘Mama!’


    ‘Hi, sweetie.’ Aoife waved at her.


    ‘Mama! Mama!’ Amy turned and bolted down the corridor, shouting, ‘Nana!’ A few seconds later she returned alone, wailing, ‘Mama!’, her tiny fists banging on the glass panel.


    Aoife searched her bag for the key she hadn’t used in almost six months.


    ‘Mama!’ Amy leaped into her arms.


    Aoife swung her around and Amy screeched with laughter.


    ‘Where’s Nana!’


    ‘Nana sick.’


    ‘Sick! Maura?’ She put Amy on the ground and headed for the kitchen. Amy raced ahead of her.


    Maura met them at the doorway. ‘Sorry, Aoife. I was just coming.’


    Her face was pale and had the wretched look that only came from bitter tears. Toys, which Maura normally stored in the playpen, were strewn all over the kitchen floor. Amy was rooting through them, flinging them in all directions.


    ‘What are your toys doing on the floor?’ Aoife asked.


    ‘Man. Big man.’


    ‘What man?’


    ‘Moaney,’ Amy said.


    ‘Moaney? What’s going on, Maura? Are you okay?’


    ‘Detective Moloney called earlier. He gave Amy some toys to play with while we talked. He had some upsetting news.’


    ‘Detective Moloney!’ Aoife gripped the countertop. ‘Was he looking for me?’


    ‘You’ve spoken to him? Of course, you met him when you worked in DCA. He was the detective who handled the murder investigation, wasn’t he? I’d forgotten you knew each other. Why didn’t you say anything, Aoife? Things may be difficult between us, but I didn’t deserve to hear news like that from a stranger.’


    Amy pushed between them and thrust a book at Aoife. ‘Book.’


    ‘Not now, sweetie.’


    ‘Book. Now!’


    Aoife picked up Amy and put her in the playpen. ‘Read a story to your dolls. I have to talk to Nana.’


    Amy’s face puckered. Aoife had never put her in the playpen before.


    Aoife opened the book and placed it on the floor of the playpen. ‘Wouldn’t your dollies love to hear about the beautiful princess?’


    Without waiting for an answer, she took the teabags from the cupboard and filled the kettle. A glance showed Amy lining up the dolls in readiness for her words of wisdom.


    ‘What did Detective Moloney tell you?’ she asked, putting two mugs on the glass table.


    ‘Only the basics. They found him somewhere in the city centre.’ Maura reached for the mug, then shoved it to one side. ‘You probably know more than I do.’


    ‘I haven’t spoken to Detective Moloney in over six months. Who did they find?’


    ‘Oh God! Well, I suppose you’ll find out sooner or later. I’ll have to tell the boys tonight.’


    ‘Tell them what?’


    ‘Their father. He’s dead.’


    ‘Oh no! Oh, Maura, I’m so sorry. He’d come back to Ireland?’


    Maura shook her head.


    ‘Jason will be devastated. I know he always says he hates him, but deep down I think he hoped his dad would get in touch someday. If only so he could scream abuse at him for abandoning you.’


    ‘But that’s the thing, Aoife. Danny didn’t abandon us.’


    ‘He may have sent you money, Maura but he still disappeared without a word.’


    ‘Not willingly. He was murdered.’


    ‘What! When?’


    ‘Fifteen years ago. Remember a few weeks back, a body was found in the grounds of that old house in the city centre? They just identified him as Danny.’


    ‘But—I don’t understand, Maura. How could Danny be dead for fifteen years? I thought he sent you money every month.’


    ‘So did I.’


    *


    Aoife was filling Orla in on the news when she thought she heard a noise.


    ‘Hang on a sec.’ She stood at the bottom of the stairs and listened. ‘Sorry, I thought I heard Amy moving around.’ She settled back on the sofa. ‘What did you ask me?’


    ‘Who found the body?’


    ‘Some guy working on a building site. The house had been deserted for years. Something to do with a disputed will, I think. Then there was some problem with planning permission, but a few months back it was sold to a developer. There was a bit of land around it, so he decided to knock down the house and build an apartment block. They’d been working on the site a few days before they found human bones.’


    ‘Do they know how he died?’


    ‘He was stabbed in the back.’


    ‘They can be that precise after fifteen years?’


    ‘The knife nicked the spine. Apparently damage to bones leaves a permanent mark that can be identified even centuries later.’


    ‘Why would someone stab him? He wasn’t into anything illegal, was he?’


    ‘I don’t know, Orla. I doubt it. He worked in a bank.’


    ‘It must have been awkward, having to talk to Maura when she was upset.’


    ‘A bit. It’s been a while since we had a proper conversation. I felt sorry for her. I think she feels she let him down.’


    ‘Her husband? How?’


    ‘By believing he’d run off and left her. Other families go on the radio and TV and make sure the whole country knows about the missing person. If Maura had done that, Danny’s body might have been found years ago.’


    ‘Far better for her that it wasn’t.’


    ‘Huh?’


    ‘If they’d found her husband years ago, Maura wouldn’t have received that money every month. How would she have managed?’


    ‘That’s another thing, Orla. Who would send her money?’


    ‘Someone in the family? Didn’t you say she wasn’t in contact with her husband’s family? Some big row?’


    ‘I’m not sure what happened. Jason says they never spoke.’


    ‘So presumably she wouldn’t have accepted money from them. Someone in the family probably pretended the money was from Danny so she would take—’ The doorbell rang. ‘Oh, that’s Robbie. We’re off to the new club I was telling you about. I have to go.’


    Aoife could hear a deep voice in the background. She had no idea who Robbie was, but Orla’s conquests came and went so quickly there wasn’t much point in remembering their names.


    ‘When did you say your next interview was, Aoife?’


    ‘Tuesday.’


    ‘Great, let’s meet for lunch. You can tell me the whole story then. Bye.’


    *


    Aoife knew it wouldn’t be long before Jason arrived, but when she heard his key in the front door, she felt a flash of irritation. How many times did she have to ask him not to use that key? She shook her head. What was wrong with her? Her husband was going through a crisis and she was worrying about keys.


    Jason walked into the kitchen, head slumped.


    ‘Sweethear—Jason!’ She put her arms around him and he buried his head in her neck. ‘I’m so sorry.’


    She could hear his muffled sobs. ‘Come on, sit down and I’ll get you a drink. Did you bring the car?’


    Jason nodded.


    ‘You can leave it here. I’ll drive you home.’ She had the whiskey waiting on the worktop. ‘Drink this.’ She took the seat opposite him.


    ‘I hated him.’


    ‘You thought he’d abandoned you.’


    Jason didn’t appear to hear. ‘But now when I think back on it, I can’t understand why I felt that way. He was a good dad. He spent all his spare time with us. We had everything we needed. He didn’t drink or waste all our money, and I can’t remember him ever losing his temper. How could I go from loving him one day to hating him the next? Why didn’t I give him the benefit of the doubt?’


    ‘You were a kid, Jason. You were angry that somebody you loved could turn his back on you.’


    ‘It wasn’t just anger. It was so much stronger than that, and Dad hadn’t done anything to deserve it.’ Jason took a gulp of the whiskey and had a fit of coughing. ‘I know this is daft, Aoife’—he struggled to catch his breath—‘but I have a picture in my head of Dad sitting in some other world looking down at us. He’s got this expression that’s halfway between hurt and anger, and I know what he’s thinking. He—Aoife, if I could never see you again, it would destroy me. But if you hated me as well—how could we do that to him?’


    ‘If your dad is looking down on you, he understands. Anger is part of grief. I know that from my own experience.’


    ‘You don’t know, Aoife. You can’t even imagine the effect something like that can have on a young kid.’ Jason sipped the whiskey and grimaced. ‘You never thought your parents abandoned you. You always knew how they died. When Dad left, it killed something in me.’ He took another sip and coughed again. ‘This is awful. Don’t you have any wine?’


    ‘I thought you’d need something stronger.’ Amy took a bottle of wine from the wine rack, wiped the dust off the screw top and poured him a glass.


    ‘Thanks.’ Jason took three large gulps. ‘Even at ten, I knew nothing would ever be the same. I never really trusted anyone again. Not even Mum. For years I came home from school expecting to find she’d left us too. And even when I was older—it’s the reason we split up, isn’t it?’


    Aoife nodded. It wasn’t the time to point out that Jason’s fear of abandonment was only part of their problems.


    ‘Can I stay here tonight?’


    ‘I’m not sure that’s a good idea, Jason.’


    ‘I’ll sleep in the spare room. Please. I can’t go back to Mum’s. She spent the whole evening talking about what a great husband and father Dad was. I can’t listen to any more. I feel guilty enough.’


    ‘Of course you can stay.’

  


  
    ​THREE


    Aoife sat in the basement of Fallon & Byrne’s in Exchequer Street. Her book was propped in front of her as she sipped her soup. Most people Aoife knew preferred the upstairs restaurant. Orla practically lived there. Even Aoife’s Mother & Toddler group trekked all the way from Kildare every few months just for a special lunch. Aoife preferred the basement. For one thing, it was cheaper. Normally she avoided basements because she found the lack of natural light depressing, but the thing she loved about the basement in Fallon & Byrne was the long wooden tables. Everybody sat together, so even when you were alone, you never felt uncomfortable, and there was so much chatter you could have quite personal conversations without worrying you would be overheard.


    ‘Sorry I’m late.’ Orla put her tray down on the table and flung her fur-lined aviator jacket on the back of her chair. ‘How was the interview?’


    ‘Terrible. I don’t know what’s wrong with me. I was never great at interviews, but at least I could give the impression of being reasonably articulate. These days I’m not far short of a babbling idiot.’


    ‘It’s stress. After—’


    ‘Is that your phone, Orla?’


    Orla pulled the vibrating iPhone from her Gucci backpack. ‘Hi, Tanya… No, not today. I’m meeting Aoife for lunch.…Okay, bye. Sorry Aoife, I just have to take it off silent.’ She fiddled with the phone for a few seconds, then stuffed it into the backpack, which she shoved under her chair. ‘Where were we? Oh yeah, you’re just stressed. After all, you barely survived your last job. Who could blame you for being nervous about working again?’


    ‘Well, I’m going to have to get it together soon. I’m worried Jason will stop giving me child support now he’s moved back in.’


    ‘What?’


    ‘Oh, I’m sure he’ll pay the bills and give me money for housekeeping, but I don’t want us falling back into old habits. I need to be financially independent.’


    ‘You didn’t tell me you were back together.’


    ‘We’re not. Jason was so upset the night he found out about his father that I said he could stay. I thought it would only be for one or two nights, but at the weekend he moved his things into the spare room.’


    ‘And you let him?’


    ‘I said he couldn’t move back into the house without even asking me. He said he wasn’t moving back. He was only staying for a few days until his mother got herself together.’


    ‘How long is that going to take?’


    ‘I don’t know. She seems fairly okay to me. Jason says she puts on a brave face in public but cries the rest of the time. He says he can’t cope with her.’


    ‘He’s not going to learn to cope from your house. Tell him it’s time he went back to Maura’s and learned to deal with it.’


    ‘He’s still my husband, Orla, and he’s not coping either. He’s barely eating and he paces the house half the night. I can’t make things harder for him.’


    ‘One of his brothers can put him up.’


    ‘Ryan’s the closest and he lives in Navan. It would be a two-hour round trip every time he wanted to see Amy.’


    ‘Do you want Jason living in your house, Aoife?’


    ‘I don’t know. I mean, I think I want us to get back together again but—’


    ‘You think?’


    ‘I know I want the marriage I thought I had. But that only existed in my head. I don’t want Jason to move back if we’re going to continue the way we were before, and I’m not convinced he can change.’


    ‘Didn’t the marriage counselling help?’


    ‘I don’t know. The counsellor said I have to understand that Jason doesn’t mean to be controlling. He’s afraid I’ll leave him, just like his dad deserted him when he was a kid.’


    ‘Didn’t you already know that?’


    Aoife nodded. ‘I knew. It didn’t make it any easier to cope with his behaviour.’


    ‘Did Jason learn anything?’


    ‘He says he accepts he was too controlling. But I see the way he looks at me when we’re around other men. He doesn’t say anything anymore, but I’m pretty certain he’s the same Jason underneath.’


    ‘Maybe not saying anything is the first stage. The next stage might be to not let it bother him.’


    ‘Do you think?’


    ‘I really don’t know, Aoife. Ask the counsellor.’


    ‘We had to stop going. She was so expensive. Maybe when I get another job we can think about having a few more sessions.’


    ‘And in the meantime Jason lives with you?’


    ‘I’ll wait until Maura’s feeling better, then I’ll ask him to leave. Him living with us can’t be good for Amy. She was too young to understand when he moved out, but she’ll soon expect to see him in the house every day.’


    ‘All the more reason to tell Jason his mother needs him and he can’t desert her right now.’


    ‘He says she has Evan.’


    ‘If Evan’s like most teenage boys, he won’t be much help.’


    ‘That’s another problem. I can’t leave Maura to cope with this on her own. If Jason won’t help, I’ll have to.’


    ‘Can you do that?’ Orla fished under the chair and pulled out her bag. She gathered her long blond hair in one hand and rooted in the bag with the other. She removed a pencil and used it to pin her hair into a loose bun. Every man in the restaurant watched her.


    ‘I’ll have to. Our relationship can never be what it was, but if the situation was reversed, I know Maura would be the first to offer help.’


    ‘Well, as your lawyer—okay, I’m not qualified yet, but I’m assuming you’d want your oldest friend to take care of your affairs. So, as a law student and your lawyer to be, I’m advising you to tell Jason you want him out of your house by tomorrow. Letting him live with you is asking for trouble.’


    ‘It’s not that simp—’


    ‘It is that simple, Aoife. Either you and Jason are a couple or you’re not. If you’re not, it’s madness letting him live in your house. Getting rid of him will solve your problem with Maura. It’s Jason’s responsibility to give Maura the support she needs, not yours.’


    ‘I know, but Jason is in no state to help anyone.’


    ‘Aoife, Maura has five sons. If you don’t step in, someone else will have to fill the gap.’ She paused. ‘Tell me it’s none of my business if you like, but you did sort out your financial affairs with Jason, didn’t you?’


    ‘Yes. After we separated we went through all the accounts, but there wasn’t much to settle. Jason’s well paid but most of it never reaches his bank account. He came to an agreement with the credit card company, and three quarters of his salary goes straight to them each month.’


    Orla picked up her sandwich. ‘You do know it’s not your responsibility to pay off his credit card debts?’


    ‘It’s a joint responsibility, Orla. We both ran up the debts, and when we separated, Jason paid off my debt so I’d have a credit card to use in an emergency.’


    ‘How did an accountant ever run up such high debts in the first place?’


    ‘I’m not sure. I was still trying to cope with Mum and Dad’s death at the time and I wasn’t in any state to worry about our finances. I imagine most of the money went on renovations. Ask anyone who’s ever bought a house, particularly an old one like ours. You wouldn’t believe how quickly the bills mount up.’


    ‘Well, at least make sure Jason gives you the same amount of money each month whether he’s living with you or not. Otherwise, before you know it—’ A young man tapped Orla’s shoulder and she turned around.


    ‘Hi.’ The man straightened his tie and grinned. ‘I’m David. You’re a friend of my sister, right?’


    Orla flashed him a brilliant smile. ‘No, I think you’ve mixed me up with someone else,’ she said and turned her back on him.


    The young man hesitated, then slinked back to a table filled with men in business suits, all of whom were greatly enjoying his humiliation.


    ‘Men!’ Orla sighed. ‘They don’t give you a minute’s peace.’ Her eyes lit up. ‘Not that I’d want them all to leave me alone. Did I tell you about the guy I met last weekend? Oh, Aoife, he’s so gorgeous. Where’s my phone?’


    Aoife glanced at the photos of a guy who could have been a fashion model. Maybe he was. She couldn’t concentrate on Orla’s prattling.

  


  
    ​FOUR


    The sun streamed through the windscreen for what was probably the first time this year. Any sign of spring normally put Aoife in a great mood, but it wasn’t working for her today. Jason had been living with her and Amy for a full week now, and Aoife suspected he’d had no contact at all with his mother. Anytime she asked how Maura was coping, Jason would mutter ‘fine, fine’ and change the subject. Visiting Maura was the last thing Aoife wanted to do. The previous week had been the first time she’d set foot inside the house in over six months. Jason’s behaviour was forcing her into closer contact with his mother. She was making a real effort not to resent that.


    *


    ‘I wanted to make sure you’re okay. I can go away, if you’d like, Maura.’


    ‘Of course I don’t want you to go away. Come in, please. Where’s Amy?’


    Aoife followed her into the kitchen. ‘Alison next door is looking after her for an hour. She has a five-year-old who loves to play babysitter.’


    ‘I’m glad you came by. I’m expecting Detective Moloney any minute and I could do with some support.’


    ‘Maybe it would be better if I came bac—’


    The doorbell rang.


    Aoife took a few deep breaths, put on the kettle and was taking milk out of the fridge when Maura led Detective Moloney into the kitchen.


    ‘I believe you know my daughter-in-law.’


    ‘Indeed. The DCA case, I believe.’


    So the steely-eyed stare wasn’t reserved for murder suspects.


    ‘Tea, Detective?’


    ‘Thank you, no. Mrs Walsh, I fully understand you weren’t in any condition to be interviewed the last time we spoke. Do you feel up to going through the details now?’


    ‘I think so.’ Maura pulled out a kitchen chair for him and took the seat opposite. Aoife busied herself making tea.


    ‘When was the last time you saw your husband?’


    ‘Saturday around noon. He usually took the boys to his mother’s on Saturday, but that week he went alone.’


    ‘Why?’


    ‘The older boys were invited to a party. I said I’d take them. Danny’s mother hadn’t been widowed long and she looked forward to his visits.’


    ‘How did he get there?’


    ‘Usually he took the car, but I needed it to get the boys to their party, so he took the train to Dublin and cycled from there.’


    ‘Where did his mother live?’


    ‘The Grange Road in Rathfarnham.’


    ‘What did he do there?’


    ‘The things his dad took care of when he was alive—gardening, DIY, any heavy lifting. His mother wasn’t fond of driving, so he usually did the weekly supermarket shopping as well. Most weeks he had supper at his mother’s and left shortly afterwards. The police said he left her house around five p.m. that day.’


    ‘Who was in the house?’


    ‘You’d have to ask his mother. The youngest, Elaine, was still living at home then, but she was in college and rarely around.’


    ‘How was he earlier that day? Did he seem upset or stressed?’


    ‘No. Everything was very normal.’


    ‘Had you been fighting?’


    ‘No. Danny was very easy-going. It was almost impossible to fight with him.’


    ‘Did he have any enemies?’


    ‘None that I know of.’


    ‘What did you make of his disappearance?’


    ‘At first I was worried sick, but once the money arrived, I figured he didn’t want to be found.’


    ‘And you were okay with that?’


    Maura frowned. ‘Of course not. I was devastated and really angry, but I believed he’d chosen to desert us.’


    ‘Even though there had been no arguments and he had no reason to disappear? It never occurred to you that there might be some other explanation?’


    ‘Maybe it should have. Poor Danny. He deserved a wife who had more faith in—’ She covered her mouth with her hand.


    Aoife picked up the two mugs of tea that were cooling on the countertop. This was none of her business. She placed one of the mugs in front of Maura. Tears were gathering in Maura’s eyes, but Aoife looked away. Maura was not her responsibility. She would wait a few minutes, make an excuse and leave.


    ‘Detective Moloney.’ Why was she speaking? ‘Men leave their families every day. When Maura received the money, of course she thought her husband had deserted her. Where else could the money have come from?’


    ‘That’s a very good question.’ The detective turned to Maura. ‘Tell me about the money.’


    Maura gripped the mug. ‘Two weeks after Danny disappeared, an envelope arrived. It had a London postmark. There was five hundred inside. The following week eight hundred arrived. The envelopes were erratic at first, but I’ve been getting one every month for the past twelve years.’


    ‘Were the envelopes addressed by hand?’


    ‘There were always two envelopes. A small one with cash, inside a larger padded envelope. There was no writing on the smaller envelope. In the early days, the padded envelope was handwritten in capitals. I spent hours examining the writing, but it didn’t bear any resemblance to Danny’s. About ten years ago, the handwriting was replaced with a printed label.’


    ‘Why didn’t you tell the police about these envelopes?’


    ‘I did.’


    ‘Who did you tell?’


    ‘I forget his name. The detective in charge of the investigation into my husband’s disappearance.’


    ‘You told him you were receiving envelopes of cash every month? There’s no record of that on the file.’


    Maura shrugged. ‘I definitely told him.’


    ‘When did you receive the latest envelope?’


    ‘Almost a month ago.’


    ‘Did you keep it?’


    ‘No. I threw it away.’


    ‘How much was in the last envelope?’


    ‘Four thousand.’


    ‘In cash?’


    ‘Yes.’


    ‘Sterling?’


    ‘No. Euros.’


    ‘Why would someone living in England send you cash in euros?’


    ‘I assumed Danny felt so guilty about abandoning his family that he was trying to make things as easy as possible for me.’


    ‘We’ll need the bank statements showing the lodgements you’ve made over the years.’


    ‘I only started lodging it in the last five years.’


    Detective Moloney raised his eyebrows. ‘You received forty eight thousand euros every year for twelve years and you didn’t lodge any of it until five years ago?’


    ‘Do you have kids, Detective?’


    The detective hesitated. ‘One.’


    ‘Then you know that four thousand euros a month doesn’t go far when you have a mortgage and five sons to raise. Anything left over went on the mortgage. I wanted it paid off as quickly as possible so we’d have somewhere to live if the money suddenly stopped.’


    ‘Why would it stop?’


    ‘I figured a man who could walk out on his family without a word was capable of cutting off their income at any time. I repaid the mortgage five years ago and I’ve been saving the surplus ever since.’


    ‘I noticed a new silver Volkswagen parked out front. Is that your car?’


    Maura nodded.


    ‘It must have cost at least twenty thousand euros, right?’


    ‘Thereabouts.’


    ‘How did you pay for it?’


    ‘Cash.’


    The detective raised an eyebrow. ‘You kept twenty thousand euros in cash in this house?’


    ‘I know it sounds mad, Detective. I’m not one for buying a new car every year. So long as they get me from A to B, I don’t care how old they are. Every time I bought a new car, I put two hundred euros aside each month until I had enough to buy the next one. I thought about banking my savings, but it was comforting knowing I had cash I could get my hands on in an emergency. And with five kids, I was never short of emergencies.’


    ‘I see. That’s all for today, Mrs Walsh. If I have more questions, I’ll be in touch.’


    *


    ‘He doesn’t believe me, does he?’ Maura asked Aoife when the detective left.


    ‘I don’t think so.’


    ‘Great! Couldn’t their questions wait until after the funeral? I’ve enough on my plate right now.’

  


  
    ​FIVE


    Aoife was waiting at the front door when Maura pulled up. She closed the door quietly so as not to wake Jason and Amy. Jason had refused point-blank to visit his grandmother but, presumably to make up for it, he offered to take the day off to look after Amy.


    ‘Thanks for coming with me, Aoife.’


    Now she had decided to get involved, she might as well be gracious about it. ‘You take Amy any time I have an interview. I’m glad of the opportunity to return the favour.’


    ‘I’m not doing you a favour, I love having Amy. I was terrified you wouldn’t let me see her after—’ Maura glanced at Aoife, then looked away. ‘Anyway, looking after Amy is a pleasure. I promise you, you’re not going to enjoy meeting Bridget.’


    ‘She can’t be that bad.’


    ‘She’s always hated me. She’s of the generation that thinks any girl who has sex before marriage deserves to be burned at the stake.’


    Aoife laughed.


    ‘Okay, maybe I’m exaggerating. She tolerated me while Danny was alive. When he disappeared, she accused me of having an affair. Her Danny would never desert his family unless I’d done something dreadful. I had sex with a man who wasn’t my husband once, she said. What was to stop me doing it again?’


    ‘That’s horrible. As if you weren’t upset enough.’


    ‘By then I was furious. It was bad enough abandoning me, but the boys too? And I was livid with Bridget for not telling me where Danny was. I figured if Danny was sending me money, he was definitely talking to his mother. We had a huge fight.’ She smiled. ‘It’s ironic, isn’t it? Neither of us believed he would walk out on the other without a word, and it turned out we were both right.’


    ‘Did Bridget have a big family?’


    ‘There was a gang of them, but they all emigrated. She’d be on her own now if it wasn’t for Jack.’


    ‘Jack?’


    ‘He’s kind of like family. He grew up next door to Bridget. His mother was a widow and had to go to work. There was no childcare in those days—well, not unless you could afford to hire staff. Bridget’s family looked after Jack when he was little. They were like his second family. Bridget was a good bit older, but she and Jack became like brother and sister.’ Maura turned off the main road and slowed considerably. ‘Jack went into the priesthood. He lived abroad on and off over the years. When he came home for good, Bridget was widowed. He spends more time in her place these days than he does in his own.’ Maura was now driving at a snail’s pace. ‘It’s somewhere in the middle of this road. Why can’t they put numbers on the houses like everyone else?’ She pulled up at the kerb. ‘We’ll have to get out. I need a closer look.’


    In the midst of housing estates and apartment blocks were ten small whitewashed cottages, remnants of the time when Rathfarnham was considered the countryside. As they walked down the road, Maura peered at each house. ‘It’s either the one with the red door or that—Jack!’


    A plump man in his seventies hurried down the path. The wind blew his few remaining wisps of grey hair into his eyes and he brushed them aside. He smiled at Maura and enveloped her in a bear hug.


    ‘It’s so good to see you again, Maura.’ He pulled away to look at her. ‘Although I wish it could have been under different circumstances. You’re looking well. How are the boys?’


    ‘They’re fine. This is my daughter-in-law, Aoife. She’s Jason’s wife.’


    ‘I’m very pleased to meet you, Aoife.’


    Aoife smiled and extended her hand. Was it her imagination that he hesitated before accepting it?


    ‘How’s Bridget?’


    ‘She’s coping.’ Jack pulled on the glove he had removed to shake hands, shivered and zipped his jacket to the neck. ‘That kind of news would be a shock to anyone and at her age it takes time to adjust. Have the police bothered you again?’


    He put his arm around Maura and they chatted away as they walked up the narrow path. Aoife trailed behind.


    *


    Jack showed them into a small, stuffy sitting room. An elderly woman was using a shovel to gather coal that had fallen out of the grate. She looked up as they entered.


    So this was Jason’s grandmother. Aoife wondered if she had dressed up for the occasion. The grey fitted trousers and red jumper seemed a little formal for hanging around the house, and who tied a scarf around their neck to lounge by the fire? The surprisingly trim woman ground the heel of a grey suede boot into the embers glowing on the marble fireplace and settled back into her armchair.


    ‘Sit,’ she said, pointing at a lumpy couch half covered in newspapers and magazines.


    ‘Bridget, this is Jason’s wife, Aoife.’


    Bridget nodded, her eyes on Maura who was gathering up the papers strewn all over the couch. Jack rushed over, took the papers from Maura and threw them on a dark oak dresser that occupied most of the room. ‘What have you been doing to the place, Bridget? It was spotless a few minutes ago.’


    ‘I haven’t moved out of this chair. And what do you mean it was spotless a few minutes ago? It’s spotless now. Are you saying my house isn’t clean enough for the likes of them?’


    Maura pressed her lips together but said nothing.


    ‘Jason’s wife, is it?’ Bridget turned to glare at Aoife.


    ‘Eh, yes.’


    ‘I haven’t seen him since my Danny died.’ She jerked a thumb in Maura’s direction. ‘That one over there wouldn’t let me see any of my grandchildren.’


    ‘You know very well that’s not true, Bridget. It was your decision to have nothing to do with me. How did you expect to see my children?’


    ‘Now, Bridget. We want to make our guests welcome.’


    ‘Don’t talk to me like I’m a four-year-old, Jack. You’re the one who invited them. You make them welcome.’


    ‘We talked about this. It’s time to heal old wounds. Danny wouldn’t want you two arguing.’ He pulled off his coat and gloves. ‘Give me your coats and I’ll make us all a nice cup of tea. We can sit down and talk everything out.’


    Bridget ignored him. She leaned across, grabbed Aoife’s arm and pulled her closer. ‘I pity you with that one as a mother-in-law. My Danny was miles too good for her. The worst mistake I ever made was letting him marry that floozy. He was only a teenager. I should have talked him out of it. But I was thinking of my grandchild.’ She turned her head to glare at Maura. ‘And then she wouldn’t even let me visit him. If I’d known then—’


    ‘I never said you weren’t welcome in my house, Bridget. It was your own decision to stay away.’


    ‘It isn’t your house. It’s my Danny’s house, and you wouldn’t even have a house if it wasn’t for Jack.’


    ‘Let go of the girl, Bridget. You’re hurting her.’


    Bridget glared at Jack, but she sat back in her seat. Aoife resisted the urge to rub her arm.


    ‘Maybe we’d better get straight to the funeral arrangements.’ Jack pulled a small notebook out of his pocket. ‘Maura, I’ve spoken to your local parish priest. The church is booked for Monday and Friday, but we can have Tuesday, Wednesday or Thursday of next week. Which would you prefer?’


    ‘I want it on Thursday,’ Bridget interrupted.


    Maura sighed. ‘Fine.’


    ‘Okay, and afterwards I thought we’d go to a hotel near you. What about—’


    ‘After the funeral, everyone will come to this house. The neighbours have all offered to bring food, and we’re going to put a big table in the kitchen where people can help themselves.’


    Maura stiffened. ‘Bridget, you can invite anyone to your home that you wish, but first we are all going to a hotel for a three-course meal.’


    ‘We are not. Danny would want everyone to come here.’


    ‘Danny would want his wife and sons somewhere they would feel comfortable. You and your family are more than welcome, but we are going to a hotel and that’s final.’


    ‘You little tart. It’s not enough that you killed him, you have to ruin his funeral as well. You disgust me. Do you think I don’t know—’


    ‘Killed him? What are you talking about? You know I had nothing to do with Danny’s death. You can’t still believe he walked out because I was having an affair.’


    Bridget struggled to get to her feet. Jack rushed over to help, but Bridget waved him away. ‘Get that floozie out of here. She is never to set foot in my house again.’


    Maura rose. Aoife went to follow her, but Maura stood her ground. ‘You know how Danny died. It had nothing to do with me.’


    Bridget, now on her feet, advanced towards Maura. Her face was twisted with hate, and saliva gathered at the corner of her mouth. ‘Do you think I don’t understand what that detective was hinting? I might be old but I’m not stupid. It’s your fault my Danny’s gone. I’m as certain of that now as I was the day he disappeared.’

  


  
    ​SIX


    ‘What does that mean?’ Maura demanded, but Jack had stepped between them. He took Maura’s arm and led her into the hall. ‘What was she talking about?’


    ‘Don’t pay any attention.’ Jack opened the front door and ushered her outside. ‘It was my mistake suggesting you meet. I thought we could sit down together and have a civilised conversation about the funeral arrangements.’


    ‘What did the detective say to her?’


    ‘I’m sure he didn’t say anything. Bridget gets weird ideas in her head these days and there’s no shifting them. She wants to believe you were somehow in the wrong. That way she doesn’t have to blame herself for never getting to know her grandchildren.’


    ‘She could get to know them now. Evan doesn’t even remember her. And if she wasn’t so stubborn, she’d have a chance to know Danny’s granddaughter.’


    ‘I’ll talk to her. Maybe I can make her see sense.’ They reached the car and Jack pulled Maura into a hug. ‘It was great seeing you again, Maura.’ He held the car door open for her. Aoife let herself in the passenger door. ‘Goodbye, my dear.’ Jack gave her a peck on the cheek. He nodded in Aoife’s direction. ‘Bye.’


    *


    ‘I don’t think he likes me.’


    ‘Don’t be silly, Aoife. He doesn’t know you. Jack’s one in a million, but he’s spent his whole life around men. He’s not comfortable with women. It took him ages to get used to me too, but we’re great friends now and Danny thought the world of him.’


    ‘What did Bridget mean when she said you wouldn’t have a house without Jack? Did he give you money?’


    ‘Where would he get money? No, Jack came home shortly after we married. He’d been working in Africa for years. He found us living in a dump in the city centre. Damn! The whole road layout has changed.’ Maura stopped, waiting for a break in the oncoming traffic. Eventually a man stopped to allow her to change lanes. Maura acknowledged him with a wave. ‘Where was I? Oh yes, when Jack came home. Well, that was the middle of the last recession. In some ways it was even worse than it is now. It seemed like half the country was unemployed. All Danny could get was odd shifts in a local bar. Jack fixed everything. The Church had very strong connections back then. Jack was only home on a short visit, but in three weeks he managed to get Danny a job in the bank and talked the bank manager into giving us a mortgage. I don’t know what we would have done without him.’


    *


    The house was quiet when Aoife got home. The radiators were cold. Jason must have taken Amy out early. Good. She hoped they went someplace nice. They had little enough father-daughter time.


    Aoife looked around the kitchen
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