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            Chapter One

          

          SARAH

        

      

    

    
      Ballyaislinn, Wexford

      
        
        <Inbox (2)

        To: sarahlawlor0902@yahoo.ie

        From: paul.lawlor@cgqh.ie

        Subject: Sorry

        Sarah, I’m not coming home tonight. Don’t try to find me or call my office, I’m taking some time out to get my head sorted. If I don’t get away, I’m not sure what I’ll do. If you love me, you will give me the space I need. Tell the children I love them and I’ll be in touch when I can.

        Paul

      

      

      Sarah blinked back tears, confused and disorientated by the email she had just opened. Paul’s meagre few lines made absolutely no sense to her and mocked her by their cruelty. She struggled to let the words sink in but no matter how many times she re-read the email, she couldn’t fathom why her husband would write them. Sarah quickly hit re-dial, cursing when once again it went straight to voicemail. She checked the time; it was getting close to ten p.m. She hadn’t worried at first when Paul didn’t appear home for dinner. Sarah figured that he had a late meeting and had forgotten to tell her about it. But by eight p.m. her anxiety levels had risen significantly and she started to call him. His phone kept repeating the same infuriating message.

      Sarah ran through the morning’s events once again in her mind. Paul had gotten up for work at his usual time, showered and dressed himself, whilst she got the children ready for school. Mornings were always frantic in their house with Sarah multi-tasking — making the children their breakfast and school lunches, whilst helping them get into their uniforms. At some point in the mayhem, Paul left for the office, with a quick goodbye kiss for the kids.

      She supposed he had been quiet this morning, she didn’t recall him saying one word to her, but then again, he rarely did these days. Her stomach flipped as she tried to work out what had she missed? Their lives had become frantic – Sarah with the three children and Paul with work, it often felt as if they were ships that passed in the night. A flash of guilt overwhelmed her, and she struggled to catch her breath. How could she have been blind to her husband’s distress? Had they drifted so far apart that she had not noticed Paul falling apart at the seams. “I’m not sure what I’ll do.” Sarah clutched her chest, as the seriousness of those words sank in. Was Paul having a breakdown of such magnitude that he needed to stay away from his family? An image of Paul in a psych ward sneaked into her head and she reeled from it, as it evoked a memory so painful it pierced her heart. She quickly threw that image from her mind and went back to unpicking his actions this morning. Had he seemed any different when he kissed them all goodbye? She tried to be objective but she couldn’t pinpoint anything that should have raised her alarm bells. Paul had been his usual slightly moody self but nothing new there. Her stomach began to flip again, and she started to pace the living room floor, scared that she was somehow to blame for all of this.

      He said in his email that she shouldn’t try to find him, but how could Sarah obey this? She had to at least try to talk to him. Let him know that she loved him. Supported him in any way that he needed. Sarah began ringing likely candidates that he might have confided in, the most obvious, his mother Rita, who answered on the first ring.

      ‘Hi Rita, it’s Sarah here. By any change is Paul with you?’

      ‘I haven’t seen Paul since last Sunday when you all came for lunch.’ Rita replied. ‘Is there something wrong?’

      Sarah wasn’t sure how to answer that. She glanced at the email again and quickly decided it wasn’t fair to worry Rita – yet.

      ‘He’s not home, that’s all.’ Sarah replied, trying to disguise her anguish. ‘Just a bit worried, as he’s not normally this late. I thought he might have popped in to see you on his way home. I’m sure he’ll walk through the door at any minute.’

      Rita exhaled a long breath, ‘course he will love. Sure, Paul has always been a workaholic. He’s probably on his way home right now.’

      Sarah closed her eyes and silently prayed that Rita was right. Sarah shivered as she had the strange sensation that she was being watched. She walked over to the large bay window in her living room and looked out into the inky dark night. She pulled the curtains closed, then whipped around behind her, certain she heard a noise. But there was nothing but an empty room. With a racing heart, Sarah walked around the house, double checking that all the windows and doors were shut. Her unease growing with every step.

      
        
        ‘Paul, wherever you are, please come home.’

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          JAMES

        

      

    

    
      The Crown Bar, Wexford

      Time for the big finale, James thought. With a sigh he put his hand over his face and said, ‘and as the sun set, I held her in my arms. I just feel honoured that I was with her when she breathed her last breath. And maybe in some small way I gave her comfort at the end.’

      He wiped an imaginary tear from the corner of his eye and sneaked a peak at his date Laurie. Had he overdone it this time? Maybe the tears were too much. Nope, hang on; she had bought his story: hook, line and sinker. She really is beautiful, James thought.

      Laurie stifled back a sob and leaned in close to James. ‘Oh James you were incredibly brave.’

      She touched him on his leg and James knew he’d be getting lucky tonight. The hero story never failed him. His date was clearly smitten by him. Athletic and six foot tall, with blonde wavy hair, James had grown up being told continuously that he was a good-looking boy. His blue eyes sparkled with mischief but could also show hints of hidden depths that made women desperate to be the one to unlock their secrets. Added to the fact that he was one of those lucky people born with a natural charisma that attracted both men and women.

      The sound of his mobile phone blaring out Eliza Doolittle’s Pack Up interrupted his daydream of how the night was likely to end. Glancing at the handset, he saw that it was his sister Sarah. He ignored the phone, saying, ‘let them leave a message, nothing is more important than this, right now, with you.’

      Laurie seemed to like the cheesy lines. She was practically purring — some girls were too easy to play. Momentarily he felt a prickle of guilt hit him. James knew that after a few dates he wouldn’t be interested in seeing Laurie again. He had no intention of settling down with anyone, now or maybe ever. He’d grown up in a house with parents who at best were polite to each other, but on a daily basis made it quite obvious that whatever love had drawn them towards each other at the beginning, had long since died. In his career as a private detective, almost half of his clients were looking for confirmation that their other half was being unfaithful. From his experience there weren’t many happy ever afters anymore. Any excuse and one or the other of the couple jumped into bed with someone else. And what about his sister, Sarah? He’d watched her fall apart these past few weeks since Paul had done his vanishing act.

      What he wouldn’t give for five minutes with that man.

      A hand gently touching his shoulder brought James back to his present situation. He brushed aside any guilt he may have felt; after all they were both adults and he never promised any of the girls he dated, anything more than they got. There was never more than one girl at a time, cheating was a line that he’d never cross. And he had a firm rule that he always detangled himself before the fourth date. That way he wasn’t leading his dates on.

      James could see Sarah’s disapproving face in his mind’s eye and pushed aside another slight twinge of guilt. He was just about to suggest a nightcap back at his house when his phone beeped with a new text message. Sarah again. He clicked open the message on his phone and two words glared back at him.

      
        
        Edward’s back.

      

      

      James clenched his jaw tight and cursed under his breath. He’d not heard that name mentioned in years. A taboo subject for both Sarah and James, the scars from their time with Edward, faded but not gone.

      ‘Family emergency. I’ve got to go,’ James said with genuine regret, then kissed Laurie on the cheek, slightly amused by the look of astonishment on her face. She seemed like a nice girl, but he was needed at Sarah’s and that came first.

      ‘What’s wrong James?’ she asked.

      ‘It appears that Edward is back,’ James replied, with a frown.

      ‘Who’s Edward?’

      
        
        ‘Trouble, that’s who Edward is. A whole lot of trouble,’ James replied and with that ran to his car, texting Sarah as he went, that he was on his way.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          SARAH

        

      

    

    
      Ballyaislinn, Wexford

      ‘Okay kids, bedtime,’ Sarah called to her children. ‘You’ve already had an extra five minutes, Tommy, don’t even think about asking for anymore.’

      Tommy made a face; which made Sarah giggle. He hated it when she guessed what he was about to say before he opened his mouth. At eight years old, Tommy was already a heartbreaker; big brown eyes with a mop of brown curly hair. He was the image of his daddy, getting more alike him every day. He was also a bundle of mischief, with unlimited energy that always amazed his parents. He never sat still for even a second. But she’d noticed that he was quieter than usual this week. Sarah knew that he missed having his daddy around; the effect of Paul’s absence showed on her son's sad face more than with her two girls.

      Two weeks had passed since that damning email arrived, and Sarah was none the wiser as to her husband’s whereabouts. A further couple of emails had arrived, with Paul explaining that he’d had a nervous breakdown. He promised he was getting help and would be in touch soon. He asked for patience and support, which Sarah promised to give. When she asked him where he was, he refused to answer. And when Sarah questioned why there was so little money in their joint bank account, he accused her of adding pressure to an already stressful situation. So she backed off.

      Sarah told the children daddy was away on business, which they accepted at first. But now, they were both questioning why he was gone for so long. Ruffling Tommy’s hair, Sarah gently guided him to the door where Katie was already waiting for them, a mock stern frown on her little face as she confronted her big brother.

      ‘Come on Tommy. We did promise Mammy we’d go to bed in five minutes.’ Katie spoke in a voice that mimicked Sarah’s.

      Her little girl had always been Sarah’s shadow She sometimes felt sorry for Tommy as he often had two Mammy’s to deal with. But he seemed amused rather than irritated by his sister’s stance. At seven, one year younger than Tommy, Sarah marvelled at how grown up her little girl had become. If Tommy was the image of his daddy, then Katie was a miniature version of her. Both Sarah and Katie had straight, thick, sandy blonde hair, blue eyes and sallow skin. Sarah said a quick prayer that Katie wouldn’t inherit her big hips and thighs. She’d always hoped that Paul’s fast metabolism and ability to never to put on an ounce of fat would be bestowed on all their children, rather than her own, glance-at-an-éclair-and-put-on-two-pounds, one. Time would tell.

      ‘Teeth, face, hands, you know the drill,’ Sarah said gently to them both as they walked up to their bedroom. ‘I’ll be there in five minutes to read your bedtime story.’

      While Tommy and Katie got ready for bed, Sarah went to check on Ella, her eight-month-old baby daughter. She felt her heart contract with emotion as she gazed down at her little angel fast asleep. As normal, she had managed to do a full 180-degree spin and was at the bottom of her cot pressed right to the edge. Sarah gently moved her back to the middle, caressing her baby’s cheek as she whispered to her, ‘Mammy loves you Ella, always remember that.’

      Ella was dark and looked just like Tommy did at that age, already with masses of dark curly hair framing perfect round little cheeks and a rose bud mouth. Not for the first time Sarah wondered how on earth Paul could stay away from his children. Surely, no matter what was going on with him, being with his family, should be the best place to be? How could he leave this life behind? But then guilt would return, as she imagined what Paul might be going through, as he worked with his therapist. Creeping away carefully, Sarah avoided the creaky floorboard in the middle of the floor, then walked next door to read the children their bedtime story.

      ‘Right, where did we get to? Did we stop at chapter five last night?’ Sarah asked picking up the book.

      ‘Yes Mammy, hurry up.’ Katie squealed, excitement flushing her face. Sarah was reading the Roald Dahl classic Charlie and the Chocolate Factory to them, one chapter a night during the week and two at the weekends. It was one of the first books that Sarah had read as a child by herself, and she loved reliving the excitement of Charlie Bucket and Willie Wonka with her own children now. The chocolate factory and the golden ticket had been an escape for Sarah as a child, when things were out of control and scary. Her parents disapproving faces flashed into her mind, but she quickly pushed the image away and started to read.

      ‘You mean people are actually going to be allowed inside the factory? cried Grandpa Joe,’ Sarah began. She looked at her children, their eyes wide with wonder at the words Roald Dahl had created. She knew that both Tommy and Katie wished they could be Charlie Bucket, just as millions of other children had done for decades before them, Sarah herself included. When she finished the chapter, she noted with satisfaction that the children’s eyes were heavy with sleep.

      ‘See you in my dreams, my darlings,’ Sarah said to them both. ‘Where will we meet tonight?’

      ‘Chocolate Land,’ Katie said dreamily.

      ‘You want to go there every night,’ Tommy replied, curling his lip disdainfully.

      ‘Please,’ Katie begged. ‘And you love Chocolate Land too.’

      ‘Okay,’ Tommy said, giving in with a grin.

      Smiling at them both, Sarah said, ‘Chocolate Land it is. I’ll meet you by the big Toblerone oak tree.’

      ‘And we’ll go swimming in the Dairy Milk pool.’ Katie added.

      ‘And eat the marshmallow clouds.’ Tommy piped in.

      ‘Then pick Jelly Tot flowers.’ Sarah said as she turned to go. ‘Night night both of you. Close your eyes and start dreaming. We’ve lots of chocolate to eat in our dreams tonight.’

      Sarah walked to the kitchen and grabbed a bottle of wine, her favourite Pinot Noir. It was only five euros and pretty decent for that price. She rarely had a drink anymore, as she couldn’t justify the cost. But tonight, dwindling bank account or not, she needed something to help take the edge off.

      The doorbell rang. Opening the door, Sarah took one look at James and felt her lip begin to quiver. She felt tears sting her eyes, as James pulled her tightly into his arms. ‘I’m glad you came,’ Sarah said, as she relaxed into his embrace. Her heart slowed down and the feeling of dread she’d carried with her all evening began to lift. She always felt safe when James was by her side.

      ‘Of course I came,’ James said tenderly. He loved her with all his heart it was agony to see her so upset. He pulled back and looked at her closely. ‘When did Edward come back?’

      Sarah looked at her twin brother and wondered where to start. At first she thought it was her imagination that someone was watching her. But her unease intensified over the past week. She led James into the living room and they took a seat on the L-shaped sofa.

      ‘You know that feeling that someone has walked over your grave?’

      James nodded, shuddering, despite himself.

      ‘Well, it felt kind of like that. I knew I was being watched but no matter how quickly I’d turn to check, there was never anyone there.’ Sarah’s eyes darted around the room as she spoke.

      ‘You’ve been under a lot of pressure lately. Between money worries, being on your own with three kids and working at the boutique, it’s enough to keep anyone on living on their nerves.’ James said.

      Sarah acknowledged this with a nod. ‘I knew it was more than that though. It’s not too bad when I’m working, or when the kids are with me. But when they are all asleep and I’m in this house on my own, well it felt a bit scary…’

      ‘You should have told me earlier Saz. I could have stayed over. When did you suspect it was Edward?’ James asked, feeling a little ashamed that he’d nearly switched his phone off earlier when he was with his date.

      ‘I began to feel a sense of déjà vu, but I couldn’t place why. Now I can’t believe that Edward didn’t cross my mind. How stupid was I not to even think of him? But what with everything going on these past few weeks, and the fact that I’ve not been sleeping well…’ Sarah let the sentence hang.

      James looked closely at Sarah and frowned.

      Sarah knew the strain of the previous few weeks was etched on her face. Dark circles made her eyes look sunken on pale skin.

      ‘I’m worried about you.’ James whispered.

      ‘I’m worried about me too,’ Sarah replied, in almost a whisper.

      They both thought about the last time Edward was here and how it resulted in Sarah being committed to a psych ward. Almost two decades ago James had to watch helplessly, as his sister was dragged away from him kicking and screaming. The impact of this moment had left scars on both of their lives. And while they never spoke of that time, both remembered every detail as if it had happened the day before.

      ‘What if it happens again?’ Sarah asked, her hands trembling.

      ‘No way on this earth will I let that happen again.’ James stated firmly.

      ‘I’m not crazy, James.’ Sarah said, gripping his arm tightly. ‘I wasn’t then, and I’m not now.’

      ‘I know that. You don’t need to convince me Saz; I never believed you were. You have always been one of the sanest people I know.’

      ‘You haven’t called me Saz since we were kids,’ Sarah said, smiling at her brother.

      ‘Paul made it clear that he didn’t care for it. I got out of the habit of calling you it. But you’ll always be Saz to me. I think it's time to resurrect the nickname!’

      Sarah had forgotten that truth. Why had she let Paul do that? She’d loved that moniker. But Sarah had to leave that thought alone for now. It was time to confront the demons of her past and talk about them.

      Taking a deep breath, she continued. ‘I’ve spent decades trying to block out what happened when I was ten years old. When his name crossed my mind a few days ago, I genuinely hadn’t thought about him in years. Now, my mind refuses to stop revisiting unhappy memories from her past.’ Her stomach cramped, and her palms began to sweat, as hidden moments from her past reappeared. ‘Mam and Dad believed that I was crazy when they had me committed. They still look at me as if I’m a raving lunatic on the odd occasion we are in each other’s company. Like I’m going to have a One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest episode any minute. She has something negative to say every single time she comes into this house.’

      ‘You can’t let them get to you.’ James insisted, not for the first time.

      Sarah looked around her living room. It had that lived-in look, yet was pretty tidy, considering she had three children. ‘I don’t know how she does it, but they always seems to arrive on the one day that the house is messy and I’ve no food in. And they look at me with exaggerated sympathy. Poor Sarah again. And you cannot tell me that if mam thought I was having one of my ‘episodes’ again as they used to call them, that would be it. She’d be onto Child Protection and looking for custody. Mam would use any excuse to get her hands on the kids.’

      ‘That would be over my dead body. You’re a fantastic mother and even Mam and Dad would have to agree with that. Forget about the folks for now, they are not important. Sure, how often do they visit, once or twice a year? I want to get back to Edward, have you actually seen him, or just think it’s him?’

      Sarah shivered, so she took a large gulp of her wine; needing the warmth of the alcohol to steady herself. ‘When the kids went to bed last night I was putting their toys away and I had that feeling again. I looked up, but this time somebody was here, standing in the corner of the room. Over there.’ Sarah pointed to where she had seen him.

      James looked over in the direction she was pointing at, his eyes darting back and forth.

      ‘It was him,’ Sarah said. ‘He hasn’t changed in the slightest. Three decades later, I’m unrecognisable, but him, he’s the same.’

      ‘What did he say?’ James’s voice sounded calm, but his face was flushed, telling tales on his unease.

      ‘Nothing at all, at least not at that point. He just smiled at me. It was beautiful and serene. I got lost in it for a few minutes. It made me feel like I was a child again. I closed my eyes for a moment but when I opened them again, he was gone. It all happened in double-time I actually thought I’d imagined the whole thing.’

      This time it was James who took a large gulp of wine. They sat in silence, each in their own thoughts.

      ‘You said he didn’t say anything last night; do I take it he has been back again?’ James eventually asked.

      ‘Yep, he was here this morning, after the kids went to school. Ella was having her nap. And when I came downstairs from her room, Edward was sitting at the kitchen table.’

      ‘Cosy,’ James said wryly. ‘What does he want and why come back after all this time?’

      ‘Exactly what I thought. Why now? I mean life couldn’t be more hectic for me; I haven’t time to wash my hair some days, never mind deal with all this. These days I’m running around so much, one day I’ll meet myself coming backwards.’

      They both smiled at that. Gathering herself, Sarah continued. ‘At first, he just sat at the table. I joined him and it was peaceful and quiet just sitting together. I felt in that moment we were both reconnecting, catching up with each other, without the need for words. Oh, I can't explain it.’ Sarah ended with a sigh, her forehead furrowed in a frown.

      James reached over and grabbed his sister’s hand, giving it a sympathetic squeeze.

      Sarah knew that as hard as it was for her to explain all of this, it must be difficult for James to understand too.

      ‘You okay?’ She asked.

      ‘I’ll admit that this was all a little easier to wrap my head around when we were kids. But I’m good. Don't worry about me. Go on with what happened next.’

      ‘Eventually he spoke, and he simply said, “It’s time,"’ Sarah said.

      ‘That sounds a little ominous. It’s time for what?’ James spluttered.

      ‘He said that he knew that seeing him again after all this time was a shock. He knew I’d need to adjust to having him around again, but that I needed to believe in myself and acknowledge my gift.’ Her voice trembled as she spoke that word. 'And after I’ve acknowledged my gift, then I would have to start using it.’

      Sarah glanced at James. He looked a bit shell-shocked now. He was the one person who had always believed in her, but she could see he was struggling to take all this in right now. And she needed him, because without his support, there was no way she could handle whatever was coming her way.

      James motioned for Sarah to continue, so she said, ‘Edward kept repeating that I’ve been ignoring my gift for far too long and that I must step forward to help others.’

      ‘I don’t suppose the gift he’s talking about is an opened box of perfume.’ James said with a wry grin.

      Sarah took this attempt at cracking a joke as a good sign. ‘Brace yourself James. Because you haven’t heard the best bit. Edward said there is a young girl who needs my help.’ She paused for moment, gathering the strength to say the next bit, ‘James, the girl has been murdered. She wants to bring her murderer to justice.’

      ‘For goodness sake Sarah,’ James replied. He put his two hands over his face, taking a moment to process this new information.

      ‘I know. I’m sorry.’ Sarah said. James waved aside her apology. ‘I’m no Miss Marple; I’m a shop assistant for heaven’s sake. If anyone around here is going to solve a murder that would be you.’

      ‘Thankfully not many homicides around here for me or anyone else to solve,’ James replied. As a private investigator, with his own business, he did a lot of freelance work for insurance agencies, sifting out the fraudsters looking for big claims, along with the infidelity cases. All pretty mundane stuff.

      James topped Sarah’s glass up with more wine, ‘And how are you supposed to help this girl?’

      ‘I have to visit a woman in Arklow. Edward told me to write down her name and address,’ Sarah picked up a piece of paper from the coffee table, and passed it to James.

      ‘Mary Donegan. 5 Riverside Apartments, Arklow,’ James read out. ‘Is this some random woman you have to go knock on the door to, or will she be expecting us? Is she even real?’

      Sarah shrugged, she wished she had all the answers, but right now, she was in the dark, as much as James. ‘I’ve looked her up online. Mary Donegan does live there. She exists.’

      Sarah felt a growing headache on her temples, that threatened to explode any moment. She glanced at James who was lost in thought. She’d had a few hours to digest the news that Edward was back; James had just had a few minutes. Plus, to be fair to her brother, he had never actually met Edward; he only had her word that he even existed. The fact that James always believed her left her in grateful awe. Sarah knew that it was extremely difficult for most people to understand and believe in something that they couldn’t see or touch.

      That was why she had kept Edward’s existence a secret for all this time. This part of her life, she had not even shared with her husband Paul. Would he have believed her? Her instinct was no, believing he would have reacted the same way as her parents. They thought she was crazy twenty years ago, and if she was honest who could blame them?

      
        
        Edward had made an incredible impact on her life when she was a child. Both positive and negative. What affect would he have on her now? And how could Sarah expect anyone to believe that her childhood best friend was in fact a guardian angel?

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          SARAH

        

      

    

    
      Ballyaislinn, Wexford

      Sarah sat up with a start. A line of perspiration glistened on her forehead. She shivered, feeling cold despite the heavy duvet that covered her body.

      She leaned over and flicked on her bedside lamp, checking her watch as she did. It was a little after three a.m. She knew there was no point in trying to go back to sleep. From experience, it would be at least an hour before that would happen, if at all. She had just woken from a horrific nightmare. Already, as is often the way with dreams, the details of it were beginning to get murky. Unfortunately, one image kept flashing into her mind, one she would have been happy to lose.

      
        
        A young woman lying on the beach. Naked. Covered in blood. Her dog by her side, whimpering.

      

      

      Sarah had a fitful nights sleep, unable to shake the image from her mind. She got the children ready for school on auto-pilot, then dropped Ella off at Rita’s house who helped with childcare while she worked part-time at a boutique in Wexford. When her shift finished, she met James as was planned the previous night.

      'You look tired,’ James said, taking in her red eyes as she climbed into the car beside him.

      ‘I had a nightmare last night, didn’t get a huge amount of sleep.’

      James turned the radio off, switching on a CD in it’s place. Sarah closed her eyes and allowed herself to drift off to sleep again as the car moved steadily along. She awoke forty minutes later, as James pulled up in front of an apartment block.

      Wiping her eyes, she stretched, feeling better for her unplanned nap. ‘I’d forgotten how satisfying a car nap can be. Feel almost human now.’

      ‘You want to go get a coffee or something before we go in?’

      The thought of delaying the visit was tempting, but Sarah knew she had to face whatever this was, head on. ‘Better not. And thank you again. I don’t think I could do this on my own.’

      ‘No worries. This Mary could be a complete nut-job. There’s no way you can do this on your own.’ James said emphatically.

      ‘As in, she could be a nut-job just like me, you mean?’ Sarah asked playfully.

      James replied in kind, ‘You? Nut-job? No! But for the craic let’s summarise. An angel called Edward, who used to be your best friend when you were a child, has casually rocked up into your kitchen. Incidentally, because of your insistence that Edward was real and not a figment of your imagination, you were committed by Mam and Dad for psychiatric assessment, thereafter you spent months in and out of therapy. Now the bold Eddy, enigmatic as ever, is saying little except that you have a gift. As yet we don’t know what that gift is. I’d have put money on that it’s your finesse at baking, but not sure that’s what Eddy is talking about. No, that doesn’t make you sound like a Cadbury’s Fruit and Nut bar in the slightest.’

      Sarah laughed along as he spoke, grateful that he was making this so much easier.

      ‘Oh and to top it all off, this ability of yours is expected to help solve a murder of which we know nothing about. Here we are outside some random woman’s home, about to knock on her door and say hello, because Eddy tells us we have to.’ James took an imaginary bow.

      ‘Why Watson, thank you for that summary,’ Sarah said with a smile. ‘Think that just about covers it. As much as I’m enjoying listening to you, we better get this show on the road. I’ve got to get back to collect the kids from Rita’s house by teatime.’

      Sarah knew a lot of people didn’t have time for their mother-in-law, but for Sarah it was the opposite. Rita had always been a godsend to her.

      ‘She heard anything from that loser of a son of hers?’ James asked.

      ‘He has a name, James,’ Sarah said with a sigh. ‘And no, she hasn’t heard anything from Paul in weeks either, other than the news I’ve passed on from the emails I've received.’

      ‘He doesn’t deserve to be called by his first name, in my opinion,’ James retorted, his jaw clenching tight, as it always did whenever the subject of Paul came up. ‘How can he leave a wife with three children, one only a small baby? What kind of man does that?’

      Sarah could feel her head thumping again. ‘Please James, not now. I can’t deal with Paul on top of all this. I know you’re right. It’s not fair on any of us, but there are extenuating circumstances. Paul has had a breakdown and is seeking help. He cannot help himself, he’s ill. What choice do I have but to be patient and support him?’

      ‘That’s a load of bullsh—’ Seeing Sarah’s face, he stopped himself. ‘Ok, I’ll leave it, but if Paul doesn’t call in the next few days, you and I have to discuss this further. It’s not acceptable that he disappear the way he has. You deserve better.’

      Sarah was close to tears, as she often was whenever the subject of Paul’s disappearance came up.

      ‘Don’t cry. I’ll zip it about Paul, promise. Come on, let’s go meet this Mary and see what she has to say. Wonder what age she is?’ James wondered out loud. ‘She could be good-looking. Hey,’ James yelped as his sister punched him on his arm. ‘What was that for?’

      ‘We’re not here for you to get your next victim lined up.’ Sarah said with a laugh. ‘Come on, behave. I don’t care if she looks like a supermodel; keep your hands to yourself.’

      ‘Hey, less of the victim, if you please. I’ll have you know that all my girlfriends are well looked after by me. Hey,’ he yelped again. ‘Leave out the hitting. You have some right hook on you. I promise I’ll behave. There will be no chatting up of anyone.’

      They rang the doorbell and waited with nervous anticipation. Sarah had no idea who or what to expect. The door opened and a tiny woman, of no more than five feet, peeped out. Mary was middle aged but Sarah couldn’t determine what side of fifty she was on. Her face was lined, not from frowning but with what Sarah guessed were laughter lines. Plump and exuding warmth, Sarah felt the urge to throw herself into her arms for a hug. Pulling herself together, she simply smiled at her. Mary smiled back, an expectant look on her face.

      ‘Hello’ Sarah stammered. ‘My name is Sarah Lawler, and this is my brother, James. Are you Mary Donegan?’

      ‘Yes, I am.’ Mary replied with a friendly smile. ‘How can I help you?’

      Sarah wasn’t sure where to start. ‘Erm, it’s a bit tricky this. I’m not sure why I’m here. I was told to come and see you.’

      ‘Who told you to come see me?’ Mary answered, as if it was the most normal thing in the world to have such a conversation.

      ‘Edward did.’

      ‘And who is that?’ Mary continued.

      Sarah paused, unsure how to answer. James gave her a dig in her ribs, a not too subtle way of telling her to continue.

      ‘Well, this is the tricky bit. You probably won’t believe me, not sure I would believe me either. Edward is a friend of mine. But most people can’t see him.’ Sarah blurted out quickly, feeling the blood rush to her face. She held her breath, never taking her eyes of Mary, wondering what her response was going to be. She half expected the door to be slammed in their faces.

      ‘Oh that explains it perfectly. You should have said so sooner dear. Come on in, both of you.’ Mary beckoned them in.

      They walked into the apartment and followed Mary into a large, open plan kitchen, dining and living room. Sarah was surprised at what she saw. It was ultra-modern and chic, clutter free and decorated in varying shades of white and cream. The only splashes of colour on the wall was the contemporary art. The whole effect seemed to contradict the first impression Sarah had formed of Mary, which was of a mother earth type.

      ‘What a beautiful apartment you have,’ James said.

      ‘It suits me well. One of the advantages of being on one’s own is that you get to decorate your home to exactly your own tastes. No need to take into account anyone else’s requirements.’

      ‘Well, it’s very chic,’ Sarah replied, a little in awe. Her mind flitted to her own house that always looked cluttered no matter how much she tidied up.

      Mary indicated that they should sit down on the cream sofa’s. ‘You have met your guardian angel, Edward?’ Mary asked. ‘How lovely for you both.’

      ‘You believe me? You know he’s an angel?’ Sarah asked incredulously, almost tipping of her seat in the excitement of Mary's acknowledgement.

      ‘Of course. Why wouldn’t I? We all have a guardian angel dear.’

      ‘Even me?’ James said startled.

      ‘Yes, even you,’ Mary replied with a laugh. ‘Your angel is called Lorna.’

      ‘A girl. I might have known.’ Sarah said rolling her eyes.

      ‘What does she look like?’ James asked.

      ‘She’s beautiful, tall with long blonde hair. But there again, all angels are beautiful. Hang on, she has a message for you actually,’ Mary said dramatically, winking to Sarah as she turned to him.

      James nearly fell off the edge of the eighteenth century white chaise longue he was perched on. ‘What message?’ he whispered.

      ‘She asked would you mind changing your chat-up line, she’s getting a bit bored of the dying children in the orphanage tale.’

      James paled at this. Sarah yelped with laughter. ‘Please tell me you’re not still using that line — ‘I held a dying child in my arms as she breathed her last breath,’ story? You are unbelievable.’

      James’ face went from white to red. ‘How on earth does she know that?’ he spluttered.

      Mary just smiled at him knowingly.

      ‘In my defence I send money to Chernobyl every month,’ James added lamely.

      Sarah shook her head at him.

      Mary leaned over and patted James knee reassuringly. ‘Angels have a good sense of humour you know. I have a feeling that Lorna is having a little joke here, teasing you about your love life.’

      ‘I better come up with something new to keep her amused.’ James said, smiling himself now. ‘Who knew I had my own Eddy all this time?’

      Sarah hissed, ‘Yeah, great, but can we focus on why we’re here.’ She turned back to Mary and asked, ‘Do you know why Edward sent me to see you? Have you spoken to him too?’

      ‘He’s here now, alongside my own guardian angel, Diana. Look, see for yourself.’

      Sarah turned around and to her surprise, Edward was standing by the window.

      ‘Hi Edward,’ Sarah said. ‘Mary, how come I can only see Edward yet you can see all of them?’

      ‘Oh but you could see them if you wanted to, Sarah,’ Mary replied. ‘You just need to open your eyes and look. All in good time.’

      Sarah closed her eyes for a moment, concentrating. She looked around the room again. But still she only saw Edward.

      ‘It will happen, don’t force it.’ Mary advised. Then Mary stood up from her chair and moved to sit beside Sarah on the couch. She took her two hands in hers. ‘I have a feeling that you and I are going to be great friends. You’re going to need someone to help you understand and come to terms with your gift. I have that gift too, I know how much of a curse and a blessing it can be.’

      ‘What gift?’ both James and Sarah said at the same time.

      
        
        ‘Why Sarah, I thought you would have worked it out by now. You are psychic, dear. You have always had this gift, but to open it fully, you must believe in the power that is within you.’

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

          MARY

        

      

    

    
      Riverside Apartments, Arklow

      Mary returned to the living room with refreshments, taking in the slightly shell shocked faces of both Sarah and her brother James. ‘I can see this is a big shock for you. For me, it was a little different. My guardian angel Diana has always been with me.’

      Every night while she slept as a child, Diana would exude a soft white glow that covered Mary in a blanket of safety and security. She could not remember a time when Diana was not her shadow.

      ‘Did your parents know?’ Sarah asked.

      ‘Yes. They never questioned my relationship with Diana. In fact, they welcomed it; saw it as a gift from God.’

      It didn’t take Mary’s psychic powers to work out that it was a different story for Sarah. She wondered what traumas Sarah had endured as a child, what lay beneath that façade she had created for herself. Mary would find all that out in time she figured. For now, she needed to help Sarah understand the role of angels, help her come to terms with her gift and what it could mean for her moving forward.

      ‘What do you know about angels?’ Mary asked. She served their tea in a beautiful silver tea service, with pretty china teacups and saucers, with such a delicate pattern of pale green and pink flowers. She also had a plate filled with cupcakes with a pistachio green frosting on top.

      ‘Wowsers.’ James whispered, as he grabbed a cupcake.

      ‘I don’t know much about angels at all,’ Sarah admitted. ‘After Edward disappeared when I was a child, I tried my best to block out any reference to them. I suppose that must seem strange to you.’

      ‘Not strange at all. I am looking forward to hearing your story about how you met Edward, but first of all let me tell you what I’ve learned over the past fifty years or so about them. I think it might help.’ Taking a bite of one of the cupcakes, she mumbled, ‘My one vice, dear. I can’t get enough of cupcakes. Little pieces of heaven.’

      James happily munched on his second one and grunted his agreement.

      Putting down her tea, Mary began, ‘Well, let’s start at the beginning; guardian angels have been popping up in literature for over 4000 years now. Some believe that angels are sent by God to bring messages to people who are in critical situations. These messages can be either a warning or a comfort in times of danger and fear.’

      Mary couldn’t help but notice the look that James threw in Sarah’s direction. Fear and worry woven together.

      ‘I’m wondering if it’s not too personal, is that why Edward is here right now for you? Have things been difficult for you lately? Are you in need of comfort?’

      Sarah smiled wryly. ‘I suppose you could say that. I’m on my own at the moment. My husband disappeared a few weeks ago without any warning. But I’m coping as best I can. I have no other choice but to with three children.’ Her voice cracked at the end.

      ‘Don’t put a brave face on it.’ James exploded. ‘Paul left leaving nothing but a weak cowardly email and little more since. It’s been horrendous for you and the children. Especially the older two, Tommy and Katie, as they sure don’t know why their daddy has disappeared.’

      Sarah turned around to face Edward, looking into his black eyes. ‘Is that why you’ve come back, Edward?’ She asked him. ‘Because my life is a complete mess?’

      Edward took a step closer to Sarah and gently said, ‘I’ve never left you, I’ve always been here right by your side — through every magical and wondrous time of your life to date. On your wedding day. When your children were born. I was with you the whole time. But in answer to your question, yes, part of the reason why I’ve shown myself again to you now, is because I want to give you solace and guide you.’

      ‘What did he say?’ James asked. ‘This is frustrating, not being able to hear both sides of a conversation.’

      ‘He said yes, in part he’s here to comfort me because it’s a problematic time.’ She turned to Mary and asked, ‘Can you tell me more about them — our guardians? Help me understand.’

      ‘Of course I can. The thing is, we mere mortals don’t see everything, we only see what we want to see. Angels are with us to point out what our careless eyes can’t take in.’

      ‘Why doesn’t God just tell us himself, cut out the middleman?’ James asked.

      Mary smiled as she replied, ‘You have a wonderful way of seeing things, James. But I think that God would be way too much for most of us to take in. Think of guardian angels as diplomatic envoys if you like.’

      ‘Diplomatic envoys! I like that.’ James said with a smile. ‘That’s kind of cool, Saz.’

      Sarah nodded distractedly. She had dozens of questions she hoped Mary could answer, ‘Edward hasn’t aged at all since I last saw him. Do they have a lifespan like humans?’

      ‘That’s a good question, Sarah. But no, angels don’t decay or die, they are spiritual beings. They can think and hold conversations with us. They each have their own identities. And truth be told, we are learning continuously about them and their powers, with more and more people believing in them.’

      ‘I had a girlfriend once who had lots of angel figurines all over her house,’ James interjected.

      ‘Yes, the concept of angels is becoming popular. I think some people need to believe in something bigger than themselves. Especially right now with the way things are in Ireland.’

      They all nodded in agreement at this. The recent recession of the past few years affected many.

      ‘Everybody has a guardian angel.’ Mary continued. ‘At some point or we all have contact from our angels, even if we don’t recognise it as that. For example, have you ever had days where you kept finding pennies?’

      ‘I found one this morning.’ James said in awe. ‘A cent was on the doorstep when I was leaving to head to work.’

      ‘That was Lorna letting you know she was with you today. I call those Pennies from Heaven. Often if you look at the penny you found and take a note of the date on it, it will have some significance. Other gifts from angels are white feathers. These are the most common form of angel communication. I believe that when we unconsciously ask for guidance from angels, they send us signs with the answers we seek. Unfortunately, for most, unseeing eyes miss these signs.’

      Mary stopped speaking to finish eating her cupcake. Sarah and James needed time to digest all the information she’d thrown at them.

      ‘Drink up, dear.’ Mary said to James. ‘It’s a blend of Monkey Picked Oolong and Silver Needle White tea. It’s quite delicious.’

      James couldn’t help but agree. It was the nicest cuppa albeit the strangest afternoon tea he’d ever experienced. He half expected Alice to come running in followed by the Mad Hatter.

      Turning to Sarah again, Mary continued, ‘Every person has some innate psychic medium skill within them, and all of us are capable of seeing, communicating, and even working with our guardian angels. But most of us just ignore that side of ourselves. To balance this out, there are those who walk amongst us with extraordinary psychic skills.’

      ‘Psychic skills?’ Sarah repeated, looking more and more bemused.

      James put down his tea, and stood up, pacing around the room as he spoke, ‘Wait one minute. You are saying that all of us can see and communicate with our guardian angels if we want to?’ Mary nodded and James continued. ‘How come I can’t? I’m open to it. I’ve watched my sister talk to her angel for years as a kid. I believe that they exist. Yet I’ve never seen either Eddy or Lorna. Why’s that?’

      ‘It’s not as simple as just wanting to see our angel,’ Mary responded with a slight shrug of her shoulders. ‘We have to trust in our inborn psychic potential to link up with these divine entities. And that’s not something that most of us have the ability to do. Your sister however, well she’s different.’

      Sarah was reeling. ‘It’s a lot to take in, Mary,’ she stated. ‘I’m feeling a bit overwhelmed. And I’m still no clearer on what exactly I am supposed to do.’

      ‘You need to start working with Edward. Open your mind to him, talk to him, and allow him to guide you. You may not know this, but some of today's most powerful psychic mediums work with guardian angels too.’

      ‘I don’t know how to do that.’ Sarah replied, her voice trembled as she spoke.

      ‘I’ll help you.’ Edward said, resting his hand on her shoulder, stopping her quiver.

      ‘You are probably going to start having some new and different experiences. Perhaps dreams while you sleep. Or visions during your waking hours. For now, go home, and try to come to terms with Edward’s presence. My advice to you is to start looking at life with a fresh pair of eyes. Lean on your brother. He’s strong. You may start to see and feel things that will shock you.’

      ‘I’ve got you Saz.' James said.

      They finished their tea, as Mary continued telling them about her own experiences with Diana. With every passing moment, Sarah felt calmer.

      Reluctantly, Sarah said it was time for them to go.

      ‘I could have listened to you share your life story all night.’ Sarah said.

      Mary was happy to have helped. She walked them to the door and just before they left, Sarah turned around and gave Mary a warm hug, whispering her thanks. As she returned the embrace, a feeling of such dread overcame Mary that she began to shake.

      ‘Be careful Sarah. There’s an evil shadow about to enter your lives. And you must be careful too James.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

          SARAH

        

      

    

    
      Ballyaislinn, Wexford

      Sarah closed the dishwasher door shut, then looked around the kitchen in satisfaction. Ever since she got home from Mary’s, she’d been full of energy and had put it to good use and blitzed the house. She felt a little more in control again, knowing every room in their home was clean.

      She’d liked Mary and felt instinctively close to her, as if an immediate bond had formed between them. Was that because they both could talk to their guardian angels? Or were they kindred spirits? Sarah suspected the latter.

      As they drove home, James had joked, ‘Don’t you dare begin to see my angel. I can just about get my head around Edward, but I won’t cope with a disapproving angel who tells tales to my sister.’

      If they continued to hold onto their sense of humour, maybe they would get through this, Sarah thought. She thanked her lucky stars once again that she had James with her. He never let her down. This brought her to Paul and how it should be him beside her right now, helping her get through this psychic powers revelation. But somehow or other, even if Paul hadn’t left home, she doubted he would have been with her throughout this afternoon’s visit. The thought sobered her.

      ‘Can I have a bar of chocolate?’ Tommy asked, sticking his head around the kitchen door.

      ‘Nice try buddy. But not on a school night, you can’t. Speaking of which, it’s time to get ready for bed.’

      Closing her ears to Tommy’s moans, she ushered him up the stairs, calling out to Katie to join him too. Ella was already fast asleep in her nursery. Sarah followed the kids upstairs, pausing to look at a framed photograph that hung on the landing, of Paul and her on their wedding day. Matching Colgate smiles. They looked happy back then. At what point in her marriage had it become normal that Paul wouldn’t be with her either emotionally or physically when she needed him most? She felt a single tear fall down her cheek, as a now familiar surge of panic overtook her, her breath becoming shallow. It was all too much.

      ‘Mam, Ms Finch said you have to send in my form about the school tour.’ Katie said, handing a crumpled form to Sarah.

      ‘Leave this with me,’ Sarah said, painting a bright smile on her face, whilst cursing herself for forgetting to do this last week when the form came home. ‘Now go get into bed. I’ll be there in a moment.’

      Sarah scanned the school consent form, sucking in a deep breath when she saw how much the fee was, for the tour. She had taken her bad habit of procrastination to extremes ever since Paul disappeared. And there were matters, like this, that needed immediate attention. Sarah knew it was time to sit down and take a good look at their financial situation. Paul normally handled their money, but with him out of the picture, it was up to her to ensure that the household ran smoothly.

      Every day Sarah woke up and her first thought was, maybe today Paul will come home. But as the days became weeks, the hope for his return was replaced treble fold with despair. And sneaking its way through her worries, were questions, doubting him. Surely whatever mental state he was in wasn’t so bad that he would forget about his responsibilities? Couldn’t he at least phone her, rather than communicate with a short and unsatisfactory email? Then the never-ending guilt returned. Sarah should be supporting her husband, especially now, when he was obviously in trouble. She massaged her temples, another blinding headache beginning. She was getting a lot of them lately too.

      Once the children were in bed, Sarah sat down with a cup of tea and opened her laptop to check her online bank account. She needed to do an immediate assessment of her current financial situation. As their joint bank account statement appeared on the screen, Sarah blinked twice, hit refresh, praying there was a mistake. But there was no doubt, their account had now dwindled to a little over one thousand euro. After Paul left, she had discovered that he had taken four thousand euros from this account, withdrawn in a number of instalments over the past month. She’d been furious, calling him, leaving a message demanding answers on what he needed their money for. If it was for his treatment, fair enough, but even so, surely he should have told her about it. His only response was to tell her that her questions only made his stress worse.

      She had to talk to him though. The mortgage was due shortly and once that went through, there would be little left to live on. Sarah picked up her phone and called him for the hundredth time, hanging up when it went to voicemail. As he was not responding to the dozens of messages she’d already left, she decided to send him a text.

      
        
        Paul, we are running out of money. We need to talk. Call me immediately.

      

      

      She looked down at the ever-increasing pile of bills and direct debits that needed attention. She took out her calculator and started to add up how much she needed to clear outstanding debts and how much for each month going forward. It was clear that her wages from the boutique wouldn’t make a dent in how much she owed, never mind her monthly bills and mortgage payments. She checked the date, then breathed a sigh of relief. She’d forgotten to take into account Paul’s monthly wage, which was due to be paid into their account the following day.

      Her eyes were heavy with tiredness. Sarah closed them, and leaned back into the soft cushion on her sofa. She felt herself drifting off and soon was fast asleep.

      An hour
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