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    PART ONE

    Kiss of Death


    Connecticut, 1989


    break off this last lamenting kiss, Which sucks two souls, and vapours both away.


    JOHN DONNE

    



    The coward does it with a kiss.


    OSCAR WILDE

  


  


  
    Chapter One


    The girl sat on a narrow bench, centre stage, her body bent forward, one elbow on her knee, a hand supporting her head. The thinker, deeply thinking, her body language seemed to convey.


    She was dressed very simply, boyishly, in a loose, grey, knitted tunic cinched by a black leather belt, worn with black tights and ballet slippers. Her long, reddish-gold hair was plaited, the plaits wound tightly around her head, so that the finished effect was like a burnished-copper cap gleaming under the pin-spot shining down. The girls name was Katie Byrne and she was seventeen: acting was her entire life.


    She was about to act for her favourite audience  an audience of two: her best friends, Carly Smith and Denise Matthews. They sat on straight-backed wooden chairs in front of the makeshift stage in the old barn which belonged to Ted Matthews, Denises uncle. Both girls were the same age as Katie, and had been friends since childhood; all three were members of the amateur acting group at the high school in the rural Connecticut area where they all lived.


    Katie had chosen to perform a speech from one of Shakespeares plays at the schools upcoming Christmas concert. It was only two months away, and she had recently begun to rehearse the piece; Carly and Denise were also perfecting their chosen speeches for the same concert, rehearsing with her in the barn almost every day.


    Now, at last, Katie lifted her head, stared out into space, and focused her blue eyes on the back wall of the barn, as if she saw something visible only to herself. Taking a deep breath, she began.


    To be, or not to be, that is the question: Whether tis nobler in the mind to suffer the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune, or to take arms against a sea of troubles, and by opposing, end them. To die 


    Abruptly, Katie stopped.


    She jumped up off the bench, walked to the edge of the stage, looked down at her friends. Shaking her head, she seemed unexpectedly uncertain of herself, she who normally had such confidence and self-possession.


    Im not getting it right, Katie wailed.


    Yes, you are, and youre wonderful! Carly cried, rising, stepping closer to the stage, the stage on which they had started to act when they were children. Nobody does Shakespeare the way you do it. Youre the best, Katie.


    Carlys right, Denise agreed as she went to join Carly near the stage. Its the way you act the words, say them. You make sense out of them, and theres never been a Hamlet like you.


    Katie burst out laughing. Thanks for your compliment, Denny, but there were a few others before meLaurence Olivier and Richard Burton, to name a couple of themthey were the greatest classical actors on the English-speaking stage, just as Christopher Plummer is the greatest classical actor today. And listen, I keep telling you, its all to do with understanding the meaning of the words, the motivation and intention behind them. And also with punctuation, knowing when to run the words on without pause, and when to pause to breathe She let the sentence trail off, knowing now was not the right time to give Denise another acting lesson.


    Returning to the bench, she seated herself, adopted the thinkers position, which was comfortable for her, and sat ruminating for a moment or two.


    Whatever her friends said, however much praise they lavished on her, Katie knew that her performance was slightly off today. Her concentration was not what it usually was, and she wasnt sure why. Unless it was because she felt guilty at being here this afternoon. Her mother wasnt well, and she was needed at home to help out. And yet, selfishly, she had decided to steal this time at the barn in order to rehearse the speech from Hamlet, and persuaded her friends to come with her after school.


    Then rehearse, a small voice inside her head instructed. She took several deep breaths, relaxed her throat, let the stillness of the stage envelop her, calm her.


    Within minutes she was ready, and she launched herself into Hamlets soliloquy, her natural self-confidence perfectly in place once more.


    Listening attentively, Carly was transported by Katies voice, as she always was. There was a lovely resonance to it, full of nuances and feeling. No wonder, Carly said to herself, thinking of the way Katie practised, was endlessly training her voice. They all knew how serious she was about acting. Katie was dedicated, disciplined, and very determined to succeed. Somehow, Katie knew how to act the parts she had chosen without having had too many lessons, while Denise and she sort of stumbled along as best they could. Fortunately, they were improving, thanks to Katies relentless coaching and encouragement.


    They had first started acting together seven years ago, ten-year-olds with stars in their eyes. Denises Uncle Ted had let them make use of the old barn at the far end of his property, and they had created a makeshift theatre out of it. At that time they had made a promise to each other, had vowed they would go to New York one day and start their acting careers in earnest. Making it to Broadway was their big dream. Katie kept promising that the three of them would move to the city once they finished high school, and that eventually they would be stars on the Great White Way. Carly hoped this would come true, that they would have their names in lights, but sometimes she was filled with doubts.


    Denise had no doubts whatsoever, and as she sat next to Carly, watching Katie on the stage, relishing her performance, she was absolutely positive that their dreams would soon materialize. Katie was brilliant, there was no question, and they themselves were getting better and better, mostly because of Katies intense lessons. When they went to New York they would find an apartment to share, go to acting school, and become professional actresses. It was all going to work, the dream would become reality, she was convinced.


    Katie suddenly stood up, moved downstage right, and continued, To die, to sleep  No more, and by a sleep to say we end the heartache and the thousand natural shocks that flesh is heir to: tis a consummation devoutly to be wishd. To die, to sleep  To sleep, perchance to dream


    Flawlessly, and without faltering once, Katie went on to complete this most famous of Shakespearean speeches, her well-modulated voice rising and falling as she gave emphasis to certain words, less importance to others. And the quality of her acting was superb; after her initial hesitation, her seeming loss of confidence, she had gone forward sure-footedly.


    When Katie was finally finished, she remained motionless for a second or two, her cornflower-blue eyes still focused in the distance, and then she blinked several times before glancing at Carly and Denise. And then she smiled at them broadly, sure in the knowledge that she had managed to get the speech right at last.


    Her friends began to clap and cheer and they bounded up onto the stage enthusiastically, hugged her, congratulated her.


    Thanks, she said, grinning in return, and hugging them back. But dont you think I should rehearse again tomorrow, just to make sure?


    They both drew away and gaped at her in astonishment.


    Denise cried, You dont need another rehearsal! But we do. And youve got to help us tomorrow. Ill never get my Desdemona speech right, and Carlys still having trouble with her Portia, arent you, Carly?


    I am a bit. Carly sounded miserable. Then her voice changed, became more positive as she added, As for you, Katie Byrne, youre just awesome.


    Were not going to let you hog the stage tomorrow,  Denise announced with a grin, adding in a mock-threatening voice, Youre going to rehearse us, because we still need it. And if you dont, you might find yourself going off to be a Broadway actress all by yourself!


    Never. Youll both be with me, Katie declared, pulling the girls closer, putting an arm around each one of them, glancing at Denise admiringly. Her velvet-brown eyes, full of hidden depths, were sparkling. She was never anything but high-spirited and happy, bubbling with laughter and good humour. She had a kind of golden radiance about her, with her long blonde hair and pink-and-white porcelain skin. She was a genuine All-American beauty, slender, shapely and long-legged.


    In contrast, Carly, who had been Katies closest friend since they were toddlers, was very different. She was quieter, had a more introspective demeanour, was a little fey at times, and her seductive, rather dramatic looks belied her retiring, gentle nature. Eyeing her, Katie thought that even in her school clothes she looked voluptuous. Carly had a beautiful diminutive figure, and with her short dark curls and pansy-violet eyes had the look of a young Elizabeth Taylor.


    With a sudden rush of emotion, Katie felt her abiding friendship and love for them both flowing through herthey were her dearest, her very best friends.


    Its the three of us or nothing! Katie exclaimed emphatically. And Ill be glad to rehearse with you tomorrow. But listen up you two, youre much better than you think. Just remember that.


    Carly and Denise beamed on hearing these words, but neither girl made a comment and, arms linked, the three of them left the stage together.


    As they always did, they went through the long-established ritual of sitting at the table drinking a bottle of Coke each. Today they were intent on dissecting Katies performance, and generally discussing their parts, their set pieces for the concert. It was Carly who changed the subject, when she suddenly straightened in her chair and said to Katie, Do you think your Aunt Bridget will be able to find us an apartment in New York? Do you really think its all going to happen for us?


    Katie nodded. I do. Absolutely. And she said we can stay with her at the loft in Tribeca for as long as we want.


    Denise interjected, Mrs Cooke is sure well be able to get into the American Academy of Dramatic Arts. She even said shell help us. Denise reached out, squeezed Carlys arm. Dont be such a worry wart.


    Carly let out a sigh, then she leaned back in the chair, relaxing, sipping her Coke. After a moment, she said in a reflective voice, Just think, next year at this time well be in the big city, attending drama classes and camping out at Aunt Bridgets fancy loft.


    Hey, its not all that fancy, Katie exclaimed, grinning at her. But its comfortable, Ill say that. She jumped up, headed towards the curtained alcove which they used as a changing room. Pulling the curtain open, she stepped inside, then swung her head, explained, Ive got to hurry, Im really late to help Mom with supper. She eyed the Portia and Desdemona costumes and other items strewn around haphazardly, and shook her head. I just dont have time to help you tidy up, Im sorry.


    Thats no problem, Carly assured her. Anyway, it doesnt matter if its messy in here. Nobody ever comes to the barn except us.


    Uncle Ted says that after all these years its ours. Denise looked from Carly to Katie and grinned, then reached for the copy of Othello which lay on the table. She started to flip through the pages of the play looking for the part she was learning.


    Katie disappeared behind the curtain; Carly opened The Merchant of Venice, wanting to study Portias famous quality of mercy speech, wondering if she would ever master it, worrying about it again, as she had for several weeks.


    Within seconds, Katie was stepping out of the curtained alcove, wearing her school clothes and struggling into her jacket. See you in class tomorrow, she said, as she rushed across the floor to the door.


    Denise flashed her bright smile and Carly, looking up, asked, Can you please bring the long black wig tomorrow, Katie? I think it might work for my Portia.


    Yes, itll look great on you. Ill bring it to school, Carly. She waved nonchalantly over her shoulder as she left the barn.

  


  


  
    Chapter Two


    Katie closed the heavy barn door behind her and shrugged deeper into her jacket. It had turned cold and she shivered as she hurried up the hill leading to the highway. Her mind was still on Carly and Denise. They were so much better than they realized, good actresses who were accomplished and knew what they were doing. But they didnt give themselves enough credit, genuinely needed to gain more self-confidence, that was their main problem.


    Mrs Cooke, their teacher, who ran the drama group and taught acting at the high school, predicted great things for them all in the next few years, because of their talent, dedication, and willingness to work hard. It pleased Katie that Heather Cooke believed in them with such conviction that she was encouraging their ambition to work in the theatre.


    Katie trudged on up the steep slope, continuing to think about her best friends, imagining what it would be like to be living in New York and studying at the academy. She could hardly wait for the time to come and she knew Carly and Denise felt the same way.


    Suddenly, out of the corner of her eye, she saw rapid movement close to the mass of rhododendron bushes growing in profusion on the hillside. She stopped abruptly, half turned, stood frowning in puzzlement at the clump of dark-green bushes. But everything was still, silent, and there was no sign of life.


    Shrugging dismissively, Katie continued on up the slope, deciding that the dark flash must have been a deer. There were a great number of them in the Litchfield hills, and they were becoming bolder. Everyones gardens, her mothers included, attested to that fact.


    Within minutes, the hillside flattened out into a piece of barren land that stretched all the way to the highway. This cut through New Milford, ran up to Kent and the small towns beyond.


    Katie paused at the side of the road to let a truck pass, and then ran across to the other side. A second or two later she was on the dirt track that led through the wide meadows behind Dovecote Farm, a local landmark with its picturesque red barns and silos, and, in the summer, lush fields of rippling golden wheat.


    At one moment, as she walked along, she glanced up. The sky had turned the colour of old iron, bitter, remote, and forbidding. Dusk was slowly descending and the meadows were beginning to fill with shadows. Wanting to get home as fast as possible, she began to jog down the track, and found herself plunging deeper into the fields. But soon she realized she must slow down. A faint mist was rising, wispy and vaporous, floating in front of her like a grey veil; trees and hedges were rapidly becoming blurred, turning into weird inchoate shapes looming all around her. Having tramped this dirt track from early childhood, her feet knew it well. Nevertheless, she found herself moving at a snails pace, growing more cautious, afraid of stumbling in the thick fog.


    Far off, in the distance, she heard cows lowing, and even farther away a dog was barking. These distant sounds were reassuring in their familiarity, yet still she felt a loneliness pervading the deserted fields, a strange sense of melancholy, and she was unexpectedly uneasy. It had grown even colder. She pulled her jacket around her chest, moving faster again, growing conscious of the time, as usual worrying about her mother.


    It did not take Katie much longer to reach the end of the dirt path, and she finally came to the wide road which led into the area where she lived with her parents and her two brothers, Niall and Finian.


    Malvern had been founded in 1799, and it was called a town, but it wasnt even a hamlet, not really. It was a scattering of houses, a couple of shops, a cemetery, a white church with a steeple, poised on top of the hill, and a recreational hall near the church. To Katie, the white church had always seemed like a brave little sentinel standing guard above the houses nestled so cosily below in a hollow of the hills.


    It was with a sense of relief that she hit this main road. She stepped out onto the smooth tarmacadam surface, glancing back at the mist-laden meadows as she did, and she suddenly realized how glad she was to be leaving them behind. There had been something strange, almost ghostly, about those empty fields.


    Slowing down as the road swept upwards to the church, Katie began her climb, her pace steady. When she reached the top she stood for a moment looking down at Malvern. She could make out the twinkling lights shining in the windows of the houses scattered across the hillsides, and the mingled smell of woodsmoke and damp leaves floated to her on the chill night air. She was suddenly struck by a sense of an early autumn, and she smiled. Fall was her favourite time of year, when the foliage turned gold and russet and red, and her grandmother baked upsidedown apple tart and cinnamon cakes, and the entire family prepared for Thanksgiving and Christmas. Fall was the beginning of the holiday season which her mother loved so much. As Katie passed the forest of Scotch pine trees on the right side of the road, her nose twitched, assailed as it was by the sharp, pungent smell of pine.


    How reassuring everything was now that she was out of the damp meadows. Soon she would be home, where her mother was waiting for her. They would prepare supper for the family, set the table together and serve the food. A loving smile flickered across Katies wan face, giving it a touch of radiance, lighting up her blue eyes.


    Although Katie loved her two girlfriends and was devoted to them, it was her mother who was the most special person in her life, to whom she was the closest, and whom she idolized. She thought of her mother as a faerie princess from Ireland. Certainly she was beautiful, with her flowing red hair and the bluest of eyes, which Katie had inherited. To Katie, her mothers voice was mellifluous, warm, soft, resonant, touched with a hint of lilting brogue.


    These thoughts of her mother galvanized her, and she began to run once more, her feet flying as she sped down the hill.

  


  


  
    Chapter Three


    As her parents house came finally into full view, Katie was filled with a sudden rush of warmth, a sense of homecoming, and she continued to run, speeding down the road towards home as fast as she could.


    Medium in size, and compact, the house sat atop a small hillock set back from the main road, and it was the only home Katie had ever known. She loved it dearly, as did her parents and her two brothers.


    Tonight bright lights gleamed in some of the downstairs windows and plumes of grey smoke spiralled up from the chimneys; the house wore an air of friendliness, of welcome, and it appeared to beckon beguilingly.


    Katies glance swept over it as she climbed the flight of stone steps; these cut down through the green lawn which sloped away from the flagged terrace at the front facing the road.


    For a moment she paused to admire the house, and her pleasure in its appearance brought a quick, bright smile to her face. New England Colonial in style, it had a white-painted clapboard faade, dark-green shutters and a slanted, black roof.


    The original house dated back to the 1880s, and although its good bones had been retained throughout, some of the interior rooms had either been restored or remodelled by her father.


    Michael Byrne prided himself on his knowledge of Colonial architecture, which he had always loved, and, in fact, he had turned his boyhood passion into a profitable business a few years after leaving school. He was one of the few local contractors who had a superior knowledge of Colonial design, and because of this he had managed to find plenty of building and restoration jobs, once he had established himself in business.


    Katies father and her elder brother, Niall, kept the house looking pristine, and devoted a great deal of their free time to its care and upkeep. It seemed to Katie that they never had a paintbrush out of their hands, and even her younger brother, Finian, the intellectual with his nose permanently in a book, did occasionally put the book down to dip a brush into a pot of white paint. It struck her often that twelve-year-old Finian was now as addicted as the other two males in the family.


    When Katie reached the terrace she veered to her right, headed for the side door and went into the house. A blast of lovely warm air hit her in the face as she stepped into the back hall and closed the door behind her. Once she had hung her jacket on a wall peg, she hurried down the corridor to the big family kitchen. This had always been the hub of the house, the spot where everyone congregated, and it was a congenial and comfortable room. This evening it was filled with a warm rosy glow which emanated from the old Victorian glass lamps, placed strategically around the room, and the pile of logs blazing in the big stone fireplace.


    Pieces of copper and brass winked and gleamed in this lambent light, and the room was alive with the most cheerful of soundsthe fire crackling and sputtering in the hearth, the kettle whistling atop the stove, the clock ticking on the mantel, and, in the background, soft music playing on the radio.


    And even the air itself was special, weighted with the most delicious mixture of mouthwatering smellsan apple pie put out to cool on a board near the sink, loaves of bread baking in the oven, an Irish stew simmering in a huge pot and emitting fragrant wafts of steam.


    For a split second, Katie stood in the shadows by the door, breathing all this in, wallowing in the sheer joy of the familiar and much-loved atmospherethe cosiness, the smell of her mothers appetizing cooking, the warmth after the cold meadows. But most of all she relished the feeling of safety, the sense of belonging that came from being a cherished member of her family.


    Her best girlfriends were not so lucky, she knew that, which made her appreciate her own family that much more. Carly, more often than not, went home to an empty house, because her mother worked at an old peoples home and kept most peculiar hours, and her father was long dead.


    As for Denise, she was in much the same situation, in a sense. Her parents owned a small bar and restaurant in nearby Kent, and they were always there cooking and serving their customers at all hours of the day and night. Even so, it wasnt all that profitable, according to Denise. Katie often wondered why they bothered to keep it open; she supposed it was the only way they knew how to eke out a living.


    Of the three of them, Katie had long realized that she was the one who was the most fortunate, the one who had been truly blessed. Even though her mother also worked, she did so at home, keeping the books and doing the paperwork for the Byrne family business. She had a small office at the top of the house, and so she was always there for Katie and Finian. Niall, who was nineteen, was already working with his father in the building company.


    At last Katie took a step forward and moved into the kitchen. Her mother was standing near the stove with a spatula in her hand, and she straightened and glanced over her shoulder on hearing the sound of footsteps.


    At the sight of her daughter, Maureen Byrnes face lit up. Well, there you are, Katie Mary Bridget Byrne! But late again, so I see.


    Im sorry, Mom, I really am. I got caught up with another rehearsal. Rushing across the floor, Katie flung her arms around her mother and hugged her tightly. Maureen Erin OKeefe Byrne was the best. The very best.


    Against her mothers hair, Katie whispered, Ill make up for it, Momma. Ill finish the cooking and set the table and do the dishes later. Just say youre not angry with me.


    Drawing away, Maureen stared into her daughters bright blue eyes, twin reflections of her own, and said with a light laugh, Oh dont be so silly, mavourneen, of course Im not mad at you. And dont worry, theres nothing much left to do, at least theres no cooking anyway. Still, you could be setting the table for methats a grand idea.


    Katie nodded and exclaimed, I do feel awful, Mom, letting you down this way. Youve had to do everything yourself and youre not well yet. I should have been home earlier. She bit her lip, guilt-ridden, knowing her mother was still debilitated after her six-week bout with bronchitis.


    Oh get along with you, Katie, tis not important, and Im feeling much better today. Besides, Finian helped me. Her lilting laugh rang out again. Why, that boys becoming the perfect little assistant, I can tell you.


    Katie laughed with her, peered around the kitchen and asked, And where is our little scholar?


    I suspect hes off watching TV in the back room. I told him he could, once hed peeled the vegetables, put out the garbage, and washed the pans in the sink. Hes a good boy really.


    Thinking out loud, Katie murmured, I wonder why Finian has suddenly decided to become such a paragon of virtue, Mom? Could there be an ulterior motive?


    Maureen nodded. Im sure of it, Katie. Hes trying to please me for some reason. She smiled indulgently. Hes a nice boy, but hes brilliant, and like you I also think hes plotting something. But what that is I cant imagine. Tis not important, darlin.


    I guess not, Katie agreed, knowing that her mother was correct about Finians brilliance. He had an extraordinary mind for a boy of twelve, and in some ways he was old beyond his years.


    Maureen, meanwhile, brought her attention back to the stove, began to stir the onions she was frying in the skillet, explaining, Ill pop these in the lamb stew for a bit of extra flavour, then Ill help you set the table. After that we can  Maureen did not finish her sentence. She broke off, unexpectedly afflicted with a violent attack of coughing. Putting the spatula down quickly, she dug into her apron pocket for a tissue and covered her mouth with it.


    The coughing went on for so long Katie became alarmed, and she eyed her mother with apprehension. Are you all right, Mom? Can I get you anything? What can I do?


    Maureen was unable to answer; she simply averted her head.


    Katie cried, Why dont you sit down? Ill finish everything.


    Gradually Maureen became quieter, and she finally murmured, Im fine, Katie darlin. Dont fuss so.


    Take it easy now, Momma. I can set the table by myself, Katie answered in a more assertive voice, and immediately strode over to the Welsh dresser in the corner of the room. After taking down the white plates they used every day, she carried them over to the large square table near the picture window. The table had already been covered with a red-and-white checked cloth, and once she had deposited the plates, she went to get the other items they needed for supper.


    Maureen had completely recovered, and she began to spoon the onions into the stew. Without looking up, she remarked, Once youve set the table, it would be nice if you made a cup of tea for us, Katie. Id like that.


    Yes, Mom, I will.

    



    Eventually Maureen walked over to the hearth and stood with her back to it, observing her daughter flitting around the kitchen. The girl was her pride and joy. She doted on her, spoiled her, yet she tempered her love with a great deal of discipline. Maureen was a hard taskmaster, especially when it came to school, homework, and household chores.


    How alike we are in so many ways, especially physically, Maureen thought, yet we dont have the same character or personality. Were entirely different on that score. Shes more ambitious and driven than I was, and she wants so much more than I ever did. Katie wants the world in her armsshe wants the stage, the bright lights, the excitement, the applause, the success, and the fame. Yes, she wants it all, and of course shell get it, Ive no doubts about that.


    For a moment or two Maureen thought about her own life. I got what I wanted, thank God, so why shouldnt Katie? Her dreams and desires, hopes and aspirations are very different from mine, but hers are just as real as mine. I craved marriage and a family, and I was fortunate that I found a good man, a man who loved me, still loves me, and whom I love. And I have fine, healthy, drug-free, responsible children, and a comfortable home, a beautiful garden, and a happy life in the country with my family. That was my greatest ambition, the dream I dreamed, and it did come true. Ive been so blessed since I came to America.


    The year had been 1960 and she had been exactly the same age as Katie was now  just seventeen. And her sister Bridget had been nineteen. They had emigrated with their parents, Sean and Catriona OKeefe, and settled in New York. They had been lucky in that they had all found work relatively quickly; Bridget had opted for a career in real estate and had joined a small but prestigious firm, and Maureen had become the showroom model for the great designer Pauline Trigre, who, once she had seen her, had decided her long, lean figure was ideal for the elegant and superbly-cut clothes the designer created.


    Her mother, Catriona, had also gone into fashion, in her own way; she had become a saleslady on the designer floor at Bloomingdales department store. Her father, Sean, a master craftsman, had found a job with a custom-design furniture maker down on East Tenth Street, and had rapidly made a name for himself.


    Looking back now, Maureen realized she had truly fond memories of their days in Forest Hills, where they had had an apartment. They had carved out a nice life for themselves and had forever rejoiced in the fact that they had had the courage to start their lives all over again by coming to America. But as the years passed they had begun to grow weary of the city, wanted to escape the hurly-burly, yearned to find a quiet spot that was reminiscent of the Irish countryside they loved. It was while they were visiting friends, who had recently moved to northwestern Connecticut, that they recognized they had found what they called Gods country. This is it! her mother had said that day, and they had all agreed with Catriona. A decision was made on the spot: this was where they belonged.


    It took over a year, but finally she and her parents moved to New Milford, where they had found a house that had charm and comfort and wasnt overpriced. Bridget, captivated by her wheeling and dealing in real estate, elected to remain in the city during the week, and came out to Connecticut at weekends.


    She had been twenty-three when they moved to the country, and she had met Michael Byrne within the first few months of her arrival in New Milford. It had been love at first sight for both of them. He was the type of man she had always pictured in her minds eye as being right for hertall, dark, nice-looking, and kind, with a loving nature. They had married when she was twenty-five and Michael twenty-seven, and it had worked. It was still working.


    I got married twenty years ago, she suddenly thought, a small frown pinching her eyebrows together, making a tight knot above the bridge of her nose. How fast the time has flown. I cant believe Im forty-five already. She didnt feel it, and she knew she didnt look it. She sighed, remembering all of the things she still wanted to do in her life. I must do them before Im too old, before Michaels too old, she added, reminding herself to talk to him about that long-promised trip to Ireland.


    Glancing across the kitchen, Maureen saw Katie was now standing by the stove, filling a brown teapot with water. They might be different in character and personality, but there was no question that they were mother and daughter. They were practically identical in appearance, with the same colouring and build.


    Sitting down in the wing chair next to the fireplace, Maureen settled herself comfortably against the chair back, her gaze still on Katie, her middle child and her only daughter. She had always known deep within her Celtic soul that Katie was different from other children. Her daughters personality and character were already in place the day she was born. Even as a toddler of three years Katie had known exactly who she was and what she wanted, and she had been determined. Maureen had frequently told Michael that their daughter had an unusual awareness of herself, which was manifested in an amazing inner confidence. But he knew that without having to be told; she was unusual. Yet Katie had never been bratty nor had she been precocious in an objectionable way. There had been moments when Maureen had looked at her three-year-old daughter and seen the woman she would become, so well defined was the childs personality and character.


    Maybe were all like that, Maureen thought, only perhaps its not so obvious in every one of us. She cast her mind back to Nialls childhood, and to Finians as well, but they had beenwell, just ordinary little boys, and certainly not particularly self-possessed or as definite and determined as their sister.


    Thoughts of her sons were interrupted when Katie came over to the fireside with two cups of tea. After handing one to her mother, she sat down in the other wing chair next to the fire.


    Thank you, darlin, Maureen said and took a sip of the tea. Its good, she murmured, smiling across at her daughter. So, you were at the barn rehearsing, were you?


    Katie nodded. I think Ive got my Hamlet right at last. I always thought the soliloquy was easy, but its not, Mom. Not if youre going to do it properly. Katie sighed and made a face. I say Ive got it, but theres lots of room for improvement. She nodded to herself. Theres always room for improvement, and perfection is hard won.


    Maureen smiled, wondering whom Katie was quoting now. There were times when her girl sounded like a little old woman, especially when shed been dipping into the classics. She asked, And what about the others? Howre Carly and Denise doing?


    Theyre good, Momma, I know that. The trouble is, they dont. I think Im getting them to believe in themselves more. Its all to do with self-confidence.


    Which youve never lacked, Maureen thought, but said, You should have brought them back to supper, Katie. Theres always enough for everyone, and especially when its Irish stew. Your father says I always make enough to feed Coxs army.


    I thought about asking them, but I decided itd be too much for you. Youve been so sick.


    Im much better, darlin.


    The door at the other end of the kitchen flew open, and Finian came rumbling in. Hi, there, Katie! he cried.


    Hi, Fin.


    I prefer Finian, the twelve-year-old announced.


    Oh, sorry, Katie replied, hiding her amusement. This was something new with him.


    Thats okay. But Finian is my name. He glanced at his mother. Do you need me to help again, Mom?


    She shook her head. No, Finer, Finian. But thanks for asking. Do you want a mug of tea?


    No thanks. He shook his head and went over to the refrigerator. A Cokell be great.


    What about your homework, Finian? his mother asked.


    He swung around and gave her a long look. Ive done it.


    Slightly puzzled and frowning at him, Maureen asked, When?


    Just now. When I was in the back room. He shrugged nonchalantly, explained, I didnt have a lot of it tonight. Just math.


    Nodding, Maureen gave him the benefit of a pleased smile and drank her tea.


    Katie sat bolt upright in the chair looking at her mother askance. Am I stupid! she cried in a shrill tone. I left my school bag at the barn! Oh Mom! My homework! What am I going to do? As she spoke she jumped up. Ill just have to go back.


    Not now, Katie! Maureen exclaimed. Its far too dark already, and you know very well I wont let you walk across the fields alone, so you can forget that!


    But I need my books, Mom, Katie wailed, her expression woeful.


    Yes, I know you do. But youll just have to wait for Niall to get home. Hell go with you. Better still, hell run you down to the barn in his pickup. Thatll be the quickest. Fin, go and turn off the stew, please, and Id better take the bread out of the oven.


    Its Finian, Mom, the boy muttered. My names Finian, like in Finians Rainbow. Thats a musical.


    Maureen stared at him, wondering what he would come out with next.

  


  


  
    Chapter Four


    Katie kept herself absolutely still, remained quiet as she sat next to her brother in his pickup truck. She felt certain he was annoyed because he had to drive her to the old barn, so that she could retrieve her school books.


    When he had arrived home from work a short while ago, he hadnt appeared to be put out by their mothers request, and had agreed readily enough to run her to the barn. But he had been totally silent as they had driven away from the house and headed in the direction of the highway.


    Several times Katie stole a glance at Niall, wondering whether to start chatting or not. Usually he was talkative, discussed all sorts of things and confided in her, as she did in him. He was only two years older than her and they had always been close when they were growing up, best friends. The two of them had treated Finian as the baby, being either condescending or indifferent. Until he had become too clever by far to ignore. Although they had eventually accepted him, treated Finian amiably enough, they had never really let him in, and he hadnt seemed to care, much to their surprise.


    Katie and Niall knew each other inside out, and now, as she cast another glance at him, she realized how preoccupied he looked. His normally smiling face was set in serious lines as he drove on at a steady speed, and she wondered what was going on in his head. Perhaps he was having trouble with his girlfriend, Jennifer Wilson. Women were attracted to Niall, usually threw themselves at him, and no wonder. He was as handsome as their father with his black hair, green eyes, and angular, masculine face. Nialls features were well defined, as were their fathers, and their very macho looks harked back to their Byrne ancestors, who had come over from Ireland in the nineteenth century to settle in Connecticut.


    It was Niall who finally broke the silence and interrupted her thoughts when he said, Youre very quiet tonight, Katie.


    Startled, she sat up straighter, and exclaimed, with a small laugh, I could say the same about you, Niall! And youre certainly looking serious. Is there something wrong?


    No, no, nothingI was just thinkingabout you.


    What about me?


    Mostly your plans to go to New York next year. Do you really think Mom and Dadll let you?


    Of course they will. She half turned in her seat, stared at her brother in the dim light, and went on swiftly, Have they said something to you? I mean about not letting me go? Come on, tell me, Niall. Weve never had any secrets before.


    When he remained silent, she said in a softer, pleading tone, Please tell me.


    They havent said a word, honest, Niall responded truthfully. But I know theyre not too happy about the idea.


    Why not?


    Come on, Katie, dont be dumb, thats not like you. Its obvious. They think youre too young to go off by yourself to the big city. He sneaked a look at her out of the corner of his eye, then brought his gaze back to the road. Im sure they want you to put it off for a couple of years.


    Moms never said anything like that to me, and neither has Dad. And why are you suddenly bringing it up tonight? she demanded, sounding heated all of a sudden.


    I guess I wouldnt have said anything if you hadnt asked me if something was wrong. I was just being honest with you, because thats what I was thinking aboutyou going off to New York. And I suppose it came into my mind because were on our way to the barn, where you spend most of your time playing actress.


    I understand. But hey, listen up, NiallIll be with Carly and Denise in New York. And dont forget that Aunt Bridgets there, and well be staying with her.


    Niall exclaimed, And for how long? Aunt Bridgets got a big job in real estate and a life of her own. Shes not going to want the lot of you under her feetat least not for very long.


    A fast denial sprang to Katies lips but she thought better of voicing it. Instead she took a deep breath and settled back in the seat, wondering if her parents had discussed this matter with him. But if they had, why wouldnt he admit it? He had never held things back in the past. Finally, she asked in a low voice, Tell me the truth, like you always have, Niall. Did Mom and Dad talk to you about my going to New York?


    No, they didnt, Katie. Honest to God they havent mentioned it. Im only telling you what I personally think. I know what theyre like. Theyre both very protective of you, and theyre right to be. I feel the same way myself.


    Traitor, she muttered. Youve never mentioned that before, and you always said I should go to the academy once I graduate high school. Now, suddenly, youre singing a different tune. All Ive ever wanted to do is act, you know its my life.


    Niall let out a small sigh. He might have known she would adopt this attitude; he was beginning to wish hed never said anything to her, never voiced his thoughts. Lets not quarrel, honey, he soothed gently. Look, Im sorry I brought it up. Forget it. Forget I ever said anything. When the time comes Im sure theyll agree, and let you go, especially if Aunt Bridget backs you up. And youll be with Denise and Carly, and thatll help as well. After all, its not as if youre going to New York by yourself.


    No, Im not, and I hope Mom and Dad will agree, Katie answered, and began to relax. Also, knowing it was better to let the matter drop, she adroitly changed the subject. Hows Jennifer? You havent mentioned her lately.


    Im sort of cooling it, he muttered, and then laughed in an odd way. Shes getting to be a bit of a pest, if you want the truth, Katie. Can you believe she wants to get married?


    To you? Katie asked, her voice rising.


    Who else?


    Youre too young, Niall.


    You bet I am. Anyway, Jennifers nice enough, dont get me wrong, I just dont want to start getting serious with her. Shes not the girl for me. I havent found her yet.


    For a split second Katie was silent, and then she murmured, Funny, I thought you had once.


    Niall did not answer her but his hands tensed on the wheel.


    Eventually Katie said, I used to think you were crazy about Denise last year. The look on your face wasunmistakable. I was sure you had fallen for her. I was positive youd finally seen the light, discovered what she was really like, what a special person she is.


    I guess I hadThe problem was with Denise, not me. Shes hell bent on being an actress, having a career, going to New York with you and Carly. Thats what she wants, not me or any other guy, as far as I can see. When I was taking her out last year, did she ever mention me? Say anything to you?


    Katie shook her head. No, Ive told you that before. All she said was that you were nice. Katie frowned. And I did repeat that to you at the time.


    Niall murmured, I guess you did. Denise doesnt want a boyfriend, at least not right now. What she wants is fame in capital letters. Her name in lights on a theatre.


    I think so, Katie agreed. But Denise is so beautiful and sweet, and Jennifer Wilson cant hold a candle to her


    I know that.


    Niall slowed down as they came to the entrance to Ted Matthewss land, where the old barn was located. He turned in and headed across the flat barren area, then rolled slowly down the hill to the dell at the bottom. It was here the barn sat nestled against a backdrop of trees.


    As the pickup truck drew closer to the barn, Niall said, Denise and Carly must still be here, Katie. The lights are on.


    Katie was not surprised, and she explained, They often stay here long after Im gone. They like to rehearse, work together, and sometimes they do their homework, Niall. Theres nothing much for them at home, with everyone working.


    Yeah, I know. Niall brought the pickup truck to a stop in front of the barn, and braked.


    Katie opened the door and jumped down to the ground. It was cold and she shivered, huddled into her jacket as she ran forward. When she reached the barn door she was surprised to see it stood open.


    Pulling it back, she went in, smiling and exclaiming, Carly! Denise! Whats going on? Whys the door open on a cold night like this?


    No one answered. The barn was empty.


    Taken aback, Katie stood for a moment frozen to the spot. Her eyes scanned the room swiftly, and straight away she noticed the disarray. Two straight-backed chairs had been turned over, lay on their sides. The shade on the old pottery lamp was lopsided, looked as if it had been hit with force, and the blue cloth on the table where they drank their Cokes had been pulled to one side, so that it hung off the edge of the table. As her eyes continued to scan the barn she saw their coats hanging on the wall pegs, and on the floor, nearby, were their school bags. And hers as well, although she didnt remember putting it there. She was sure she had thrown it in a corner, haphazardly. All three were neatly lined up, side by side. How odd.


    Sudden fear clutched at Katie.


    She swung her head as Niall came inside.


    Wheres Denise? Carly? he asked, and automatically took hold of her arm, immediately noticing the overturned chairs, and other signs of disruption.


    Katie swung to face him. I dont know. She bit her lip. They must be somewhereoutside


    Without their coats? he frowned, staring hard at her.


    For a moment Katie could not speak. The fear inside her seemed to intensify and her legs suddenly felt weak, as if they would give way beneath her. All of her instincts were alerted to trouble, and in a shaking voice she said slowly, Theres something wrong, Niall.


    Yep, there is. Her brother took a deep breath, went on: Wed better go outside and look for them. They must be around here somewhere. Its very dark, but Ive got a flashlight in the truck.


    And theres one in the drawer of the table. I kept it for emergencies, she explained.


    Then get it, Katie, and lets go.

  


  


  
    Chapter Five


    It was chilly and damp outside and darker than ever. Heavy clouds obscured the opaque moon, and an ominous feeling floated in the air. It was palpable, something Katie felt she could reach out and touch.


    She was taut and fearful. Her mind raced; dire thoughts rushed unchecked through her head. Nothing was normal any more, and her instincts told her something bad had happened here. Something evil. A strange sense of doom, a foreboding, persisted even though she tried to push it away.


    The dampness seeped through her jacket into her bones, and she shivered as she stood waiting for her brother. Niall had gone to get the flashlight from his pickup, and she was clutching the one she had taken from the barn. Her mother had given it to her a long time ago, and Katie was glad she had thought to replace the batteries recently.


    Unexpectedly, Nialls headlights flashed on and she started in surprise. The area in front of the barn where she was standing was suddenly illuminated, and at least she could see better. Niall ran towards her, waving his flashlight, and when he was by her side he took hold of her arm protectively. In a rush of words he said, Listen to me, Katie. Were going to stick close together. Real close. I dont want you wandering around here on your own. Okay?


    Yes. And anyway thats the last thing Id do, she answered, her voice low, and she edged closer
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