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For Rhoda – finally one you can read!


Part One


1

It was widely accepted by the residents of Duneen that, should a crime be committed and Sergeant Collins managed to apprehend the culprit, it would be very unlikely that the arrest had involved a pursuit on foot. People liked him well enough, and there was no name-calling as such, but it was still quite unsettling for the village that their safety depended on a man who broke into a sweat walking up for communion.

This particular morning, however, nobody seemed overly concerned. Main Street, being the only street, contained most of the action. The village was still waiting for winter to arrive, and yet Susan Hickey looked like she was preparing for an Arctic expedition. She was huddled over awkwardly with a wire brush, trying to remove a few patches of rust from her gate. She was also keeping a silent tally of the wine bottles Brid Riordan was placing carefully into the recycling. Sixteen! Had the woman no shame? On the other side of the street, outside the pub, Cormac Byrne coughed up a very satisfying lump of phlegm and dispatched it through the air to land in the gutter. Over by the phone box, the dusty black and white collie dog that belonged to the Lyons from the garage looked up, satisfied himself that everything was as uninteresting as he had assumed and put his head back down between his paws. 

Outside O’Driscoll’s shop, post office and café, the Garda car, sitting low over its tyres, gave the impression of having been there for some time. In the driver’s seat, with his stomach wedged against the steering wheel, sat Sergeant Patrick James Collins. The names had been chosen because his mother’s father Patrick had died just six weeks before her son was born, and because his mother was a big fan of James Garner, the actor that starred in The Rockford Files. His father had provided the surname. In retrospect, the care put into his christening was misplaced, since everyone simply knew him as PJ.

PJ Collins had not always been fat. On long summer evenings he had played with the other children in the lane at the back of his parents’ shop in Limerick. Kick the can, hide-and-seek, what time is it, Mr Fox? The high-pitched laughter, accusations of cheating and occasional crying filled the still air of dusk until the clang of a colander or the sizzle of frying onions called them in for their dinner. He missed that feeling of just being one of the gang. He could hardly remember what it felt like not to be noticed or judged. Puberty had brought with it a combination of appetite and inertia that led to a thickening of the skin and the end of his days as one of the lads. He hadn’t needed his mother’s nagging to see what was happening, but somehow, despite constant private vows to get his weight under control, he just got bigger and bigger, until by the time he left school, he felt the task of slimming down was beyond him. 

Looking back, he could see that he had hidden behind his size and used it as an excuse so he didn’t have to compete in all the trials of adolescence. No need to summon up the courage to ask a girl out on a date, because which of the Margarets or Fionas with their long pale necks and shiny hair would want his warm clammy hands holding them on the dance floor? The other boys tried to outdo each other with fancy leather-soled shoes or bright stickers on their bikes, but PJ knew that no matter what he did, he could never be cool. Being overweight hadn’t made him happy necessarily, but it had helped him avoid a great deal of heartache. It got him off the hook.

Life as a guard suited PJ. The uniform and the car didn’t make him feel any more alien than he always had, and keeping a strict professional distance between himself and the neighbours he had to police was no great challenge for him. He stared out of the window at the long, slow hill that led the tourists’ cars on towards the coast and the beauty they had been promised. People didn’t stop in Duneen. In defence of the casual traveller, there was little reason why they should. There was nothing to make the village stand out from any other. Wedged into a gentle green valley, jagged terraces of two- and three-storey buildings lined the road, painted long ago in the sort of pastel colours usually associated with baby clothes. At the bottom of Main Street there was an old bridge across the River Torne. Beyond that, the solid grey chapel kept watch on a small hill. No one living could recall a time when it had ever looked any different. Time didn’t pass in Duneen; it seeped away.

PJ dabbed a damp finger on the toast crumbs in his lap, brought it to his mouth and sighed. Just gone eleven. A good hour and a half till lunch. What day was it? Wednesday. Pork chops. He supposed they’d have the leftover crumble from last night, but then he remembered he had finished that standing in front of the tall fridge just before he went to bed. He blushed slightly as he thought of Mrs Meany, the housekeeper, finding the bowl in the sink. Tutting as she washed it under the hot water while at the same time planning what new confection she could conjure up to tempt him with. He swore that if it weren’t for her he’d be half the size. Sure, a sandwich would do him for his lunch. He didn’t need two dinners or, come to that, two puddings. He only had the cooked breakfast every morning because she plopped it down in front of him before he could protest. His arm twitched as he imagined slamming the fridge door against her small frame and letting her slump to the floor, no longer able to widen her eyes as she cleared his plate: ‘Well, no need to ask if you enjoyed that, Sergeant!’ 

A knock on the car window interrupted his violent reverie. It was Mrs O’Driscoll herself from the shop. Normally it would be the daughter, Mairead, or the skinny Polish girl whose name he couldn’t remember but was too embarrassed to ask again. He turned the key, held the window button down and cleared his throat. He hadn’t spoken since he said goodbye to Mrs Meany at a quarter to nine.

‘Nice enough again.’

‘It is, thanks be to God. I brought you a cup of tea there, to save you getting out.’ 

Mrs O’Driscoll bared her small neat teeth and laughed. She was being kind, and yet all PJ heard was a woman laughing at a man his size squeezed into the driver’s seat and revelling in her own slim figure. She held out the cup and saucer with its cloud of steam. Then her other arm shot out, thrusting a plate with a jam-covered scone up to his face.

‘They’re just out of the oven, and that’s the jam from the rector’s wife.’

‘You’re too good to me,’ he said with a forced smile. Who knew a simple scone could provoke such a confusion of emotions? He felt patronised, angry, greedy, hungry and defeated all at the same time.

‘Enjoy that now, and don’t worry, I’ll send Petra out in a minute for the plate. Sure you’ll make short work of it!’ Another laugh and she scuttled across the footpath back into the shop.

PJ placed the cup and saucer on the passenger seat and picked up the scone. He forced himself to finish it in two bites rather than one and licked the smears of jam from the corners of his mouth. Plate down, saucer up, he took a slurp of tea. On the radio the presenter was asking movie trivia questions. Name the original Ghostbusters. Well, that’s not a hard one. Bill Murray, Dan Aykroyd, and … who was that other one? He shut his eyes to imagine the face of the actor but instead conjured up the grinning face of Emma Fitzmaurice. Ghostbusters had been their date. He felt the heat of embarrassment course through his body as if it were yesterday. His awkward attempt to angle himself in the small cinema seat so that he could try and put his arm behind her shoulders. The way she looked at him and laughed. No attempt to spare his feelings, just sheer derision. Why had she agreed to come with him? No matter how awkward or humiliating the ‘no’ might have been, it would have been better than staring straight ahead at the screen trying not to cry while her shoulders shook beside him. He had never made that mistake again.

Another knock at the window. He turned expecting to see … what the hell was her name? … but instead saw a face he didn’t recognise: a tall man in his late forties with weathered skin and a head shaved to mask the baldness that had come all too soon. He wore a bright yellow hi-vis jacket and carried a hard hat under his arm. PJ assumed he must be working on the new housing development up behind the primary school. The window slid down.

‘Guard. The foreman sent me down to get you. We’re after finding something up above.’ The builder waved his hand in the general direction of the school.

This was a good feeling. He was needed. After an unhurried sip of tea, PJ looked up and asked, ‘What sort of thing?’ 

The investigation had begun.

‘It might be nothing. Some of the lads said work on, but myself and the foreman thought somebody better have a look.’

‘Right so, I’ll head on up. Will you sit in with me?’ 

‘Oh thanks. I will so.’ 

PJ remembered he was holding the cup and saucer, and of course there was the plate as well. This was awkward. It was not the slick sort of modern policeman he wanted to be. He hesitated for a moment and then reminded himself that he was a sergeant and this a mere labourer. He held out the crockery.

‘Would you run those back into the shop there for me like a good man?’

The builder didn’t move. Was he going to say no? Was he simple? But then without speaking he took the items and headed into the shop, before returning and climbing into the passenger seat. Once inside the car, he seemed much larger than he had on the street. Their shoulders touched. As Sergeant Collins started the engine and put the car into reverse, he placed his hand behind the other seat so he could get a better look out the back window. The awkward manoeuvre, the physical proximity of another warm body: all at once he was back in the darkness of the cinema with Emma but this time, he thought, nobody was laughing.

The car rolled backwards with a satisfying crunch of gravel, and then with a smooth change of gear moved quickly across the road and headed up the hill to the east of the village, past the school, towards what had once been the Burkes’ farm. Both Susan Hickey and the collie looked up as the Garda car vanished, leaving a cloud of ancient dust. Sergeant Collins let out an involuntary grunt. For some reason he felt good. He felt like a winner.


2

Before the soft growl of the Garda car’s engine had died away, the door of O’Driscoll’s shop opened and Evelyn Ross stepped into the street. With her bright red woollen coat, wicker basket and dark blue beret, she looked out of place on Duneen’s main street. Tall, with chestnut hair and the sort of fine features that meant her age was very hard to guess – fortyish? – this was a woman who organised tennis parties in the Hamptons, or served trays of mulled wine to riders before the hunt, not a woman who trudged past the phone box and the garage with nothing in her basket but a small bag of oat flakes and a copy of that week’s Southern Star. She picked her way carefully across the short stretch of uneven pavement and unbuttoned her coat. So mild for late November. The collie followed her for a few yards but then peeled off on to the garage forecourt and home. Susan Hickey didn’t even look up. 

In the village and surrounding parishes Evelyn was what might be called ‘well known’. Not famous, exactly, but everyone knew who she was and if they didn’t they’d soon be told. She was one of the Ross girls from Ard Carraig. There were three of them: Abigail, Florence and the youngest, Evelyn. All unmarried, they lived together in the large stone-fronted family home about a mile outside the village. 

Their parents had been the wealthiest people in the area, with a prosperous farm and vague talk of investments. Robert Ross had provided the land while his bride Rosemary, being the only daughter of a bank manager in Cork city, had the shares. Everyone worried about how the little girl from the big city would cope on the farm, but she had in fact blossomed. Soon there was hardly a committee or a board that didn’t boast Rosemary Ross as a member. 

The young couple had been delighted when their first daughter Abigail had been born, but even though they never spoke of such things, that joy had turned to a palpable sense of disappointment by the time a third baby girl had arrived. It felt unjust. Where was their son? After Evelyn there were two miscarriages and then nothing. Robert began to feel that his desire for Rosemary and a son was causing his wife harm. The full wet kisses became chaste lips barely touching after he turned the light off. Two people lying in the dark full of love but both thinking they had failed the other. Some marriages combust, others die, and some just lie down like a wounded animal, defeated.

Strangely, it was the cancer that brought the marriage back to life. In Rosemary’s final months, she and Robert found their love did still exist; it had just been buried beneath layers of misunderstanding and missed opportunities, waiting to be unearthed like those perfectly preserved bodies found in bogs. Of course the feelings remained unspoken, but every unasked-for cup of tea, too milky or too strong, every dripping saucer placed by rough dark fingers on her bedside table beside her rosary beads told her that he still loved her. And in those dark endless hours before dawn when she allowed him to hold her thin bony frame as she wept, he understood that she still loved him.

Evelyn’s first day back at school after her mother’s funeral had been hard. Most of the girls avoided her, unsure of what to say or how to act, and the couple that didn’t just wanted to know if she’d seen the body. It was a relief to reach the gates of Ard Carraig, and as she trudged down the tree-lined driveway towards home, her schoolbag heavy on her back, she allowed herself to cry. She had remained dry-eyed all day and she knew her mother would have been proud of her, but now as she looked at the dark windows ahead, it was all too much. Everything seemed grey and bleak and would for evermore because her mammy was gone. 

As she went around the back of the house into the yard, she could feel the chill of the wind drying her wet cheeks. Her footsteps slowed as she tried to delay facing the cold, gloomy kitchen. No radio. No baking filling the air as it cooled on a wire tray. She had reached the back door when she noticed a light coming from the workshop in the far corner. Over the years, she would often retrace this short journey and examine every detail. The dozen paces across the greasy cobbles, her small hand pushing open the heavy wooden door with its flaking paint, the shadow on the floor moving slowly from side to side, the work boots with dirty soles and one lace untied, the hands that had patted her on the head that very morning, now hanging limply. The creaking of the rope. That was where her memories ended. She could never see his face. The face of her father who couldn’t face a world that didn’t have his Rosemary in it. 

To begin with, nobody was quite sure what would become of the three Ross girls. Women from the village had come to the house to help with meals and various men had assisted with funeral arrangements, but it soon became clear that they were neither needed nor welcome. The eldest girl, Abigail, took charge in a way that almost suggested that she had been waiting for this very circumstance. She arranged to rent the land to a local farmer, and that money meant Florence was able to go away to teacher training college. Evelyn, though the youngest, ran the house, doing the majority of the cleaning and cooking. She had imagined that this arrangement would come to an end at some point, but somehow she never found a time when it felt right to abandon Abigail; and then, when Florence came back to Duneen to teach in the local school, it seemed that they were simply meant to stay together, bound by sadness and their big house that had forgotten every happy memory it had once contained. 

Twenty-six years later, though, as she walked down the same avenue with her wicker basket, Evelyn Ross was not thinking about the past. Abigail’s ladies were coming for bridge after dinner and Evelyn was planning what supper she would wheel through on the trolley with the tea. She thought she might use the good china with the yellow roses. Was that a bit over the top? Would Abigail roll her eyes? Evelyn decided that she didn’t care. It was pretty, and anyway, what were they saving it for? What occasion at Ard Carraig would ever be special enough to truly warrant its use?

Once inside the house, she hung her coat on the rack by the freezer, turned on the radio and started to get lunch ready. She glanced at the clock: 12.15. Florence would be home from school soon and she was always in a rush. The soup was steaming on the hob and the slices of soda bread were fanned out on a plate when she heard the familiar ting of the bicycle bell as Florence threw her bike against the wall outside the back door and rushed in with a blast of cold air. 

Of the three sisters, Florence was considered the prettiest. She kept her light brown hair shoulder length and swept to one side. Evelyn envied her ‘curves’, as the magazines called them, though Florence never dressed to make the most of them: the kilts and thick knits that made up most of her wardrobe always gave her the slight air of a head girl. She seemed more out of breath than usual. Evelyn sensed at once that she had news.

‘Great excitement!’

‘What is it?’ 

‘Well, I was just finishing geography when the Garda car went flying by.’

Florence put her anorak on the back of a chair and sat down. She picked at a piece of the bread and paused for effect.

‘And?’ 

‘I thought nothing of it, but when I was leaving just now, I could see it parked up at the new development. I didn’t want to look too nosy so I didn’t cycle up, but then as I came through the village I saw a couple of the builders outside the shop, so I stopped and asked what was going on. You’ll never guess!’

‘You’re right, I won’t,’ Evelyn said as she took two soup bowls down from the dresser. They had played this game before.

‘Something was found when they were digging out the foundations, and they think it’s a body!’

The soup bowls hit the floor with a crash, the pieces scattering into every corner of the room.
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Duneen had somehow managed to slip through the World Wide Web. No 4G, no 3G, no signal. PJ stared at his useless mobile phone, unsure of what to do next. There was little doubt that the builders had uncovered a body, or at the very least, part of one. The long white bones that had first aroused suspicion had now been joined on the large pile of dark earth by what was clearly a human skull. 

He was very aware that the foreman and the other men standing around were staring at him expectantly. They stood perfectly still, each one wearing the regulation bright yellow jacket, white hard hats perched awkwardly on their heads. PJ might have been a visiting dignitary or the priest come to bless the works. He tried to ignore the trickle of sweat that was tracing its way along the side of his nose. This was clearly a time when he needed to exert authority, but in reality, all he wanted to do was contact a higher power. This would require detectives, coroners, those rolls of plastic Garda Síochána tape used for major incidents. He knew he had some of that, but God alone knew where. Vague memories of his training at Templemore were telling him that under no circumstances should you leave a crime scene unattended, but equally he knew that he would have been added to the pile of bones by the time a senior officer happened to be passing by. He looked away from the excavations back down towards the school and took out his notebook, playing for time and hoping desperately that he was giving the impression of a professional following protocol.

No building site had ever been so silent. A wood pigeon was purring quietly in a nearby tree and in the distance a tractor engine was idling in a yard. A builder stifled a cough. Should he abandon the human remains to go and raise the alarm or should he stay at the scene and dispatch someone else to tell the outside world about the most exciting thing that had ever happened during his entire career? Suddenly certainty coursed through his veins. He snapped open the notebook and looked back at the foreman.

‘Have you any rope?’

‘We do.’

‘Right, I want you to rope off this section here, from around the bones to the other side of the foundations. Can you do that for me?’

‘No bother.’

‘Then I need you to ensure that absolutely nobody enters that area,’ he began to walk towards his car, ‘until I return with …’ 

Shit! He had lost the word. What was it? Please, please, please, he begged his brain.

‘Forensics!’ he announced a little too loudly and with a wide smile that made sense to no one, only himself.

The building that served as Duneen’s Garda barracks had started life as a retired teacher’s bungalow: a pebble-dashed box with a central porch and a large rectangular window to either side. The former living room, with its peach tiled fireplace and Artexed ceiling, now housed PJ’s office, while the rest of the rooms were his living quarters. Some of the more basic furniture had been provided; the rest was a combination of charity shop finds and a few pieces that his sisters hadn’t taken after their parents died. It was the sort of haphazard interior design that one might find in a run-down bed and breakfast or a retirement home. Not uncomfortable, as such, but nor was it a place to feel at home.

PJ parked the car on the short drive that separated the house from the main road. At the back of the house was a long, thin garden that went down to the river, which meant that most winters there was flooding, though so far the water had never made it past the back door. Full of purpose, the sergeant manoeuvred his bulk with some speed around the car towards the small glass porch. The smell of pork chops filled the air. 

Mrs Meany was waiting in the hall, holding a tea towel. The old lady was PJ’s full-time housekeeper, though she lived alone in a cottage on the other side of the village. She had been the priest’s housekeeper for quite a few years, but when Miss Roberts had retired as the manager of the hotel in Ballytorne, she had asked Mrs Meany to come and look after her, as she had no one else, and as an incentive promised the woman her cottage when she died. The arrangement had suited Mrs Meany well. She liked the little cottage and the feeling that it was all hers. No one could take it away from her, and like an animal spraying its scent she had covered every available surface with much-dusted china figurines and small glass ornaments. Since the passing of Miss Roberts she had cooked and cleaned for various people around the village before starting work full time in the Garda barracks.

‘There you are, guard. I was beginning to think something had happened.’ She flapped the tea towel and turned towards the kitchen.

‘Well actually, Mrs Meany …’ He heard his own voice. He sounded angry. Why did he sound angry? ‘Something has happened.’ 

The old lady turned, her expression suitably shocked and intrigued.

Pleased by her reaction, PJ continued. ‘I’m after finding a body.’

‘You what?’

‘A human body!’

He had waited his whole life to utter those words, and it felt as good as he had always imagined.

‘God spare us!’ Mrs Meany gasped and raised both hands to her neck as if gathering close an imaginary cardigan. ‘Where?’

‘I’ve no time. I must let Cork know,’ he announced, and went into his office, leaving Mrs Meany doing a strange little dance of uncertainty outside the kitchen, like a figure on a weathervane unsure if it was rain or shine. 

When PJ hung up the phone, he felt strangely deflated. Help was on its way, which was what he wanted, what he needed, but once it arrived this would no longer be his case. He would just be another useless man standing around at the scene, a sort of crime butler servicing those who would find out the identity of the body and how it died. Were they ancient remains? Was it a crime? The suits from Cork wouldn’t get to the village for at least another hour. Was there anything he could do? Maybe he could crack the case in the next sixty minutes. He smiled at his own foolishness.

A knock at the door, and before he could speak, Mrs Meany opened it, carrying in a steaming plate of food. PJ pushed his chair back from the desk. 

‘No time for lunch today, Mrs Meany.’

‘No lunch?’ Her voice suggested he had announced his plan to commit suicide that very afternoon. ‘You’ll have a bit before you go?’ she said, her head bowed like a dog that wants you to scratch its ears. She put the plate on the desk and pulled a knife and fork out of her apron pocket.

‘I’m sorry, Mrs Meany, but I have to get back up to the building site. They’re sending down some uniformed lads to secure the scene.’

Mrs Meany drew her imaginary cardigan close once more.

‘Burke’s farm? Is that where you found the body?’

‘It is.’ PJ was pulling his jacket back on.

‘What class of a body?’

‘Just bones – too early to tell.’

The old lady steadied herself against the desk and gulped at the air like a goldfish with grey hair. Her voice came out as a whisper. ‘Jesus, Mary and … Could it be Tommy Burke?’

The sergeant took a step back into the room.

‘The fellow who owned it? Sure he’s not dead.’

‘Isn’t he?’ Her eyes narrowed as if she was trying to send PJ a message telepathically.

‘He just ran off, didn’t he? After some girl trouble, wasn’t it?’

‘That’s what we all thought, but I’ve never heard of a single one in the village who ever heard from him or caught a glimpse of him, and that must be seventeen – no, more, because sure you’re here nearly fifteen, so it’s more like twenty years since he vanished. It would make an awful lot of sense if it turned out he’d been up on the farm the whole time.’ She pushed a strand of grey hair behind her ear and slowly rubbed the side of her face. ‘It doesn’t bear thinking about. Cold and alone all these years and not a stone to mark him.’ 

PJ was appalled to see that the old woman’s eyes had filled with tears.

‘Ah, Mrs Meany, now don’t upset yourself. We have no way of knowing yet who it is or how the bones came to be up there. Go and put the kettle on and I might have more news later.’ He put his hand on her shoulder and encouraged her towards the door.

‘Thank you, guard. I don’t know. The thought of it … him. I just don’t know.’ She closed the door behind her.

Sergeant PJ Collins hardly dared to breathe. Not a suit in sight, no other uniforms had even arrived, and he had a lead. He saw himself standing, one foot on the pile of soil, indicating where the farmhouse used to be and getting the rest of the team ‘up to speed’.

He picked up one of the pork chops and took a large bite.


4

A limp spring onion draped itself over the edge of the wicker basket that displayed the fresh produce in the O’Driscolls’ shop, café and post office. It shared the space with a shrivelled red pepper, while the basket above it held a few sweaty-looking bags of carrots. On the ground was a large sack of potatoes. Brown paper bags dangled from string to allow eager shoppers to make their own selection from the enticing display. The sales representative who explained the refurbishment had mentioned something about a ‘French market feel’ and tried to include some sort of oven-to-bake frozen baguettes. Mrs O’Driscoll had drawn the line at this suggestion. There was no call for French sticks in Duneen. They had a daily delivery of sliced loaves, and her daughter Mairead had a nice little sideline making her own soda bread, thank you very much.

Nobody did what might be called their ‘main shop’ in O’Driscoll’s. It was where you popped in for a forgotten pint of milk or emergency toilet paper; the sort of shop where you could buy every ingredient for a full Irish breakfast but would be faced with slim pickings for any kind of dinner. They made their money by being open long hours so that when it was too late or early to be bothered driving the forty minutes into Ballytorne, the nearest market town, people would drop in happy to pay a little more for the convenience. 

Mrs O’Driscoll liked the mornings best. Counting out the change bags, putting the little board out in the street, bringing in the paper delivery. After that the day was punctuated by regular flurries of activity – people going to work, a light surge around lunchtime and of course when the kids were being picked up from school.

This afternoon was no different, except today the small gathering of mothers seemed to be growing and in no rush to leave. By a quarter past four there must have been at least eight of them, plus their bored children being ignored as they tugged on their mothers’ sleeves and skirts. At the centre of the group was Susan Hickey, still wrapped in thick layers to protect herself from the impending winter. Her small round face with its mouth pursed like a balloon knot was red and shiny from a mixture of heat and excitement. Her nephew worked up on the development and had told his aunt everything. A big pile of bones – it could be a mass grave. The place was crawling with guards, some down from Cork. There were various noises indicating dismay and approval. One woman reached down and slid her hands over her son’s ears.

Behind the counter Mrs O’Driscoll sat silently contemplating her equally silent cash register. She didn’t mind customers chatting, but most of these women hadn’t actually bought anything. There was poor Petra trying to sweep around them; of course she’d have no interest because the Burkes were long gone when she had arrived. A whispered piece of speculation reached her from the hastily assembled coven.

‘Do you think your man Tommy was some sort of serial killer?’ 

This was met with the sound of a giant airbed being deflated. Mrs O’Driscoll could hold her tongue no longer.

‘Oh for God’s sake. If that boy was a killer, wouldn’t he have started with his own father?’

All eyes turned to her. They wanted more and she found herself reluctantly opening her mouth and forming words.

‘Big Tom was the only one in that family with any badness in him. Young Tommy might have been a bit of a fool, but there is no way on earth he was Ireland’s answer to the Yorkshire Ripper.’

The women herded themselves to the till to learn more. Susan Hickey did not appreciate her role of expert being usurped in this way.

‘Well,’ she said loudly, ‘whatever happens, the police will certainly want to track him down in England to ask him some questions.’

Much nodding. Mrs O’Driscoll rolled her eyes. She knew it was Susan Hickey who had objected to their wine licence in the café.

‘England? Who told you that, Susan?’

‘Everyone knows that.’

‘I’ve heard it as a rumour, but as far as I know not a soul has actually heard from him since he left. He could be anywhere.’

A small woman with hair that used to be blonde put her hand up as if she was at a committee meeting. 

‘You don’t think … could he be one of the bodies up above?’

The airbed deflated sharply. They liked where this story was going. 

A loud crash suddenly ripped through the shop, followed by the shrill wail of a child. The mothers looked around for their various charges.

‘Fintan, where are you?’ Great gasping sobs came as a reply. ‘Fintan! What have you been doing?’ As the boy’s mother came around a stack of shelves, the answer was clear. A tear-stained face stared up from the floor, surrounded by at least a dozen cans of creamed rice. 

‘Oh Mrs O’Driscoll, I’m so sorry. Fintan, what do you say to Mrs O’Driscoll?’

Apparently all Fintan had to say involved a long scream of dismay as his mother dragged him by the hand from the scene of the carnage. Mrs O’Driscoll waved away the various expressions of apology as she came from behind the counter and called for Petra to come and help her. Secretly she was quite pleased. There was no damage done and it had put an end to the pointless speculation of the mothers’ meeting.

Once order had been restored and the shop was empty, she retook her post behind the till. Wiry but strong, she sat perched on a high stool, her back slightly hunched from her years at the cash register, her scrubbed face giving nothing away. This was not a woman to go to for a hug or a ‘there, there’ pat on the back, but still there was enough warmth in her eyes to let people know you could rely on her in a crisis. Just the right side of formidable, she gazed out at the world passing by with her own unwavering sense of what was fair and right. She helped those she felt were capable of at least trying to help themselves, but didn’t hesitate to judge people she considered to be the architects of their own downfall. Running a shop, post office and café showed her every shade of humanity.

She saw a Garda car drive by. Its indicator flashed orange and it headed up the hill to the old Burke farmstead. She wondered what on earth had gone on up there. She felt a twinge in her stomach; an uneasiness about the secrets that might be unearthed to disturb this little village. Of course she was aware of the various dramas that had taken place over the years, but somehow they had occurred off stage. The scandals had been contained. What if these bones threatened to drag the whole community into the spotlight? 

She chewed at the side of her thumbnail and remembered Little Tommy Burke and his mother. She had only been a child herself but she’d loved to sit at the back of the shop, pretending to do her homework while in reality hanging on every word the grown-ups said. If the voices were whispers, even better. 

Nobody thought Mrs Burke would ever have a baby, but then after about ten years of marriage came the miraculous news that she was expecting. It wasn’t only her belly that grew; the whole woman blossomed. Over the counter or on the steps after mass, she wore a newly acquired beaming smile. She was literally bursting with joy. A few weeks before she was due to give birth, it was only Mr Burke who was seen around the town. His wife was resting. Headscarves muttered to one another, getting ready for bad news, but then came the joyful announcement that the baby had been born. A boy, Little Tommy, named after his father, who immediately became known as Big Tom.

It was a few weeks before anyone saw the new mother, and the little boy seemed very small. The headscarved mothers of the parish spoke in hushed tones once more about their prognosis. Nobody expected Little Tommy to thrive. Mrs Burke returned to being a figure of pity.

Time proved everyone wrong. The baby grew quickly, becoming a sturdy little boy who went to school, and the smile returned to his mother’s face. It was not to last long.

Most people in the village would have said that Big Tom drank the farm, but Mrs O’Driscoll had heard her parents talking. She knew there was more to it than that. He gambled a big part of it away and mismanaged the rest. She remembered Little Tommy, hardly able to see over the counter, and his mother, bright red in the face, stumbling over her words as she asked for a line of credit. It was the first and only argument Mrs O’Driscoll had ever heard her parents having. Her father holding out a ledger asking her mother if she was mad. Why had she agreed to give the Burke woman tick? Her mother had shouted back at him. Had he no heart? It was a simple act of Christian charity. Anyone would have done the same.

Dying was the only sound business decision Big Tom ever made. It turned out that, unbeknownst to his wife and son, now eighteen years old and ready to farm himself, a life insurance policy had been purchased. For the first time in their lives they had some money in the bank. The other bit of good fortune that befell them was that bad business out at Ard Carraig with Robert and Rosemary Ross. The Ross daughters had land but needed money. Little Tommy didn’t have enough to buy a farm, but he was able to pay a fair rent. Everyone was pleased to see these two dark tales find some sort of happy ending. Mrs Burke went to her grave knowing that she had raised her son well. He never touched a drop and had no interest in the horses. 

After his mother died, a change came over Tommy. He had always been a hard worker, but now it took over his life. He was always trying to sell you something, and all he ever wanted to talk about was land. The price of it, who had it, who was selling, where it was. His fervent wish to be nothing like his father seemed to have taken a sinister turn. Everyone liked a young man to be ambitious, but this was different. It meant too much to him. It wasn’t natural. A good-looking young lad like Tommy should have friends and be falling out of the pub at closing. Mrs O’Driscoll remembered thinking to herself that he would never be satisfied, and sure enough, it had ended in tears.

The door to the shop opened and brought her back from the past. A late-afternoon breeze rustled the paper bags hanging from the vegetable baskets. She didn’t recognise the man in the suit who walked in, but after nearly forty years behind the counter she knew the type and she didn’t like it. Too much time had gone into picking out that tie, and his smile was the sort he might have used meeting a group of special needs children on a day out. 

‘Twenty Camel Lights, please.’

She reached behind her for the packet.

‘Oh, and a box of matches.’

Mrs O’Driscoll rolled her eyes. He might think he was some sort of hotshot, but he was never going to make her rich.
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Abigail stood by the open front door for a few minutes, watching the lights of the cars make their way down the avenue. The branches of the trees caught the headlights and reared up against the black sky. She took a couple of deep breaths and stared at her own shadow stretched out across the gravel. The stillness. She liked this time of night. 

Normally Florence went to bed first, taking a book and a small glass of milk, then, once Evelyn had set out the breakfast things, she too would make her way up the stairs. Abigail relished the half an hour or so when the house was hers alone. It wasn’t that she didn’t like people; she just didn’t need them. Sometimes she saw this self-reliance as a character flaw. Was there something wrong with her? But mostly she felt it was a strength. 

It didn’t take Dr Freud to figure out that her emotional reserve was deeply connected to the death of her parents. She would have said she loved both of them equally, but in truth it was her father she adored. Her earliest memory was holding his big shovel of a hand and walking unsteadily in oversized wellingtons across a ploughed field. They had fed the calves together. She had sat on his lap as he drove the tractor up to the back paddock. Even when Florence and then Evelyn came along, her special bond with her daddy went unbroken. While the other girls stayed in the house with their mother or played around the garden, Abigail remained by her father’s side. With her serious little face framed by an angular fringe, she became a familiar sight wherever Robert Ross went. The men who worked on the farm took to calling her ‘Shadow’, as if she was a loyal collie.

Of course she missed him when he died, but what broke her heart was discovering that he hadn’t loved her enough not to leave. When her mother had died, she had been sad, but there was another feeling, too. An energy and strength that flowed through her as she prepared to be her father’s partner. Together they would run Ard Carraig. When she howled into her pillow in the days and nights after Evelyn found the body, what hurt her the most was that her father hadn’t shared her vision of their future. It was the first time in her short life that she had realised she was alone. Pain like that can do strange things to a young heart. 

Abigail stepped inside and closed the heavy front door behind her. She turned the upper lock and slid the thick brass chain across. Making her way slowly down the hall, she switched off the lamp on the long oak table. A pale blue bowl held some bunches of keys and a few lines of raffle tickets. Beside it, framed photographs of the three girls at various ages in school uniform stood in order alongside a larger silver frame that held the black and white image of Rosemary and Robert on their wedding day. Abigail had often stood and stared at those faces, searching for a sign or a clue, something that foretold the sadness that was to be heaped upon them. Nothing. Smiles so certain of the future and all the joy it would bring. Florence in her first communion dress and veil. God, she looked so like her mother. 

She made her way into the living room and put the fire guard in front of the dying embers in the grate. The polished wood of the side tables glowed golden beneath the light of the lamps. She made her rounds of the room, switching them off one by one, then picked up a stray wine glass to return to the kitchen. Once there, she put it on the draining board ready for Evelyn to deal with in the morning. Turning away, she caught a glimpse of her own reflection in the black sheen of the window. She stopped and stared. As the ghostly image floated in the oily darkness, she could clearly see the bags under her eyes and the deep lines cutting across her forehead. Abigail was not a vain woman, but even she was taken aback. When had she become so old? Not yet fifty, but this was the face of an ancient crone. It seemed unfair. She still felt like a girl who was just taking care of the place, waiting for the grown-ups to come back. She rubbed her eyes and went across to the dresser to get a glass for some water. Time for bed.

Tonight had been a disaster. Nobody had had any appetite for bridge. They all just wanted to gossip and speculate about the bones. Even Mavis, who never spoke in much more than a whisper, had been moved to shriek at the assembled players, ‘It was on Sky News!’ 

Big Tom, Little Tommy, Sergeant Collins: the names went round the circle like pass the parcel. The actual bridge game never really took off, and then Evelyn had been fussing around making a fool of herself. Who forgets to put the tea in the pot? Abigail had been embarrassed. Of course she knew well what had upset her sister, and doubtless the others would speculate about it in the morning, but nobody would have dared say anything in front of them. 

Yes, she thought as she started up the stairs, I’m glad today is over.

Everything about Abigail suggested a practical woman, from her cropped grey hair to her flat brown shoes. It wasn’t just the solitude of the night she enjoyed; it was the routine. The familiarity of habits she had developed over decades. A house run according to her rules. The click of light switches marked her progress to the top landing and along the corridor to her bedroom. As she turned off the last one, she was surprised to see a glow coming from beneath the door of Evelyn’s room. Abigail hesitated. Normally she would have been annoyed. Her sisters knew she didn’t like them to leave their lights on, but tonight she felt differently. Should she go back and knock gently, enquiring with a whisper if everything was all right? Of course she knew that she should, but the truth was that she was afraid Evelyn might say ‘no’, or appear at the door with a face streaked with tears. Then what would she do? 

It wasn’t that she didn’t care. She did. Evelyn wasn’t like Florence, who never gave Abigail cause for concern. The school and the children seemed to provide Florence with everything she needed in life, but Evelyn, sweet, innocent Evelyn, well, she was different. Had Abigail been wrong to keep them all together? It had felt like the right thing to do. Florence hadn’t hesitated to come back to Duneen for Evelyn’s sake. Evelyn had been through so much and appeared to be so fragile. It was only proper that her sisters would take care of her, but now it seemed that act of concern had turned in on itself. The refuge of Ard Carraig, Abigail had to admit, was now a sort of prison for the three of them. Evelyn should have more in her life than cleaning this house and cooking for her sisters. 

Christ, thought Abigail, I think I’m the antisocial one, but even I have more friends than Evelyn. It pained her to think it, but what that girl really needed was a man. Leaving the light seeping out across the threadbare carpet, she went into her room and shut her door.

At that very moment, Evelyn was flicking through a copy of Vogue. It was from March 1995 and came from the neatly stacked piles of the magazine beneath the window. Every year, someone donated them to the book stall at the Church of Ireland fete. Abigail wouldn’t have approved of her wasting money buying them new, but when they were so cheap and it was all going to charity, even she couldn’t do more than raise an eyebrow. 

The pages were being turned with a slow, steady rhythm, but Evelyn’s eyes weren’t focused on the photographs of Madonna wrapped in Versace. She was staring straight ahead at the opposite wall of the bedroom. The drab wallpaper was a tangle of green and brown leaves and had certainly been there in her grandmother’s time. She traced her eyes along the branches looking for where the pattern repeated itself, as she had done so many times before. There was no way she could have gone to bed and fallen asleep. Not now. She hoped she could calm down. She had been so embarrassed tonight with the supper fiasco. Pouring out cups of hot water. Her face flushed at the memory of it. 

March 1995 was finished. She folded it shut in her lap and then got up to return it to the pile. As she stood, she too saw her face in the cold glass of the window. She paused. Yes, there were a couple of grey hairs and she looked a little tight around the mouth, but this face was basically unchanged. She remembered another night over twenty years before when she had stared at her reflection in this bedroom. Tears had been running down her cheeks and her chest had been heaving as she tried to gather breaths in between her stifled sobs. She had longed to run to her sisters but she couldn’t tell them what had happened. Looking back, she realised that they must have known. It turned out most of the parish had been watching the soap opera of her life play out, but neither Abigail nor Florence had asked her how she was, or even touched her arm as she stood hunched in the boot room doing a hand wash in the big butler sink. 

She felt a strange pressure building behind her face. No. She would not cry. She might have carried the pain for twenty-three years, but she would not release it now. Her face contorted into a thin smile.

She knew who it was buried up above and the thought of it gave her pleasure. It must be Tommy Burke. He hadn’t left her. He hadn’t run away. He’d been in Duneen the whole time, unable to reach her. She sat on the bed and then stretched out and hugged her pillow. She was seventeen again. Tommy hadn’t stopped loving her. 

She breathed in the clean smell of the pillowcase and tried to make sense of her feelings. There was relief, but also sadness and a rage, because her life, her whole life, with kisses and children and picnics and laughing, had been stolen from her. She held her breath. How had shiny-haired, tanned-skinned, wide-mouthed, lovely, perfect Tommy ended up buried in an unmarked grave? Maybe now after all these years the mystery of her life would be solved. The loneliness and misery weren’t her doing after all. Someone had robbed her of her happiness, and now that they had found his body, she knew exactly who was to blame.
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At this rate he might lose weight. Mrs Meany had gone home the night before without leaving him any dinner, and this morning he had left the barracks before she arrived. She’d never forgotten to feed him before. He hoped she wasn’t sick. A pâté sandwich last night and a bowl of cereal eaten standing up in the dark kitchen this morning was all he’d had. He felt a little light-headed but also more energised than he had for years. 

The detective superintendent from Cork crushed his third Camel Light of the morning underfoot. PJ looked at him. Christ, he was an awful prick. The slicked-back hair, the long, thin hook of a nose, the suit and clean pressed shirt. What sort of man wore socks that matched his tie? Since 7.30 the nasal whine of his voice had been droning on. ‘If it was a vagrant’, ‘if it was a suicide’, ‘if it was a murder’; he had a detailed theory for every possible outcome and was more than happy to share them. Somehow everyone else had managed to make themselves look busy, leaving PJ to become an unwilling frozen audience of one. The wind blowing across the site seemed to have brought winter with it. He had feared the worst when he had googled Detective Superintendent Dunne the night before and discovered that his Christian name was Linus. Linus? What sort of a name was that? How could he solve a crime if he couldn’t even figure out that his name made him sound like a gobshite?

The forensic team had arrived late yesterday and taken the bones up to the lab in Cork for testing. Now they were back examining the area and looking for any more remains. PJ felt that in the absence of new or contradictory evidence they should be following his lead. The young man who had been farming this land twenty-odd years ago had left the village and not been heard of since, and now a body had turned up. Surely it seemed fairly safe to assume that Tommy Burke was either the victim or the murderer. These so-called experts only seemed interested in the things they didn’t know. The use of mechanical diggers meant they weren’t sure if it was a shallow or a deep grave. In turn this meant they were going to have difficulties getting any sort of accurate timeline for the death. The one thing they could say with any certainty was that the remains that had been found so far belonged to a young adult male. 

After all the clearing and excavations it was hard to tell what part of the old farm they were actually standing in. The builder did have a map, but for some reason it was in the Skibbereen office. It was on its way. Sergeant Collins’ stomach gave a deep gurgle of impatience, but it went unnoticed under the never-ending lecture on criminal investigation. He looked around the flattened site, trying to get his bearings.

The first time he had come across the Burke farmhouse was just a couple of weeks after he’d been transferred to Duneen. It wasn’t just the promotion that had excited PJ; he liked the idea of being a one-man band. After graduating from Templemore, he had been stationed in Thurles. He liked the job well enough; it was the nights in the pub, the banter in the barracks that he found tough. Nobody ever said anything to his face, but he found it hard to shake the way the uniforms looked at him when he arrived. In every pair of eyes he saw the unasked question, ‘How the hell did you get through training?’ The truth was that PJ had just scraped through, and that was mostly thanks to his written work. In Thurles he worked longer hours than anyone else and was always the first to volunteer for the shifts that nobody else wanted, but it never seemed enough to make him accepted.

As the new sergeant in Duneen, he was keen to make a fresh start. He felt he could really be of service. For years the village had had some old codger who, from what he’d heard, did most of his police work from a bar stool in Byrnes. PJ was the young blood. He had decided to go for walks around the village on Sunday evenings. You saw things differently by foot, and it was a chance to exchange a few words with anyone he met on his travels. 

He remembered that it had been a warm evening in early September. He had made his way up past the school but was beginning to regret his route. The road was much steeper than he had imagined and he was getting quite short of breath and was coated in a slick of sweat that was making his clothes stick to him. As an excuse to rest, he stopped by a thick bit of hedge and pretended to be looking for a nice length of branch he could break off to use as a stick. 

As he peered into the darkness of the shrubs, he was surprised to see a glint of light about twenty feet ahead of him. What was it? A piece of metal, a bird’s wing? He stepped into the ditch to get a closer look. Glass. It was a tiny bit of exposed window, the rest of it covered by a mass of untamed foliage. He stepped back and went to the other side of the road. Sure enough there was a small rusty gate almost lost in the dense hedge, and there, high up, he could see the very top of a chimney pot. An entire house swallowed whole by nature. PJ wiped the sweat from his eyes and let out a long sigh. The sadness of such neglect was somehow superseded by a wonder at the vigour and power of nature. The scratchings of man so easily erased. He had continued his walk, making a mental note to find out the story behind the buried farmhouse.

‘Shit.’ It was suddenly silent. The superintendent’s whine had come to an end and he was looking at PJ expectantly. Had he asked a question? It was like being back at school, caught out by the teacher. There was nowhere to hide. PJ swallowed and tried a tentative ‘Sorry?’

‘Who? Which resident?’

‘Who what now? I’m sorry, I just …’ His voice trailed away.

The detective superintendent picked a phantom piece of tobacco from the tip of his tongue and lowered his eyebrows until he was almost squinting.

‘Sergeant Collins, I had hoped to use you in this investigation. I had hoped your local knowledge would be an asset to myself and the rest of the team, but if you’re not interested …’ He raised his hands in a gesture that suggested he was taking no responsibility for what would happen next. PJ looked at him and decided that not speaking was probably his best course of action. 

‘Who was the last person to see the farmer lad?’

‘Tommy Burke? People say he went to London.’

The superintendent closed his eyes and lowered his head. A beat and then he looked up again with a sigh. 

‘I’m aware of that, Sergeant. Who saw him go? Who has been in touch?’

PJ’s face lit up. He knew this one.

‘As far as I know, nobody has heard from him since he left, but I don’t know why people think that’s where he is. I’ll ask around the village … unless … Is that all right? I don’t want to go against proper procedure.’

A weak smile from the detective. 

‘No. That would be helpful.’

‘Should I talk to the women at the same time, or is that your job?’

‘Women?’ His head cocked to one side. 

PJ groaned silently. He hadn’t told him. Well, it wasn’t his fault. This slimy fuck wouldn’t shut up, but of course now it was himself who looked like a bungling incompetent.

‘The story was that Tommy left because of a messy love life. I’ve never really got to the bottom of it, but I believe he was stringing a couple of girls along and it all came to a head with a fight in the village.’

‘Names?’

‘Well, I know one of the Ross girls was involved, but I’m not sure who the other one was. Would you like me to find out?’

A long, narrow cloud of cigarette smoke was followed by a quiet ‘Yes. Yes, that would be good.’ His voice was a patronising blend of bored, sad and resigned. PJ had an almighty urge to punch him hard in the face. 

The rustle of paper in the wind made both men look behind them. A guard was coming towards them across the site, struggling with a large map. He weaved through the excavations like a small dinghy in rough seas having trouble with its sails. The map reared up and slapped him in the face and he nearly fell.

Christ. What a fucking clown, thought PJ.

‘Jesus. Here comes another fucking clown,’ said the detective. PJ could feel himself blushing.

A few spots of rain began to drum against their coats and the dark sky promised more. Detective Dunne shooed the approaching guard back. 

‘Head for the Portakabin,’ he shouted into the wind, and pulling his collar up he moved off back towards the small makeshift site office. PJ hesitated for a moment then followed a few feet after him.

They stood around the brown Formica-topped table and stared down at the old map folded out before them. Strange names of townlands were written to the north and east of the area that was now the building site. The old house was marked just back from the road, and behind that a series of outbuildings and what would have been a large garden or paddock. The detective stared out of the window and then back to the table several times before speaking.

‘So the body was found about here,’ he said, pointing just to the east of the row of farm buildings that must have formed the farmyard at the rear of the house. He looked at PJ and opened his mouth to speak. The sergeant braced himself.

‘How many acres?’

A wave of relief. He sort of knew this. 

‘Well, I’m not sure how big the farm was, but all that’s left now is about six acres. The Flynn brothers bought it a few years ago to build a big scheme of houses, but then sure the arse fell out of everything.’

As he spoke, he had an idea, a brilliant idea. If the Flynn brothers had bought the land, they must know where Tommy Burke was. He blurted out, ‘Oh, do you think …’ but before he could finish, the detective had turned to the other guard.

‘One of these Flynns must know the whereabouts of the Burke fella if they bought a house off him. Track them down.’

PJ wasn’t sure what he wanted to do exactly, but it was violent.

‘One of them is just there, detective.’ The guard was pointing through the grime-smeared window at a large silver car parked by a couple of builders’ vans just beyond a pile of gravel. Both PJ and the detective peered out and saw a bald middle-aged man sitting in the driver’s seat talking on his phone.

‘Well get him in here,’ the detective barked, making it very clear that he considered himself to be the captain of a ship of fools.

With the other guard gone, PJ felt this was his chance to redeem himself. Surely he had some local insight to offer, some line of enquiry to suggest. He searched his brain, but to no avail. The two men stood silently side by side, the sound of the rain on the thin roof filling the silence. A heavy winter fly made its way slowly across a 2013 Bank of Ireland calendar hanging by the door.

The Flynn brothers, Martin and John, had taken over their father’s small building company in the mid-nineties and quickly transformed it into the magnificent company Flynn’s Future Homes, which, on the advice of a brand management company from London, had been shortened to Flynn’s Futures. The idea was to use the millions they were making during the boom to diversify the company. Martin and John had lots of other ideas, but sadly so too did the economy. The great crash happened and now all the Flynns owned were their homes and cars, and they were lucky to have them. The offices and permanent employees were all gone and people wouldn’t even talk to them after mass, they owed that much to so many. This modest development in Duneen was supposed to be the beginning of their comeback, and now this. A dead body. Martin was not a very religious man, but as he sat in the car talking to his brother John about whether or not the insurance would cover them, he decided that if there was a God, he was an awful bollocks.

‘His name is Connolly. I think it’s Fergus Connolly. He’s based up in Dublin. He approached us. Said it was land that belonged to a relative.’ Martin sat on the orange plastic chair opposite the detective and answered the questions as best he could. All he could think of was the amount of money they had paid at the time, when it seemed the golden goose would never stop laying. Suddenly he had a question of his own.

‘Tell me this. If your man Connolly knew there was a body buried here, would I have a claim against him?’ He could almost feel the wallet in his jacket pocket getting heavier.

Detective Dunne shut his notebook and gave him a smile, more out of pity than anything else. 

‘I really wouldn’t know. Best speak to a solicitor about that. Thank you for your help.’ He stood up, signalling that this interview had been terminated. As Martin got up to leave, he remembered that he had an even more pressing question. 

‘When do you think we’ll get back to work on the site?’ 

The smile of pity again. 

‘I really wouldn’t know. We’ll be in touch.’ The detective opened the small door and ushered Martin down the steps into the rain. 

The policemen watched him scurry back to his car.

‘Right. Let’s find this Connolly. In my experience most bad things in this world happen because of sex or money, and we just found a whole lot of money.’ Linus Dunne buttoned his coat and headed out towards his car.

PJ rolled his eyes. Had he really just said that out loud? He’d bet good money he was a graduate that had been fast tracked through the ranks. PJ stood in the door of the Portakabin watching him picking his way across the mud towards his car like a dressage pony. Yes, he really was a complete and utter prick.
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Duneen slept. A ragbag of smoky clouds drifted across the half-moon sitting low in the sky. A fox trotted daintily down the main street, enjoying his freedom to strut in the open rather than cower in the clump of rhododendrons at the back of the priest’s house. The street lights bled the shadow of his tail along the pavement behind him like a dark cloak. Almost as if he were keeping someone waiting, he quickened his pace as he got to the alley beside O’Driscoll’s. The anticipation of browsing the bins without interruption gave his paws a slight bounce as he disappeared from view.

The fox was not the only resident awake. In four houses, four women found that sleep was eluding them. 

Mrs Meany tossed and turned. Normally if she couldn’t sleep she prayed a few rounds of the rosary, but tonight she couldn’t even keep her mind on that. She kept losing count of the beads and the Hail Marys until it felt disrespectful. If she couldn’t sleep, she reasoned, she might as well read her book, but the words refused to fall into place and become sentences that told a story. She shut the book and rubbed her hand across its shiny cover, tracing out the large embossed gold lettering. She felt so tired, why wouldn’t her mind yield to sleep? Of course she had continued to think about the body they had uncovered up at Burke’s, but it was more than that. It was an uneasiness, a nervousness that tugged at the pit of her stomach. The past was opening up like a great dark bottomless pit, and she felt herself falling. Squeezing her eyes shut, she let out an audible whimper and pushed her book to one side, letting it hit the floor with a muffled thump. 

Susan Hickey knew exactly why she couldn’t sleep. Excitement. She had stayed up far too late getting everything ready. On the third Friday of every month she had a little coffee morning to raise money for the hospice in Ballytorne. Normally she made around fifty euros and she got a little thank you in the announcements at mass. Of course that wasn’t why she did it, but it was a nice gesture. She enjoyed doing something to help others less fortunate, but at the same time it was amazing how quickly the third Friday came around every month. Tomorrow morning, however, couldn’t come fast enough. 

She smiled to herself as she added another stack of paper napkins to the already precarious tower on the sideboard. The timing couldn’t be better. Guards swarming all over the village and an actual body unearthed in Duneen. True, she had been disappointed when she found out that it wasn’t a mass grave, but in a way this was almost better. A single mystery. People would be coming from all over the parish. How lucky for her that her coffee morning was happening before that Sunday’s mass so this would be everybody’s first opportunity to discuss every little detail. She wasn’t a gambling woman, but having talked it over with, well, everyone she had met in the last forty-eight hours, she was fairly certain the bones were the last remains of Little Tommy Burke. 

She skipped up the stairs to bed. Whoever those bones belonged to, they hadn’t buried themselves! She felt breathless as she pulled her duvet up and turned out the light. She hoped she had enough cups.

Like the Lady of Shalott, Evelyn lay on her back, her arms crossed over her chest and her hair fanned out on the pillow. Her breathing was deep and regular and yet her eyes remained wide open, staring into the gloom that engulfed her. She wondered if this was the start of her dark, lonely journey into madness. The last two days had been hell. She had lost count of the number of times she had had to run upstairs or rush into the downstairs toilet to have a quick cry. She hadn’t dared step foot in the village, because she knew exactly what it would be like. All beady eyes and whispers, and just when you thought that was bad enough, some interfering bitch rubbing your arm and asking pointedly, ‘And how are you?’ Evelyn’s flesh shuddered under the covers at the thought of it. 

She knew Abigail was watching her carefully, but she honestly thought Florence hadn’t noticed a thing. Evelyn suspected that she had spent so much time with children that she had begun to view the world as they did. She was the centre of her own universe and if it wasn’t affecting her directly then it was as if it wasn’t really happening. She sat at the table cheerfully recounting the comings and goings of the Garda cars up the hill past the school oblivious to what part her own sister might have played in the mystery. Mind you, why would anyone suspect that things that had happened – or more importantly hadn’t happened – all those years ago would still have such a vice-like grip on her heart? At least when her parents had died, or when Tommy had left, she knew why she was crying. Back then the sleepless nights had felt real, felt natural, but what was this? How could her heart and mind make sense of these feelings when she couldn’t name them? Was it sadness, regret, love? No, she decided, the most overwhelming emotion was fury. She wanted to slap the face that looked back at her from the mirror. This stupid woman who had allowed her whole life to slip by in a dull blur. 

She put a hand up to her face to wipe away the tears that had begun to roll down the sides of her face into the pillow. The young girl with all that passion, where was she now? Wild, that was the word; Evelyn Ross had been wild. She had stood with her feet wide apart on Main Street and howled. She could remember the first punch, and the mad rush of adrenalin as people tried to drag them apart. Why had she banished that version of herself so completely; why had she replaced her with this prig? This woman who worried about cleaning tile grout and putting borage flowers in her salads? And for who? Not even a man – just her sisters, who neither cared nor noticed! What a fool! What a stupid, stupid woman she was. 

She turned on the light and closed her eyes for a second to avoid the sudden glare. When she opened them again, she scanned the room as if searching for something, anything, that she could do to change her life. She couldn’t go back, but she could start again. Vogue! Her ridiculous shrine to the clothes she would never own and the places she would never go. She almost jumped out of bed and started heaving bundles of the old magazines over to the door, where she stacked them in haphazard piles. When they had all been moved, she looked with satisfaction at the pale square on the carpet where they had been, making a mental note to give the room a good hoover. In the morning she would continue the Vogues on their journey. She would bring them to the back of the long shed and have a bonfire. 

She closed her eyes and imagined the heat on her face and the flames dancing like flags in the wind. Something to look forward to at last.

Sleep had found Brid Riordan but now she had escaped its hold and was wide awake. She blamed the screw tops. It was so easy when you finished a bottle around ten to think to yourself that just one more glass was a good idea, then suddenly it was one o’clock in the morning and you were stumbling around the kitchen half-cut trying to get things ready for the next day. It was sort of funny, but also a bit mortifying, that time Carmel came home from school after finding a bottle of washing-up liquid in her lunch box. Brid had made a bit more of an effort after that. Well, after that and the time she got breathalysed taking the kids to school. Thank God she’d gotten away with a fine. Anthony had looked at her as if she’d tried to kill the kids, but she knew she’d been perfectly fine to drive. Failing one of those tests was very different from being drunk. Everyone knew that.

She had woken up face down on the kitchen counter at 3 a.m., and now, two hours later, she was still sat there half listening to the radio. She knew she should head upstairs. She’d feel awful in the morning, but she couldn’t bear the disapproving sigh as Anthony rolled over when she got into bed. That was part of the problem. He went up so early and she had no one to talk to, so of course she had a few glasses of wine. She was bored! The kids were holed up with their computers all the time. Anthony wouldn’t let her get another dog after she’d run over Trixie, even though the whole family knew it hadn’t been her fault. Yes, she was bored.

The days weren’t so bad. There were things to do. A bit of housework, a trip into the village or over to Ballytorne for provisions, dinner to make, but once Anthony, Carmel and Cathal had wolfed down their food, she was left alone with nothing to do and no distractions. She used to be a big reader when she’d been young, but somehow she had got out of the habit. As a girl she had welcomed the refuge novels had offered. In their pages she had imagined so many futures for herself, but time had run out for those fantasies. She was living her future. No book now seemed able to hold her, though she still bought the odd one and left them around the house just in case the mood would suddenly take hold of her. In reality they were just more things to dust.

Tommy Burke. She had needed a drink that lunchtime. Why had no one told her? She was sure Anthony must have heard but supposed he hadn’t wanted to upset her; or maybe he simply didn’t want to talk to her. He rarely did these days. The shock of it. She had been changing a bulb in the lamp in the hall. She’d asked Anthony to do it, but you might as well be talking to the wall. Through the frosted glass of the front door she saw the outline of Pat the postman. Carmel and Cathal used to get a real kick out of that. Their letters were delivered by a real-life Postman Pat. The excitement when they had a day off school so they’d be at home when he called! She’d opened the door to get the few bills or circulars she knew he’d have for her, but mostly just to see another face, hear another voice. They exchanged the usual observations about the weather, deciding it was mild for nearly December, certainly compared to last week, but then as Pat turned to leave he said, ‘Fierce business up at the building site.’ 

Of course she couldn’t have known what had happened; she just assumed one of the lads on the site had been injured or even killed. 

‘What’s that, Pat?’ Such a simple question. She leaned forward to get the news and he told her about the bones, and then he said his name. She hadn’t heard that name spoken out loud for so many years, and here was a voice telling her that Tommy Burke was dead and buried in his own farmyard.

She had slumped into the spare dining room chair she kept by the hall table, a light bulb in one hand and her letters in the other. Pat had rushed forward. ‘Are you all right there, Mrs Riordan?’ Brid had immediately rallied and reassured him as she stood up that everything was fine. She waved him on his way and shut the door. Then, without ever deciding to, she headed straight for the fridge and poured herself a large glass of white wine.

Brid Riordan had never been the prettiest girl in Duneen. Her mother’s weak chin combined with the broad features and stocky build of her father meant she had always had the look of a much older woman, even as a child. At school she had relied on being clever and the first to make jokes at her own expense in order to survive. After school she continued to live at home on the farm with her parents and got a job doing the books for the largest chemist’s shop in Ballytorne. She made the most of herself, spending her wages on make-up and clothes, and went to all the dances, but somehow, despite her longing for a boyfriend, she knew that none of the boys who spoke to her were good enough. She flicked through magazines and gazed into the moist eyes of John Travolta, or imagined David Soul placing his hand on the small of her back as he helped her step into a low open-topped car. 

By the time she reached her mid-twenties she had still never had a boyfriend. Her friends from school were one by one announcing their engagements, and a few were even pushing prams. Brid had been a bridesmaid three times, and of course everyone told her as she stood at the reception wearing some ill-fitting dress in a colour that didn’t appear in nature that she would be next. She would smile and nod even though she knew it wasn’t true. Despite all of this, though, she didn’t panic. She knew the other girls had their assets – the shiny hair, the beautiful bodies, the perfect teeth – but she was also aware that she would develop her own allure. 

Early one Sunday evening, while her father was still out finishing the milking, her mother had sat her down at the kitchen table for ‘a talk’, in an act of parenting that was as breathtaking as it was brutal. When the radio was switched off, Brid knew it was serious.

Her mother started to speak to her about boys, and Brid instantly dreaded the conversation that was about to happen. She had heard some of the older girls at the convent talking and laughing about ‘willies’ and ‘hard-ons’. It all sounded awful. In fact the conversation took a very different turn as her mother carefully explained to her that she wouldn’t find it easy with boys. They would always be more interested in the pretty girls. Brid’s eyes filled with great globe-like tears and her mother stroked her hand, telling her calmly that she mustn’t worry. Her father was getting on and not in the best of health, and when he went, the boys would be knocking the door down for the farm. Brid would find her man in time, and he’d be a good steady worker who would make a great father, because he’d have his head tied on straight. It wasn’t what any teenage girl dreaming of princes and pop stars wanted to hear, but it had prepared her for the next ten years of her life.

Once her father had been hospitalised for what seemed to be the last time, various friends of her mother’s would arrive with cake, or a stew, to save her cooking, since she was having to make the journey up and back to Cork every day. They also brought with them sons. Giant children who sat awkwardly in the kitchen staring at the floor while their mothers talked to Brid for them. 

‘Brendan did the Leaving Cert a couple of years after you, but he was very good at English. Don’t you like reading, Brid?’ 

‘Kevin is just back from the agricultural college over in Darrara. He did very well. He’s mad for the farming. Aren’t you Kevin?’

These evenings were torture for everyone, and of course pointless. There was only one gentleman caller in the village who was going to get any sort of welcome, and that was Tommy Burke. He wasn’t very tall, but Brid kind of liked that. With his dark hair and shy smile, he had the look of a Spaniard about him. She wondered if something as simple as land could really get her a man like that and decided that, until she knew for certain, she wouldn’t even consider any of the dolts in their Lee jeans and baggy sweatshirts bearing the names of American cities they would never see.

Her courtship of Tommy lasted for several months without him knowing anything about it. On Fridays she would follow him from stall to stall at the market in Ballytorne. From a distance she began to know him. He was a great man for cheese and he liked white pudding more than black. She stored away these details ready for when they started their life together. After mass, she stood as close to him as she dared in O’Driscoll’s when he was getting the papers. He smelled lovely. Nothing like the other boys.

When her dreams finally came true, it all seemed to happen so fast and effortlessly. He had waited until after her father’s funeral, which she thought was a nice touch, and then he drove up to the house to pay his respects. She remembered her mother taking the bottle of red wine he offered and passing it to her to put in the back kitchen with all the other unopened bottles that people had brought with their words of condolence. Tommy and her mother had made stilted conversation. He asked long, serious questions about the amount of acres and the yields, while she stared at him with the wide, gormless smile of a girl who did not appear to be too upset at the death of her father. 

After Tommy left, her mother was transformed into a giggling schoolgirl, gushing about his eyes and his lovely skin. Brid felt decidedly uneasy. She didn’t want to think about her mother having those sorts of feelings towards any man, but especially not the one who was going to make her the happiest girl in all of Ireland.

The next contact came after mass, when he approached them on the chapel steps. With no preamble of any kind he blurted out an invitation to go to the pictures in Ballytorne on the following Friday. It wasn’t entirely clear if he was asking her or her mother, or possibly both of them. Only the sight of her mother glaring at her prompted Brid to utter a breathless ‘Yes. That would be lovely.’ The expression on Tommy’s face didn’t change. He just grunted and said, ‘I’ll be up for you about seven, so.’ And then he was gone. Out of the corner of her eye she could see her mother looking at her with eyebrows arched and lips pursed. 

‘What?’ Brid asked. ‘It’s only the pictures!’ The two women smiled at each other, and then, as they walked back to the car, they both began to laugh. 

As it turned out, none of the dates were quite how Brid had fantasised. There were no long, passionate kisses. His rough cheek never rubbed against her smooth white neck. No walking hand in hand in the moonlight. That first trip to the cinema, to see Robin Hood: Prince of Thieves – Kevin Costner looked fierce old – had set the tone for the six or seven dates that followed. He opened doors for her and bought her a box of Maltesers, but sitting in the dark he never once tried to put an arm around her or take her hand. Brid had sat too close so that their arms touched and even through the wool of her cardigan she could feel the heat of his body. 

Afterwards he had bought two bags of chips and they had sat in the car, eating more than talking. He asked a couple of questions about her father’s funeral and talked a little about how strange it was being in his house by himself, with no mother or father. Brid made small noises of agreement or sympathy as she piled chip after chip into her mouth. She thought of the two of them alone in his house. It would be different there. Hands would be everywhere, they would be tangled up in large white sheets, and then … Her imagination drifted in a vague warm mist. 

When the car pulled into the yard to the back of Brid’s house, Tommy had jumped out at once and run around to open her door. She stepped from the car and found her face very close to his. She could feel his breath, the smell of vinegar. She waited. Tommy cleared his throat. 

‘Right. Thank you very much. Would you like to go out again?’ She stared at his face but it gave nothing away. He showed more enthusiasm when he was choosing cheese. 

‘Lovely, yeah,’ she replied, and then, more out of desperation than desire, she leaned in and kissed his cheek. Still nothing. It was as if he was embarrassed for her, and his lack of response was his way of sparing her further humiliation. Brid had behaved the same way when her Aunt Rhona’s dressing gown had gaped open, revealing a pale, veiny breast.

She stood in the hall with her back pressed against the front door and listened to his car drive off, unsure of what had happened. Had she done something wrong? Was this just what first dates were like? She made sure not to air her doubts when her mother quizzed her about the evening, and by the morning she had managed to reconstruct the whole date in her mind. He was the perfect gentleman and clearly he saw her as his princess, not some trollop who would let any boy kiss her tits for a glass of wine.

Two months later, they still hadn’t kissed, and he certainly hadn’t tried to undo her bra, but despite that, she still found herself opening a small white box with a ring inside. They were parked in Tommy’s car in the main square of Ballytorne on a Saturday afternoon. Brid watched people walking by with their shopping, some talking, some laughing, but most looking bored and beaten by their lives. She looked back down at the small diamond ring, and then at Tommy. He turned away and, staring straight ahead through the windscreen, said, ‘I wondered would you like to get married?’ 

Brid imagined she was standing in the street looking at their car. That girl was being proposed to by Tommy Burke! That girl was clearly the luckiest girl alive, and yet whatever she might be feeling at that very moment, Brid was fairly certain that it wasn’t lucky. She longed to ask him questions. Do you love me? Do you want me to be happy? Will you … She opened her mouth and, a little louder than she expected, said, ‘Yes.’ 

She reached forward in her bulky coat to hug him. He let her kiss him on the mouth. His lips felt warm and very dry. Then he gently pushed her away and started the engine. As they drove in silence back out to Duneen, past the familiar bungalows, fields and junctions, she pulled herself deep inside her coat and wept great jagging tears.

As news of the engagement spread, so did the joy. Everyone loved a wedding, and especially after all the tragedy that had befallen the village of late. There had been far too many funerals. It was Brid’s mother’s idea to put the announcement in the Irish Times. She wanted everything done perfectly. She knew how keenly her little girl had dreamed of this day, and she was going to make sure it was everything she had hoped for and even more.

After the awful scene with the Ross girl, and in the days following Tommy’s disappearance, Brid often wondered if everyone had known all along. Had all those people shaking her hand and beaming their congratulations at her been secretly pitying her? She had decided they hadn’t, partly because that was what she believed but also because to think otherwise would have driven her insane. It was hard enough to imagine how life would continue as she and her mother sat in the kitchen wrapping up wedding presents ready to return.

The door of the kitchen opened with a jolt. Anthony stood there, his face gleaming red and still wet from the shower. His plaid shirt clung to his thin frame where he hadn’t dried his back.

Shit. Had she been asleep? She didn’t think so. Pushing her hair back, she made an attempt at a smile. 

‘Good morning.’ 

Anthony gave her the look. The look that said everything that was wrong with their lives but mostly told her that she disgusted him.

‘Have you been up all night?’

She was at the sink now, turning the tap on, trying to look like she had a purpose.

‘I had a little nap down here. I didn’t think I could sleep and I didn’t want to keep you awake as well.’ She tried another small smile.

Anthony muttered something as he made his way to the fridge. She saw him making a point of ignoring the empty wine bottle on the counter. She rolled her eyes. Another day in paradise.
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Detective Superintendent Dunne had decided to drive up to Dublin to talk to the cousin who had sold the land. Of course he didn’t have to go himself, but it was as good an excuse as any to spend a night away from June and the new baby. It was agreed that one of his colleagues would come down from Cork to conduct the interviews with both of the women who had been associated with Tommy Burke. PJ was to be in effect a combination of driver and local guide. 

Linus had just left Cork behind him and was driving north towards Dublin on the M8 when his mobile rang. He waited for the Bluetooth to pick it up, but it didn’t. Of course it fucking didn’t. He hesitated before reaching down for the handset and prayed he wasn’t stopped by the guards. Listening without comment to the news that a fatal stabbing overnight in the city meant his colleague was no longer available, he reluctantly agreed that Sergeant Sumo could make the initial contact with the former girlfriends and conduct the interviews. He reasoned that surely even Sumo could get the bare facts; if they needed any further information, he could always see the women later himself. As he hung up, he glanced down at the petrol gauge. He figured it would get him as far as Urlingford. 

Somebody knew. One of the faces that he passed must know who was buried up there and how it had happened. Maybe they all knew. Was there a conspiracy of silence amongst the good people of Duneen? Certainly PJ had never been made to feel like such an outsider in all his time in the village. Conversations stopped when he was spotted, and if people caught his eye, they seemed sheepish and furtive; even Mrs Meany served his meals in silence. PJ didn’t like it. Did they all have something to hide or were they just unsure of how to treat him now that he finally had a real crime to investigate?

He wondered how this morning’s visit would go. What was that saying about answered prayers? He had been cursing the fact that he wouldn’t get to do any interviews by himself, but as the gates of Ard Carraig came up on the left, he found himself dreading it. He had taken his unexpected responsibility as a vote of confidence, but now, as his car slowed to a stop and his heartbeat increased alarmingly, he began to wonder if that confidence had been misplaced. 

He switched off the engine and took a moment to collect himself. Though he had passed the gates many times over the years, this was the first time he had ever had cause to come down to the house itself. The grey-plastered facade was less grand than he had imagined, and although it had the large Georgian fanlight above the front door, and tall sash windows, the rest of the house seemed very plain and bare. Still, it had an air of quiet elegance, sitting at the edge of a wide sweep of gravel driveway. To the left, behind a high stone wall, he could see a plume of grey smoke drifting up into a matching sky. 

Right, he thought, somebody must be in. He had feared they weren’t when he had arrived and seen no sign of a car parked outside. He hoped that the sister he was looking for – he checked the scrap of paper on the passenger seat: Evelyn – was at home. He opened the car door and placed one foot on the gravel, but then, as if the ground was covered with burning coals, jerked his leg back into the car. How was he going to play this? Was he going to pretend he was hearing the whole story for the first time? No. That would be stupid. Sure, why was he here if he knew nothing? Would he be all friendly with her? Maybe it was better to try and intimidate her? 

He noticed he had started to pant again. He gripped the steering wheel and took a few deep breaths. Evelyn Ross was not a dangerous woman. He would simply play it by ear. Before he could talk himself out of it, he hauled himself from the car and slammed the door. He hesitated for a moment before deciding to head straight for the source of the smoke. He walked past the house and made his way to a small door in the high garden wall. He noticed that the paintwork was very well maintained. 

Good, he thought, I’m noticing details. That’s good. I’m good at this. He tried the handle, and with a slight jolt and a long creak it opened. On the other side he found himself in a small cobbled courtyard, lined with various outhouses. The smoke was coming from somewhere behind them.

Evelyn Ross was beginning to think the bonfire had burned down low enough for her to leave it and head back inside. Her eyes were red, but that was from the smoke rather than from any tears at the loss of her Vogue hill. The reality hadn’t left her quite as elated as the thought of doing it had the night before, but still she felt she had taken the first few steps on some sort of journey to a new life. She looked about her. The arch of the trees behind the chimneys, the fields sloping away down towards the overgrown banks of the stream where their childhood pets were buried, the damp patches on the stone wall of the long shed, all so painfully familiar that they seemed to gently mock her: ‘What are you still doing here?’ Evelyn glanced down at the dark green of her wellingtons, which she’d had for so long she couldn’t remember buying them. Why was she rooted to this spot? 

She had never imagined that this house and these few fields would be her whole life. Somehow she thought there would come a moment when it felt right to leave, but it appeared that she was still waiting for it. She remembered so well the day Florence had come back from college. The bags in the hall bearing the names of impossibly glamorous shops in Dublin: Brown Thomas, Switzer’s, Boyers. The tissue paper on the kitchen table where she had unwrapped her gifts – a hairband covered in tiny pearl-like beads and a pair of slippers trimmed with rabbit fur. She had felt truly happy that day for them all to be back together, but when Florence had made her big announcement about her new job at the school in Duneen, Evelyn’s joy, even then, had been tinged by guilt. She knew that Florence had only come back for her, but what could she do about it? She had never asked her to. It wasn’t her fault. If Abigail had made her return, then blame her! But she knew in her heart that both of them had stayed for her, and if she had decided to go it would be like telling them they had wasted their lives, that she had never needed them. It was ludicrous. Was it really possible that she could have wasted so much of her own life out of a demented sort of politeness?

Looking up, she saw the dark shape of a man come around the corner. Who was that? It looked like Sergeant Collins, but why would he … Oh, of course. Evelyn had expected someone to come. She raised her hand and waved. The guard returned the gesture and then stood and waited as she picked her way through the weeds and long grass towards him.

‘Good morning, guard.’

‘Hello. It’s Evelyn Ross, isn’t it?’

‘It is. I was just … How can I help you?’

‘We just wanted to ask you a few questions about the disappearance of Tommy Burke. Just any details you can recollect. Would that be …’ He trailed off.

Evelyn smiled broadly. ‘Of course. Will you come inside?’ She indicated the way he had come and began to move off even before the sergeant had grunted his assent. They walked around the shed in silence and crossed the cobbles towards the back door of the house. 

Evelyn was wondering where she’d put him. Did the kitchen seem too casual, overfamiliar? Yet the front room seemed wrong too, and besides, she hadn’t drawn the curtains in there yet, or cleaned out the fire. PJ found he was pleasantly distracted by the way the soft grey material of Evelyn’s trousers clung to the curve of her hips. He wondered how old she was. 

Well, he thought, in a minute I can ask her.

Evelyn gave a slight start when she saw her sister Florence sitting at the kitchen table with a small stack of books. Then she remembered that the night before she had said she was getting a half-day because of some plumbing issue up at the school. Florence looked up and smiled, but before Evelyn could make any introductions, PJ had marched forward with a burst of unexpected confidence, his arm outstretched. ‘Miss Ross.’

‘Sergeant,’ came the reply of recognition along with a vigorous handshake. PJ noticed the puzzled expression on Evelyn’s face. 

‘I go in a couple of times a year to talk about road safety to the kids in Miss Ross’s class.’

‘Of course,’ Evelyn said, as her sister stood, pushing away her books. 

‘Oh please, we’re not in the classroom now. Call me Florence.’ She finished her sentence with a strange high-pitched giggle that Evelyn had never heard before. Was it possible that her sister was flirting with this shiny-faced lump? Oh God. Look at him. He was blushing.

‘Florence, I wonder if you could excuse us? The sergeant wanted to ask me a few questions.’

Her sister looked puzzled for a moment but then quickly realised what was going on. She gave Evelyn the same smile of encouragement she used for children before an exam. ‘Of course, of course.’ She began to gather her books. ‘I can do this in the other room.’ As she got to the door, she looked over her shoulder. ‘Nice to see you, Sergeant Collins.’

‘And you …’ he hesitated, ‘Miss … Florence.’ He attempted a smile. Evelyn silently noted that smiling really didn’t suit him.

Tea. Should she offer him tea? 

‘Would you like some tea?’ 

‘No, I’m grand, thanks. Well, unless you’re making some.’

‘I am, of course,’ Evelyn replied and brought the kettle over to the tap. ‘Sit down there.’ The sergeant did as he was told.

Over at the dresser, she decided on mugs. This was not a cup-and-saucer situation. 

‘I’m not sure how helpful I’m going to be. It was all such a long time ago, I’ve probably forgotten everything,’ she said out loud, though of course she knew that was a lie. She could remember every detail of what had happened. As she poured boiling water on the tea bags, she wondered how much she would actually tell this man. Why couldn’t she tell him everything? She had nothing to hide. Walking back to the table, she felt an unexpected twinge of excitement.

The tea poured, the milk and sugar added (Evelyn watching in horror as the sergeant added three heaped teaspoons to his mug), they both settled themselves for the main event. PJ reached for his notebook. Oh for fuck’s sake! He pictured the small black notebook lying on the passenger seat of the car. He took out his pen and held it in the air like a wand with which he could conjure some paper out of thin air. He was glad there was no gobshite from Cork with him to witness this. He cleared his throat.

Evelyn leaned forward. ‘Oh Sergeant, would you like something to write on?’ PJ knew she wasn’t trying to mock him, or make him feel foolish. She was just being helpful and kind. He beamed. 

‘Yes please.’ 

Oh, she thought, that smile suits him better. She caught a glimpse of the man behind the Garda uniform. He seemed sweet, almost vulnerable. Despite his enormous bulk, there was something boyish about him. She handed him an old spiral-backed jotter she used for making lists, and the interview began. 

It lasted for just under half an hour. His questions were simple and thorough: ‘What was the nature of your relationship with Tommy Burke?’ ‘When did you last see him?’ ‘Have you heard from him since then?’ ‘Do you have any idea of his whereabouts?’ 

Evelyn spoke calmly. It felt so strange to hear her voice saying his name out loud again after so many years. She hoped her tone came across as measured and reflective. Sometimes, just for effect, she paused as if trying to recall exactly what order certain events had occurred in. PJ took copious notes. Linus the prick would not catch him out on this one.

She told him how Tommy had needed some help around the house after his mother died. He must have mentioned it to Abigail when he was paying the rent money, and she had suggested that Evelyn could do it so she’d have a little bit of cash in her pocket. Back then her sister thought she might still have a life of dances and boyfriends away from Ard Carraig. She detailed the day she had been getting ready to head over to Burke’s when Florence had read out the engagement notice from the Irish Times. Glossing over the way both her sisters had teased her, she described going to the farm and finding the house locked up. She had never seen Tommy again. No, she didn’t know his current whereabouts. 

She answered truthfully and in as much detail as she could, and yet as the sergeant began to bring things to a close, tearing the pages from her jotter and thanking her for the tea, Evelyn knew she had not told her story. This man had garnered some facts but he didn’t know what had really happened. She thought of all the things she hadn’t told him.

She hadn’t described her feelings when Tommy had walked into the kitchen one morning with his shirt unbuttoned. He was startled to see her and immediately began to cover his chest, but not before she had seen the ridge of dark hair that led down to his belt, and his smooth white skin and honey-coloured nipples. His blushes. His smile. How her heart had thumped; how she had closed her eyes so many times to see him come around that door once more with his wet hair and shirt flapping free. 

She didn’t tell the sergeant how she had fussed around the house, imagining a time when she would live there with Tommy. A jug of flowers on the dresser, two bath towels, making sure the toilet seat was down. She couldn’t talk to Tommy directly, but by coaxing the house into accepting her, she felt the rest would follow. She could just slip into his life. She stood and watched him eat his lunch before taking the empty plate over to the sink, her hands shaking after the way he had looked up at her and smiled his thanks, a lock of hair hanging over his eyes.

No mention had been made of the small brown paper parcel she had found on the kitchen table one morning. Tommy had thrust a finger towards it and, not looking at her, said, ‘That’s for you.’ She opened it slowly, trying to hide her excitement. After all, it might just be a few tea towels or some dusters. As she peeled back the paper, she let out a little gasp. Pink roses on a silky cream material. She held it up, wafting it through the air. 

‘It’s a scarf,’ Tommy had explained. 

‘Sure, I know. It’s only gorgeous.’ And then she had hugged him. This policeman would never understand the heat of Tommy’s body, how solid he felt, the smell of him, grass and soil and a musky maleness. After she had broken away, there was an embarrassed silence between them. Evelyn slid the scarf between her hands and held it up to her face. 

‘Thank you.’ His smile. His flushed cheeks. That had been the last time she had seen him. 

For years she had thought the scarf was some sort of leaving present, but now she knew that she had been right that morning when she had folded it back up ready to bring it home to take pride of place on her dressing table. It had been a love token. 

She failed to mention her humiliation outside O’Driscoll’s, or how when she had found the house locked up she had let herself in. Part of her had wanted to see him so she could tell him that she would never be coming back to clean or cook for him again, but the coward in her was glad to find the house empty. She wondered when he’d move in with his new wife. Just thinking about it had made her feel unsteady on her feet. How could he prefer that girl? How could he want to live with her? 

She didn’t tell the sergeant how she had washed the one dirty plate and cup that had been left on the counter, how she had climbed the stairs and thrown herself on Tommy’s unmade bed, drinking in the smell of him and leaving his pillow drenched with her tears. There was no mention of her placing the silky scarf neatly folded on the kitchen table. She had considered leaving some sort of note as well, but then thought about Tommy and Brid reading it together and laughing, or even worse, pitying her. She left the door wide open and put one leaden foot in front of the other as she walked back to her loveless past that seemed to also be her future. 

‘It’s Tommy, isn’t it?’ she blurted out.

‘Sorry?’

‘Up above. The remains. They’re Tommy’s, aren’t they?’

‘Too soon to know who it is. There will be tests, I’m sure, and then we’ll find out.’ PJ paused and looked at Evelyn’s face. Her eyes darted around the room. There was a twitch in her upper lip. ‘Why are you so sure it’s Tommy?’

She hesitated before she spoke. She had told no one, but then no one had asked her before. She had found this interrogation unexpectedly pleasant. She couldn’t remember the last time another human being, and certainly not a man, had been so interested in her. She knew he was only doing his job, but she felt flattered. 

‘It just makes sense that it’s him. When I heard about the bones, I knew at once. He … You’ll think me very foolish, Sergeant, I know I was only a girl at the time, but Tommy Burke … well, he loved me.’

She felt a sudden engulfing tsunami of emotion come over her. She grabbed the mugs and stood up with her back to the sergeant, determined not to collapse, a sobbing mess, in front of this man. She moved quickly to the sink and let the cold water run over her hands. A few deep breaths. She tried again. What did she want to say? She decided to forgo any preamble about Tommy’s feelings or how she could be so sure. There was only one thing she needed to tell this man:

‘Brid Riordan killed Tommy Burke.’

She turned and stared at Sergeant Collins, awaiting his response. She wasn’t exactly sure of what reaction her accusation would provoke, but she had certainly expected more than this. The sergeant sat perfectly still, staring back at her, breathing through his slightly open mouth.

PJ was thinking.

Of course Brid would be a suspect, but surely Evelyn Ross must know that she too was under suspicion? He was beginning to feel uncomfortable. Somehow being alone in this room with a woman who was clearly very emotional didn’t seem like one of his better ideas. He wondered if he should call for Florence to try and defuse things. Evelyn’s statement sounded less like the facts and more like a deeply intimate secret that she shouldn’t be sharing with a stranger. Neither of them was looking away, so that the stare was now locked. PJ felt very warm and his mouth was dry. He swallowed and spoke. ‘Thank you for the tea, Miss Ross. We’ll be in touch should we have any more questions.’ He smiled in what he hoped was an encouraging way.

‘Did you hear me, Sergeant? I told you who killed Tommy.’

‘Yes, of course. Well, it is an ongoing investigation and I, we … they will be exploring many different roads … not roads, sorry, avenues.’ PJ longed to be out of this room and back in his car. One glance at Evelyn’s face and the twitching muscles in her neck told him that wouldn’t be happening as quickly as he’d like. 

‘Do you not believe me? Am I just some deluded old spinster to you?’ Like a fuse being lit, Evelyn felt outraged that rather than thanking her and heading off to arrest the ugly drunk bitch, this man was talking to her as if she were one of the old biddies who came down from the mountains to collect their pensions from the post office counter in O’Driscoll’s.

PJ was standing now and speaking as he moved to the door. ‘It’s not that at all. But you must understand that we have to wait to learn all the facts. The investigation has really only just begun, and we don’t yet know who the bones up there belong to.’ He hoped these sentences sounded plausible. He just wanted Evelyn to go back to being the calm, charming woman he had met just half an hour earlier. He was in the hall now.

‘Goodbye, Sergeant!’ It was Florence’s voice, coming from a room to his right. The front door was steps away. His hand was on the large brass lock when Evelyn pressed herself close to his face and whispered urgently into his ear. ‘You’ll see. I’m right. That woman knew he’d never really love her.’ PJ could see the fine hairs above her lip.

Evelyn stepped back, startled by her own intense outburst. She knew she was right, but she was also suddenly aware of how unhinged she must seem to this poor policeman so clearly desperate to escape. 

‘Sorry, Sergeant. Let me.’ And she reached up and opened the door for him. 

They stood together for a moment in silence. The wind moved through the trees and the cold air felt good on their faces. She looked up at the sergeant. ‘I do apologise.’

‘That’s quite all right. We’ll be in touch.’ And then without thinking he found that he had reached out and stroked her arm. It wasn’t a gesture that came easily to him and yet it felt like the right thing to do. Evelyn too found the hand on her arm surprising but appreciated that this man wanted in his own clumsy way to help her heal. She smiled and he started across the gravel towards the police car. 

Out of the rustle of the branches came the sound of a car engine. PJ stopped and looked. A small red hatchback was making its way down the drive. It was going slightly too fast, and as it reached the expanse of gravel in front of the house it skidded to an abrupt halt. Behind the wheel was the horrified, wide-eyed face of Brid Riordan. Three sets of eyes met, and then the hatchback did a violent U-turn before taking off with a screech in a cloud of dust and gravel, heading back towards the gate. Inside the car, Brid gripped the steering wheel and bellowed a long, loud ‘Fuuuuuuck!’
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Linus sat hunched in a small cave of light at the end of the dark abandoned office. In the grey gloom, empty desks were arranged in rows like hospital beds; the glint of a street light coming through the blinds, the green glow of a fire exit sign, the flickering light from a computer screen saver at someone’s desk. Detective Superintendent Linus Dunne had the privilege of his own glass-and-plywood cubicle. At this time of night he left the door ajar for air, but during the day he tended to keep it firmly shut. If he couldn’t hear their stupidity, he reasoned to himself, then he might forget for a few hours that he worked with idiots. 

Mind you, he thought, as he scrolled through endless emails from various departments, brains weren’t helping him much here. O’Shea, the fuckwit, had by fluke got the guys who did the stabbing, and when they went to the house to arrest them had found it packed with stolen goods, meaning that in the space of two hours he had closed about fifteen cases and was now downing pints. 

A long, weary sigh escaped from Dunne’s lips. This was not going well. He reached out to his mug of coffee. It was cold. He considered going to make another but decided against it. The kitchen area was downstairs, and besides, he should go home. He was making no progress here.

The trip to Dublin hadn’t really answered any questions. He had quickly found Fergus Connolly in his well-maintained terraced house in Ranelagh. They had sat in an overdesigned kitchen-diner extension at the back of the house while Mrs Connolly set about getting refreshments for the ‘Super Detective’. Linus had looked ruefully at a pristine Gaggia machine sparkling on the granite worktop as Mrs Connolly placed a steaming mug of weak instant coffee in front of him. 

Fergus told his story. When his mother died, she had left him far less than he had been expecting. They suspected that a neighbouring widower had convinced her to invest in various doomed business ventures, but they could prove nothing, and in any case the money was gone. Fergus had remembered his mother talking about how her nephew down in West Cork had gone missing and by rights how that land should be hers. Over the years he had forgotten about it because it was only a few acres out in the wilds. What would it be worth? By now, however, land was gold, especially if you could get planning permission. He had got a lawyer involved and eventually the High Court had agreed to issue a death certificate for Tommy Burke. At this piece of information Linus had choked on his coffee and his face turned rhubarb pink. The old couple looked at him with surprise. Even they were taken aback that the investigation hadn’t unearthed such a basic fact. The old man continued. He was his sole heir. Fergus smiled widely at his wife and she in turn grinned at Linus and made a gesture with her right hand like a gone-to-seed magician’s assistant. Voilà! A ridiculous seventy-thousand-euro kitchen! 

It was a good trick, thought Linus as he made his way back out to his car. Christ, was that a Sean Scully hanging in the hall? He made a mental note to check just how much money they had got for the scrap of a farm. Could Connolly have killed Burke? He looked back at the couple on the doorstep waving him off with inane grins, both of them wearing cardigans that didn’t quite meet over generous bellies. No, he decided, they were not killers.

Linus had opted not to stay in the city after all but instead drove straight to Cork to scream at his worthless team of fuckwits. There was a death certificate for Tommy Burke and nobody had thought to look for it. It beggared belief! A group of ten-year-olds armed with nothing more than Google could do a better job. At least the reports he found waiting for him from the technical bureau were more efficient. The body was that of a male between the ages of sixteen and twenty-two. The cause of death was blunt-force trauma to the side of the skull, and they estimated that the remains had been in the ground for over two decades but less than three. The end of the email contained the bad news: neither dental records nor DNA could provide an identity for the body.

The detective’s brain collated what he knew and what he wanted to find out. It was a young man who was murdered, over twenty years ago. Good. He paused. Unless they could establish who the man was, there was no way they could move forward. They had to ascertain if the body was Tommy Burke or not. Much as it pained him, he realised he was going to have to apply for an exhumation order for the parents. Linus wasn’t squeamish about blood, or even finding a limb, like that leg they’d come across up by the lough last spring, but there was something about disturbing remains that he found deeply unsettling. Still, it had to be done. He would alert Sergeant Sumo so that he could let the locals know why it was necessary.

He reached forward to turn out his lamp and glanced at the wooden-framed photograph to the right of his computer. A small, thin woman with dark hair that hung limply down the sides of her face stood holding a baby whose face was hidden in a lemon blanket. Linus thought back to the day he’d taken the picture, just a few hours after they had come back from the hospital. He pressed with his thumb and plunged the cubicle into darkness. He sat still for a moment, and then, as he got to his feet, decided he might just swing by the pub for one before he went home.
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Brid hated herself. Why had she been so stupid? What had possessed her to drive over to Ard Carraig? How could that have ever been a good idea? 

She blamed her tiredness. Somehow she lacked the energy to fight her impulses. There had been a thousand times since that day all those years before when she had wanted to attack Evelyn Ross. So smug and perfect. Walking through the village in that coat that hung so well, with her fucking wicker basket. Every step she took a declaration to the world that her love for Tommy had been pure and she was waiting for him to return. Not like Brid, with her blouses straining around her breasts, too large on the shoulders. Brid with her noisy children; Brid, who had given herself with extraordinary haste to that boring Riordan fella. 

Evelyn didn’t understand. Brid’s mother had left her with no choice, telling her in no uncertain terms that she had ruined her life. A virgin with a farm was one thing, but trailing a broken engagement behind you like a soiled sheet was something else entirely. When Anthony had come sniffing around for the unclaimed farm, her mother had virtually locked them in the front room together until some talk of marriage had occurred. Brid had known all along it wasn’t right, but, she reasoned, it was better than the alternative. The wedding had been a welcome distraction and Anthony to begin with had been pleasantly attentive in ways that Tommy had never been. He liked to kiss her, he ran his hands over her breasts; he did all the right things, but he was the wrong man. He wasn’t Tommy.

She thought she could forget Tommy and move on with her life, but how could she, because there was Evelyn fucking Ross. Calm, cool Evelyn, walking through the village at an even pace. Never sweat patches under her arms, never a thick clump of hair that refused to lie flat even when you’d slapped it down with cold water. It didn’t matter what Evelyn was doing – buying a paper, browsing the stalls at the summer fete, trotting down the steps after mass; what she was really doing was judging Brid Riordan. Ugly, fat, sweaty Brid Riordan.

With Tommy on her mind, Brid had sat in the car before nipping into O’Driscoll’s for a sliced loaf. She had glanced in the direction of Ard Carraig and suddenly no time had passed. It was all so real. The light was the same, the heavy clouds moving across the sky, the shadows racing around the street as if the whole village doubted itself. It had been about this time, half nine in the morning, and she had just left the shop with a box of eggs. Her mother wanted to make meringues to give people who came up to see the wedding presents before the big day. She heard her before she saw her. Evelyn’s feet clattering down the road. At first she wasn’t sure who it was; all she could see was a skirt swinging wildly from side to side above bouncing knees. She remembered how Evelyn’s hair had swung in the opposite direction, and then there she was, standing in front of her breathing heavily. Brid thought of the cows snuffling from behind the wooden door of the milking parlour.

‘Why?’ The voice was so loud that immediately bodies had gathered at the door of the shop.

Brid tried to remain calm. ‘Why what?’

Evelyn brandished a piece of silky material.

‘Why would you go after somebody when they’re in love with someone else?’ Her voice had now become a scream.

‘I’m … I’m engaged to be married.’ Brid was aware of how hot and red her face was becoming.

Evelyn was sobbing now and almost howled out, ‘He gave me this scarf!’

‘Well,’ Brid’s voice was louder now, ‘he asked me to marry him!’ She tried to sound victorious, but as she looked at the soft pinks of the scarf and the slim young girl before her, somehow she knew the truth.

They stared at each other, both crying now, their lips moving, looking for something to say, but suddenly there were no words. 

Then Brid felt a sharp, stinging pain in her left cheek. It took a moment before she fully comprehended that Evelyn Ross had slapped her. It was as if someone had fired a starting pistol. They flew at each other, like animals fighting over a half-eaten carcass. Brid struck hard and Evelyn was on the ground. The eggs went flying as Brid straddled her, but Evelyn was too quick to pin down. She grabbed Brid’s hair and pulled her head down to the pavement. She squirmed and punched and now she was on top. People had gathered in the street, and more were hurrying down the hill to witness the action. Brid felt a sharp pain in her ear. Evelyn had dug in with her nails! She raised her hand to slap her but instead managed to elbow her hard just below her right eye. Panting and grunting, they had rolled into the gutter and on to the street.

The spectators, much as they were enjoying it all, felt they had let it go on long enough, so a few stepped forward and dragged them apart. Gasping for air, the two girls had glared at each other. Brid’s coat hung loose where several buttons had come off, and a delicate trail of blood was trickling down her neck. Evelyn’s blouse was torn and her flesh-coloured bra strap was there for all the world to see.

Old Mrs Byrne, long since gone, was the one who urged them both to leave the scene. ‘He’s only a man, and sure aren’t there plenty of them. Go home!’

Someone had helped Brid, shivering and crying, along the main street towards home until she had assured them she was fine. She had no idea what had happened to Evelyn. She walked home slowly, not knowing what to think. Should she tell her mother? She felt certain that somehow this would all become her fault. As she began to calm down from the fight, she was overcome with shame. The whole village had seen her acting like some tinker in the street at the end of market day in Ballytorne. Everyone knew Tommy Burke didn’t love her. But he was going to marry her. He would be hers. That skinny bitch could wave scarves in the street all day, because he hadn’t proposed to her. She wiped her streaming nose on her coat and began to feel a little better.

Her mother didn’t know what to think either. One of the Ross girls? In broad daylight? She wasn’t sure she had the whole story, but here was her daughter crying and begging her not to make her go back down into the village to get more eggs. She let her go to bed for an hour and thought they’d get to the bottom of it all when Tommy came up that night for his tea. She had some smoked mackerel; with a bit of boiled egg and potato salad, that would do.

The day dragged by for Brid up in her room. She couldn’t read. About four in the afternoon she ventured downstairs and had a cup of tea with her mother, who was being very nice for a change. When her mother told her not to worry, she did actually feel better. By seven, when there was no sign of Tommy, she didn’t feel so bright. Her mother had stopped speaking and wouldn’t look her in the eye. Eventually, at nine o’clock, Mam went out into the hall for her coat, buttoning it as she came back into the kitchen. 

‘Brid, this is ridiculous. I’m going down to the village to look for him. I won’t be long.’

Brid was astonished. Her mother had never been so nice to her. The situation had to be serious.

Less than an hour later, she heard the latch on the back door. Brid turned the volume down on the television she hadn’t been watching. ‘Mam?’

The door opened and her mother walked in. Silently she took off her coat and sat down, draping it across her knees. 

‘Well, I went into Flynn’s and the Long Bar, but they had nothing. Then I went into Byrne’s, and young Cormac had it that Tommy was seen in Ballytorne this afternoon. He had a bag and he was getting on the Cork bus. Cormac said there’s been no sign of life up at the farm all day.’

Brid stared at her mother, waiting for more. 

‘What does that mean, Mammy?’ She could feel her chin beginning to quiver.

‘Well, I don’t know. We can’t be sure and you mustn’t stop hoping yet, but I’d say there might be a … a delay with the wedding.’

‘A delay?’ She leaned forward.

Her mother chewed her bottom lip while she examined her daughter’s face. She took no pleasure in it but the girl had to know the truth. 

‘Oh Brid. I’m that sorry for you, pet, but I’d say that the wedding is probably off.’ 

Brid’s hands covered her face and she gasped. On the far side of the room a table had the first few wedding presents arranged on it. A slow cooker still in its box, a set of salmon-pink table linen, a cut-glass bowl. Brid had imagined Tommy coming in from the cows and asking what smelled so delicious when she took the lid off the slow cooker; his smile of delight when she scooped him a big bit of trifle out of the bowl. She felt empty. There were no tears, no dreams; there was nothing. Her mother got up and went to hang her coat up in the hall, leaving her daughter more alone than anyone should ever feel.

So that morning, as she had sat in the car reliving that awful day, she had suddenly known with a deep and violent certainty that she should go and confront Evelyn Ross. Brid was sure the woman knew what had happened to Tommy and had allowed her to suffer all these years. The police would take forever to do anything; she was going to sort it out for herself now. As she drove up the road, she muttered encouraging words to herself: ‘long enough’, ‘lying bitch’, ‘this is over’. It was only when she was suddenly confronted by the Garda car, with Sergeant Collins standing beside it, and Evelyn in the doorway that her scheme was revealed to be madness. She dreaded to think what those two must have thought she was doing. She had taken in their looks of astonishment, turned her own car around and fled. 

When she got back on the road, she decided she shouldn’t go home. Sergeant Collins was bound to follow her, and she wasn’t ready. She couldn’t speak to him yet. Not sure where she was going, she turned left and just drove. 

About an hour later, she found herself in Schull. She glanced at her watch: just after twelve. She parked her car up behind the supermarket and walked down into the main street. Thank God! The first pub she came to wasn’t empty. She never liked to be the only one in a bar. It looked terrible. She ordered a large glass of wine. The young barman (was he even old enough to drink?) told her they didn’t do wine by the glass. They just had small bottles like those they sometimes handed out on a plane.

‘A white one of those then, please.’

‘We have two types.’ He pointed at the display of tiny bottles on the shelf behind him.

Brid peered at the unfamiliar labels. ‘Whichever one is nicer.’

The barman smiled sheepishly. ‘Well one of them has a green label, the other one is yellow. I’m not a big wine drinker, to be honest.’

‘Yellow then,’ she barked, impatient for her drink, followed by a softer, ‘please’.

After two more of the little bottles, which held more than you thought in actual fact, on top of an empty stomach, she didn’t feel that well. She was finding it hard to focus. Deciding that she’d better eat something, she made her way to the supermarket to get a sandwich. She had great difficulty finding what she wanted, and a number of sandwiches ended up falling on the floor. They were very badly displayed. Eventually she selected a cheese and ham one and approached the bored girl on the till.

‘Two sixty, please.’

Brid looked down. Jesus, hadn’t she left her handbag in the pub. She tried to explain to the girl what had happened, but it was complicated. Abandoning the sandwich, she went back to the pub. The barman smiled when he saw her and held up her bag.

‘Thank Christ!’

The young man then offered to walk her down the street. He seemed bizarrely interested in whether she had a car or not. Brid didn’t like it, so she told him nothing and escaped back into the supermarket, but the thought of trying to get a sandwich suddenly seemed like a herculean task, so she just went straight through to the back of the shop and up into the car park. 

So many red hatchbacks. Like an inept witch casting useless spells, she jabbed her car keys into the air. Finally the familiar beep and she was back in the driving seat. As soon as she sat down and before she had even closed the door, she had fallen asleep.

When she woke, she had that familiar feeling she got when she found herself coming to at the kitchen counter or on the couch, where she felt more exhausted than before she had slept. Her mouth was thick with wine and she had a dull ache behind her forehead. She glanced at her watch. That couldn’t be right. She looked again, but it was still a quarter to four. She sat bolt upright, properly awake now. 

‘The kids! Shit, shit, shit.’ She was sometimes – well, quite often – a little late, but this was going to be bad. She shoved her hand into her bag to get the car keys, but rummaged in vain. There was no sign of them. ‘Fuck!’ She glanced frantically around the car. Nothing. Then … ‘Thank you, Jesus!’ There was the familiar fob sticking out of the plastic cup holder. 

She started the engine and edged her way out of the car park. She had driven cars in this state quite often. Her reactions muffled by the wine, but sober enough to know she had to be extra careful. She wondered if she should phone the school, but decided not to. It would just waste time, and surely, she thought, if they got really worried, they’d call her.

It was almost half past five when her red hatchback pulled up outside the school gates. The journey had taken longer than she had expected. She had got stuck behind a lorry from the Co-op, and then just before she got to Duneen, some fucker had been moving a herd of cows back down for milking. She stared at the railings, but there was no sign of anyone. Knowing she couldn’t park here, she stuck on her hazard lights and got out of the car to have a better look. Back to the right of the main school she could see that the teachers’ car park was empty and the bike racks stood in rows abandoned. The only sign of life was a limp crisp packet being slapped by the wind against the bars of the gate. Brid tried to swallow, but her mouth was very dry. Too dry.

On the drive from Schull, she had managed to stop herself from panicking too much, but now she felt it building up inside her. She leaned her hand on the bonnet and tried to catch her breath, becoming aware of just how eerily quiet it was. Not a car on the road, nobody walking by. A random thought popped into her head: how long was I asleep for in that car? Has something happened?

Back in the car, she checked herself in the rear-view mirror. She didn’t look too bad. Well, not crazy, at least. Taking long, slow breaths, she started the engine. A neighbour would have dropped Carmel and Cathal back home. Maybe one of the teachers had taken pity on them and given them a lift. They knew where the spare key was. It’d be fine. She’d get home and they would be stuck in their rooms, as usual, tapping away at the keyboards on their computers as if they were working on things of international importance. Brid managed a smile and did quite a respectable three-point turn before heading back to the farm.

No lights. This wasn’t good. The wheels of the car came to a crunching halt, the engine was switched off, and then all that remained was silence. A grey stillness engulfed the house and yard. As Brid hurried towards the back door, she could hear a funny high-pitched juddering sound and for a moment wondered what it was, then realised that she had begun to whimper like a frightened pup. She began to pray to a re-found God, ‘Please let them be here. Please. I’ll go back to mass. Let them be here. No more drink.’ The door was locked. Brid put her hands on either side of the wooden frame and leaned forward with her head bowed. She was defeated. Where were her children, and why had she been such a fucking irresponsible moron?

The back door opened directly into the large kitchen, and the moment she switched on the light she saw it. The back of an old ESB envelope covered in blue writing. The biro lay across it.

Standing perfectly still, Brid considered the scene. She knew that this note could contain no good news, and yet she would have to read it. Even from across the room she could recognise Anthony’s neat, even handwriting. She took a deep breath.

Brid,

I have taken the kids to my mother’s for a few days. I know you are upset at the moment but it’s not fair on the children.

The school rang me. We are all fine.

I’ll be in touch.

Anthony x

Reasonable, sensible Anthony. Why wasn’t he here? She wanted him to be standing on the other side of the table, screaming at her, berating her for being the worst mother that ever lived so that she could fall to her knees and sob her apologies and beg her little family to forgive her. What was to be gained from this? The three of them sat in their granny’s bungalow eating their tea in silence, her sat here in her coat with nothing but the ticking of the clock above the cooker for company. How could this solve anything? She glanced at the fridge. No. No, the last thing she needed now was a drink.

A little over an hour later, she was still sat in the same chair, still wearing her coat, but she now had a wine glass in her hand and on the table in front of her stood a bottle, two thirds of its contents gone. She wasn’t going to finish it. After the first glass Brid had remembered that she still hadn’t eaten anything. She had stood in front of the open fridge, but everything seemed so complicated; even the idea of heating a bowl of soup was beyond her. In the end she had eaten the end of a wedge of Cheddar cheese. 

Staring at the wall, she pondered how many nights she had spent sitting alone in this room. It must be in the thousands, yet tonight felt so different. The house almost seemed to sense it was empty. A single heartbeat wasn’t enough to fill it, and Brid felt as if it were shutting down around her. A glance at the clock told her it was only twenty past seven. Still early, but yet far too late. The thought of the big empty bed waiting just for her was the first glimmer of comfort she had encountered all day. Heading upstairs didn’t hold such dread without the thought of his sighs and grunts; the wall of back that always met her as she slipped beneath the duvet. 

It took a moment for the shrill electrical interruption to register. The doorbell! Brid jumped to her feet and rushed to the kitchen door, but even before she reached it, hopelessness had overcome her. Of course it wouldn’t be the children or their father. They had keys. Wondering who would be calling on the house at this hour, she went into the hall and turned on the porch light. Behind the frosted glass was a large dark shadow too big to be just one person. She noticed a slight tremor in her hand as she reached for the lock and, holding her breath, slowly pulled open the door. Their eyes met and then she simply hung her head and stepped back. Sergeant Collins made his way into the hall.
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It wasn’t the first time PJ had called at the Riordans’ house that day. After Brid’s car had fled Ard Carraig, he had wanted to follow her immediately but instead found himself putting on the kettle to make tea for Evelyn and her sister Florence, who was comforting her at the kitchen table. Evelyn’s screams had brought Florence to the front door, and then PJ felt he could hardly leave the two of them alone. He stepped into the role of responsible adult and ushered the two women back towards the kitchen. 

Evelyn had recovered herself quite quickly and told PJ the full story of the love rivalry that had gone on between herself and Brid. She told him about the scarf and the awful fight in the village. As she gave him all the details she had omitted earlier, PJ thought to himself that it was little wonder people in the village believed Tommy had simply run away. Any man would have done the same. 

Florence kept her hands wrapped around her mug of tea and stared at the grain of the wooden table. She felt awful. Of course she had known some of what had gone on, but not this detail. She remembered the whole incident as Evelyn having a teenage crush. When had it become this tale of long-lost love, and why hadn’t she known? Because she had never asked. Never asked her own sister; it was easier not to. Even now, she knew she should just reach her hand out to Evelyn, but she couldn’t. It wasn’t like that between them, between any of the sisters. Life had taught them well. Feelings were to be feared, pain was to be avoided at all cost, and if that meant not experiencing joy, then so be it.

Evelyn stopped speaking. Florence looked up and found her sister looking into her face with an expectant expression. ‘I’m so sorry, Evelyn. I had never … well, never fully realised.’

A weak smile. ‘Don’t be silly. It was a long, long time ago.’ But all three people sitting around the table knew that was a lie. 

PJ stood up. ‘Well, if you don’t mind, I suppose I should go and talk to Mrs Riordan now. Will you be all right?’

‘Yes, yes, I’m fine,’ Evelyn replied as she too got to her feet.

‘Thank you for being so open and, well, honest.’

They exchanged smiles, and as PJ drove away, leaving her at the door with her right arm raised in farewell, he felt changed. He glanced in the rear-view mirror at her elegant frame disappearing into the house, and when he stopped at the gate he found that he was smiling for no discernible reason.

Up at the Riordans’ place, he had found no car and nobody at home. He pushed an official-looking postcard through the letter box with his contact details on it and drove back into the village. He was going to start asking around for the names of Tommy Burke’s friends and who had seen him leave or been in contact since, but by the time he reached the main street he found that all the tea he had drunk at Ard Carraig was very keen to come back out. Looking at his watch, he decided to use the toilet back at barracks and then have a bit of lunch.

Friday meant fried plaice and boiled potatoes. The new and unimproved Mrs Meany put the plate of food on the table with an air of distraction and shuffled back towards the kitchen. PJ almost missed the days when she would have stood at the table watching him eat while an endless stream of words tumbled out of her. Who had cancer. The problems with her outside tap. That awful business up the country. He knew he should probably ask her what was wrong, but the thought of having to listen to her reply exhausted him. He settled for silence. 

Normally after lunch he would have done some paperwork or shown his face in the village, but today all he could think of was Ard Carraig and why he should go there again. He finally decided that reporting back on not interviewing Brid Riordan was enough of an excuse. He imagined himself sitting across from Evelyn saying something about putting her mind at rest, and the expression of gratitude that would spread across her pale, thin face. He knew he was being a fool and that nothing would come of this, but there was no harm in flirting. 

He couldn’t remember when he had last felt like this. Had he ever felt like this? Of course he had found other women attractive, hundreds of them, all the time, but this seemed different. It was the way she looked at him – he knew that she could never find him attractive, but he felt as if she saw something more than his weight, looked beyond the tight, uncomfortable uniform, and when she spoke, she was speaking to a man. What did it matter anyway? He would never do anything as stupid as act on his feelings. That lesson had been learned very early on. 

When he got to Ard Carraig, the doorbell went unanswered and the house appeared to be deserted. PJ stepped back and looked up at the dull shine of the windows, wondering which bedroom was Evelyn’s. He walked around the side of the house, enjoying the crunch of his shoes on the gravel. The despondent calls of a few crows seemed to add to the sense of silence. To the right of the house was a lawn that stepped down in a series of terraces towards a field. The grass was well kept and the various beds seemed to a non-gardener’s eye to be carefully planted and maintained. Suddenly from one of the lower beds a grey-haired head popped up. PJ let out an involuntary ‘Jesus Christ.’

‘May I help you?’ The head rose up, revealing a stocky woman wearing baggy jeans and an oversized cardigan. She looked as if she was neither expecting nor pleased to see visitors.

‘Sergeant Collins from the village.’ PJ stepped towards her but realised too late how steep the incline on the lawn was, and so found himself hurtling towards the woman with precarious haste. His hostess looked suitably alarmed, but he managed to stop and steady himself just before he had sent the two of them rolling towards the field.

‘Abigail Ross.’ She held her gloved muddy hands aloft to explain why she wasn’t offering to shake his. ‘Anything wrong?’

‘I was actually looking for Evelyn.’

‘Why?’ Abigail scowled at him. He wasn’t sure if it was because of the low winter sun in her eyes or if it was caused by the mere sight of him. If her sister made him feel like a man, Abigail made him feel like a little boy who had come over to ask if Evelyn could come out to play. He sensed the answer would be no.

‘I … we are investigating—’

‘I know,’ Abigail interrupted him. ‘Evelyn told me. She’s not here. May I pass on a message?’

‘Eh, no. That’s all right. I’ll try back another time. Nothing that can’t wait. I’ll leave you to it.’ With a half-hearted wave of his hand he turned to walk back up to where he had parked the car. 

‘Oh Sergeant!’ Abigail called after him. He turned. ‘I’d prefer it if my sister were not needlessly upset. She can be rather sensitive and … well, whatever went on up on that farm had nothing to do with Evelyn. Of that I’m quite certain.’ 

She held his gaze, and unsure of what to say, he simply nodded and turned away once more.

‘Do you understand me, Sergeant?’

PJ froze. A line had been crossed. He slowly turned to face her and waited for as long as he dared till he spoke.

‘Yes. Yes, I understand.’

As he clambered up the incline, he thought to himself that he really hadn’t the slightest clue what Abigail was getting at.

The rest of the day had passed slowly. He checked emails and trawled through the various Garda alerts he got sent, and then, because Mrs Meany left early on a Friday afternoon, he treated himself to a bit of daytime telly.

He wasn’t sure how long he’d slept for. It was dark outside and the small former back bedroom he used as a sitting room was dimly lit by the flickering glow of a news programme. He turned on the lamp next to the chair and checked his watch. A quarter to seven. PJ sat up and decided to head back to the Riordan place to see if there was any sign of life.

As the headlights of the Garda car swept across the yard, he could see Brid’s car at the side of the house. The driver’s door was open and the interior light was on. There was no other sign of life. He walked up to the car, and after a cursory glance inside shut the door, leaving the yard in total darkness. Using his small torch he made his way carefully to the front door and rang the bell. Nothing. He was just about to press it again when the porch light came on with a violent glare and Brid, wearing a dark blue woollen coat, opened the door. Her mouth fell open when she saw the sergeant, and then she sank back against the wall, silently inviting him to come in. He stepped forward and she shut the door behind him before leading him down the corridor towards the kitchen, neither of them feeling the need to speak.

The scrape of a kitchen chair against the tiled floor seemed unnaturally loud as Brid gestured for PJ to sit. 

‘I’ll stand if you don’t mind. This shouldn’t take too long,’ were his first words to her. She was leaning against the kitchen counter now, just staring straight ahead. He noticed the wine bottle and remembered the abandoned car in the yard. 

‘Is everything all right, Mrs Riordan?’ he enquired, peering down into her face. She didn’t meet his gaze, but her breathing had begun to change. Long, slow breaths escaped her lips, each one a louder rasp than the last. It sounded as if she were steeling herself to lift something very heavy or run up a steep hill.

‘Mrs Riordan?’

Her large eyes swivelled towards his.

‘My children.’ Each word deliberate and measured, like an incantation. ‘He’s taken my children.’ And with that her shoulders collapsed, her head tilted back and she let out a long, deep moan. 

Before PJ could react in any way, Brid had thrown herself against him. Her short arms reached around his belly and her head was buried into his chest. Her whole body rose and fell with each wave of sobbing. PJ considered pushing her away, but it seemed easier just to hold her. His hands felt wide and strong on her back. He lowered his head to whisper a soft ‘ssh’ in her ear, as he might have done to a crying baby left unexpectedly in his care. Brid gripped him tighter, and PJ could feel the weight and shape of her breasts resting on the top of his stomach. 

The awkward embrace seemed to be lasting for a very long time, but the truth was, neither of them wanted it to end. It felt good to just hold the warmth of another human being and they both knew that once the spell was broken one of them would have to speak. With his eyes shut, PJ inhabited a dark, allconsuming world. The strands of her hair that were stuck to his cheek, her fingers digging into his deep flesh, the undeniable pressure of his now hard cock against her body … 

Brid lifted her face from his chest and he knew what was going to happen next. Was it her, or had he … It didn’t matter who had initiated it, because now they were kissing. As their lips met and their tongues became a hot, wet knot, it was as if they were set free. Hands roamed, seeking out bare flesh; now they were on their knees, now rolling on the floor. A chair was knocked over. PJ knew he should stop, that he must stop, he was going to stop, but then she slid her hand along the inside of his thigh and all hope was lost.
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The bedroom was filled with the murky half-light that spilled through the window, its curtains left undrawn. A soft rain was tapping on the glass. No birds sang. Brid had been awake for about an hour just watching the great bulk of a man lying next to her. The soft pink of his flesh, the wiry blackness of the hairs on his back, the slow, even rise and fall of his breathing. She felt remarkably calm. Gazing at the ceiling that hadn’t been painted since her mother died, she made an inventory of her feelings, but search as she might, she could find no guilt. Flashes of what had gone on the night before kept running through her mind. The buttons of her coat scattering across the floor, the weight of him on top of her, their sweat-soaked bodies writhing on the landing, the noises they had been making! Her face reddened and a small smile played across her lips. She leaned over and gently kissed PJ’s back. She had no idea what was going to happen next, but in this stolen moment between sleep and the rest of her life, she felt truly happy.

The mound of flesh next to her stirred. PJ raised himself on one arm and turned awkwardly to look at Brid. 

‘I must go to the toilet,’ he whispered. 

‘Right. Well off you go.’ Brid smiled and PJ smiled back. Sensing his embarrassment, she looked away to allow him to get out of bed. She felt the great weight being lifted off the mattress and heard him picking through some of the clothes on the floor. She glanced over and saw him struggling to get his thigh through the leg hole of a pair of underpants. Her hand shot up to cover her mouth. 

‘I think those are Anthony’s.’ He turned to look at her and froze for a second, before the two of them began to laugh. He let go of the underpants and sat back down on the bed.

‘That’s terrible.’

‘I think yours are on the stairs somewhere.’

Another wave of laughter washed over them.

PJ caught sight of the red numbers glowing on the digital clock. 

‘Shit, it’s nearly a quarter past eight. I’ve got to get back.’

He stood up again and started looking for any items of clothing that belonged to him.

‘Go pee. I’ll gather up your things,’ Brid said and stroked his shoulder.

PJ was almost back at the barracks when he remembered that it was Saturday and there would be no Mrs Meany. He needn’t have worried. No awkward questions. Driving out from the Riordans’ yard he had felt confused. He’d had a good time and Brid seemed like a lovely woman, but she was married and he was the sergeant. It couldn’t happen again. But that didn’t stop a stirring in his trousers just thinking about it.

This was not the first time PJ had had sex. When he was much younger he had gone to Dublin and visited a prostitute: a tall, thin woman who had called herself Anna. She had spoken with some sort of accent, east European perhaps, but all he could really remember was how pale her skin had been and the way her neck was stained pink from her red hair dye. He had seen her three times over two years, but each time was less exciting than the last. Her counting the notes before taking off her bra and panties; the way she handled his body without even the pretence of desire. She was at work, with a job to be done, and after the last visit he vowed never to return. 

It turned out that it wasn’t sex he’d been looking for. What he was trying to find was someone who wanted him, and that was what had been so amazing about last night. Brid had desired him completely. There had been no moment when she flinched. Even this morning when they had said goodbye she had planted her warm, damp lips on his without hesitation and stroked his stomach with both her hands. He smiled and thought to himself that he must stop thinking about her or he’d crash the car.

‘Sweet Jesus, not the prick!’

PJ had arrived back at the Garda station to find a silver Mercedes parked on the driveway, and leaning against it, cigarette in hand, Detective Superintendent Linus Dunne. He turned off the engine. Even before he got out of the car he could see the smirk on the detective’s face.

‘Good morning, Sergeant! You’re out very early for a Saturday.’ 

PJ suppressed the violent feelings welling up inside him.

‘I just popped out to get the papers.’

‘Did you now?’ The detective almost laughed and gestured at PJ’s empty hands.

PJ brazened it out.

‘You’re out early yourself, Detective.’

‘Yes. Sorry to just show up, but I was trying to call the station.’ He paused and smiled. ‘There was no reply.’

The sergeant toyed with the idea of trying to explain the unanswered phone, but thought better of it. 

‘Will you come in? I’ll put the kettle on.’

‘Right. I was wondering how you got on yesterday, and I needed to check a few files you have here.’

Minutes later, the men were sitting opposite each other at the kitchen table with their tea between them. PJ was starving and longing to fry up some breakfast, but he had no intention of cooking anything for the prick. Linus revealed what he had found out in Dublin and explained why there would have to be an exhumation order. PJ nodded and chewed on his thumbnail. He knew that putting a mechanical digger up in the cemetery would upset a lot of people. As if reading his mind, Linus continued, ‘I don’t like it either, but it’s the only way we can get a positive ID on the body. We know it’s not just some John Doe – this guy was murdered, and that means someone killed him. What vibe did you get off the women?’

PJ hesitated. He mustn’t give anything away. Jesus, if it ever got out what had happened, he’d be finished.

‘Well, there’s a lot of bad blood between them, that’s for sure. Evelyn Ross thinks Brid Riordan killed him, but I’d doubt that very much. If anything, I’d say Brid has managed to move on with her life. It’s still very raw, like shockingly raw, for Evelyn Ross. Would I think either of them could murder someone? I’d say no, but then God knows who those women were twenty-five years ago.’

‘Any contact with Burke over the years?’

‘No. Just the same story about him getting on the bus to Cork.’

‘And have we anyone who actually saw that happen?’

‘Not yet, but I was thinking of going down to the pubs tonight and asking around. You know how a drop taken can help.’

Linus raised his eyebrows in mild surprise.

‘Good man. Yes, do that and call me if you get anything.’

As PJ nodded, it struck him that this conversation hadn’t been as hellish as he’d been expecting. He had to concede the prick was fairly good at his job, and for the first time in days, he felt like they might actually solve this case.

‘Now, a bit of homework, and I’m happy to help. I want to go through the files and see if any of our key players – the Ross sisters, the Riordan woman or Burke – have had any other run-ins with the law.’

PJ beamed. ‘I’ve done it!’

The detective smiled back. ‘And?’

‘Nothing. The eldest Ross girl has a few points on her licence for speeding, Brid Riordan has a DUI, and Tommy Burke complained about some farm diesel being stolen but no one was ever charged. That’s it.’

‘Well, I’ve got to hand it to you, Sergeant, I’m impressed.’

PJ hated how pleased he was to hear those words out of the prick’s mouth.

‘Turns out it’s all fucking useless, but I’m impressed.’

He got up from the table.

‘I’ll head away. Let you get on with your breakfast.’ A wide and knowing smile spread across his face.

PJ felt himself turning a deep red, but kept silent. 

After two fried eggs, a bit of black pudding, two rashers and a sausage, the sergeant was contemplating heading back to bed for a short nap. He hadn’t got much sleep the night before and knew it might be a late one if he was heading down to the pubs later. He was just putting his plate in the sink when there was a knock on the front door. Odd. He hadn’t heard a car.

He opened the door and was confronted by a smiling Evelyn Ross. Her cheeks were flushed pink after her walk and she was carrying a basket.

‘Sergeant!’ 

‘Evelyn. How can I … What can I … Is everything all right?’

PJ felt as if a naked Brid Riordan was at that very moment spread-eagled on his duvet in his bedroom. This was ridiculous.

Evelyn held out her basket. 

‘I was baking some loaves this morning and I made a couple extra. I just wanted to thank you for your kindness yesterday. I was being a bit foolish and it was good of you to indulge me.’ Their eyes met. ‘Oh, and from what Abigail told me, I gather she was less than friendly when you called back. Sorry about that.’

‘She was just being a big sister, don’t worry about it.’

‘What did you want me for, by the way?’

For a second PJ couldn’t remember, and then it came back to him. He blurted out, ‘Brid Riordan.’ Just saying her name aloud and he felt like he’d made a sex tape that had gone viral. 

‘I just wanted to let you know that I still haven’t interviewed her properly. I mean, it will happen, but I’m not sure when. Please know I was taking what you told me seriously.’ They exchanged a quick smile.

‘Will you come in?’ PJ took a step back from the door.

‘No. No, I’d better get back.’ She turned to leave and then as an afterthought said, ‘My sisters and I are going to the music by candlelight event up in the chapel on Tuesday night. If you wanted to come with us, you’d be more than welcome.’ She spoke quickly but without blushing. She even managed to catch PJ’s eye once or twice.

The sergeant was at a loss. Was she asking him out on a date? Had the sisters taken pity on him and decided to include him in their night out? He searched Evelyn’s face for clues, but her passive expression gave nothing away. He decided he needed more time. 

‘That sounds lovely, though I’ll have to check with the bigwigs in Cork to see if they’ll be needing me. Can I let you know?’ He was pleased with himself. He had sounded calm and unflustered.

‘Of course. Well, fingers crossed.’ She stepped down from the porch and raised a hand in farewell. ‘Goodbye … Oh, the bread!’ She laughed. ‘I’m a fool!’ She held out the two loaves and PJ took them.

‘Still warm,’ he remarked, cupping a loaf in each hand. Jesus, he thought to himself, had that sounded a bit sexual? Evelyn was still smiling, so he assumed she hadn’t thought so. ‘Thank you very much. They’ll be grand.’

‘Not at all,’ replied Evelyn, walking back towards the road. ‘Let us know about Tuesday,’ she called over her shoulder.

‘Will do!’ PJ called back.

After he shut the front door, he looked down at the crusty loaves. Was it possible that he, PJ Collins, at the age of fifty-three and for the first time in his life, had not one, but two women who were interested in him? He gently squeezed the bread. Still warm.
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The chapel was not a pretty building. It stood squat and square on the brow of a hill. There was no spire reaching towards God, just a raised enclosure on the westerly gable end that housed a bell. Grey stone walls led to a grey slate roof, which in turn, on this morning, led to great high banks of heavy grey clouds that promised rain before too long. A ridge of overgrown leylandii trees separated the priest’s house from the graveyard, and on the other side of the chapel was a lone monkey puzzle tree. The only splash of colour was the vibrant yellow of the small mechanical digger working in the cemetery. 

The priest was standing to one side along with Linus Dunne and a man and a woman from the technical bureau, fully suited in their white overalls. PJ had stationed himself at the top of the steps to prevent anyone from the village getting too close, or any of the journalists who had been asking questions outside O’Driscoll’s showing up with a photographer. As it turned out, nobody had any appetite to come and watch the Burkes being returned to the light of day. Susan Hickey had slowed to a near stop when she had driven by earlier, but even she didn’t want a closer look. 

An abrupt silence prompted PJ to look over towards the grave. The engine of the excavator had been turned off and the small group of bystanders had huddled closer to the mound of earth. PJ didn’t want to abandon his post, yet he felt he should be closer to the action than this. Dunne had begun to treat him like a colleague, and he was keen to be at the heart of this investigation. He shuffled a few feet forward but his view wasn’t much improved. Were the technical team in the grave? He glanced behind him to check no one was coming up the steps and took a few more paces forward. This was better. He could see the woman in her white overalls kneeling down fiddling with something. It must be the lid of the coffin. No, that would be gone. Was she just tugging at a bit of bone? Was the wife nearer the surface or were they side by side? His face crumpled into an involuntary grimace at the thought of it all and he turned back to his post.

What was that? Something had moved. He thought he had caught a glimpse of colour – had it been green? – at the far corner of the chapel. He hesitated. His eyes could have been deceiving him, but no, he had seen something, something green, and it had moved. PJ did his version of a run that was really more of a low fast stride towards the end of the chapel wall. As he came to the corner, he caught another glimpse of the green coat as it disappeared past the leylandii down the path that led to the priest’s house. He also saw the grey hair and the red-and-white-striped shopping bag. There was no doubt in his mind. The figure in the green coat scuttling away was his own Mrs Meany.

In her heart she knew the sergeant had seen her. She made her way as quickly as she could down the path, shoulders hunched and head bowed forward, willing herself to become invisible. Of course she shouldn’t have come. It had been a stupid idea, but when the sergeant had told her what was happening, she felt so sorry for … well, Mrs Burke really, but they had both been good to her in their own way. Maybe he wouldn’t say anything to her. Oh but he would. She had to come up with some story. Parish business? She had been looking for the priest. That would put him off. The sergeant was always terrified she was going to try and get him involved in something. 

Looking down, Mrs Meany saw the hardened soil of the path with its thin carpet of dead pine needles and moss. She wanted to run but her feet picked their way carefully, afraid of a fall. When she got beyond the trees, she paused to catch her breath and thought of the girl who had dashed up and down this path forty years before. That was when she had been the priest’s housekeeper, after the Burkes had given her a second chance at life. How was it that all these years later here she was again, still frightened, still hiding? She looked at girls now and was amazed at all the choices they had. They could go anywhere and do anything. Sometimes she was eaten away by jealousy, but on other days as she watched them with their long hair and short skirts laughing and pushing each other as they waited for the school buses in Ballytorne, she wondered if even now her younger self would have had the courage to step away from Duneen.

There had never been a Mr Meany. After Father Mulcahy had left, the new priest had been an elderly Jesuit called Father Carter. One afternoon the young girl had been scrubbing the tiled floor behind the stairs when she heard the bell ring, summoning her. She stood up quickly, drying her red hands on her apron. When she knocked on the door of the priest’s study, a voice that sounded like it was deep inside a velvet-lined box had intoned, ‘Come in.’ Father Carter was seated behind his desk, the lamplight reflected in his small round glasses. It had always felt like night in that room. She approached the desk, and since the priest didn’t invite her to sit down, she simply stood before him with her hands behind her back. 

After a bit of throat-clearing, Father Carter slowly explained that he had been thinking. He felt it was inappropriate to have such a young unmarried girl working in the house, so in the future she would be referred to as Mrs Meany. She had bowed her head in acquiescence and made her way back to the kitchen, but in her mind she had been incredulous. Sure, everyone knew she wasn’t married. What was the point of calling herself Mrs? But such was the power of suggestion and the implied papal seal of approval that after a few months there were no more raised eyebrows or questions. She had become the wife of a mysterious Mr Meany, and then, as the years passed by, his widow, but the important fact was that she had been a married woman. Sometimes even she herself forgot that she wasn’t single out of a sense of duty to her dead husband. She had learnt to embrace the fiction, not wishing to dwell on the truth that she had always been alone.

Creeping down the side of the priest’s house, Mrs Meany checked her hair and coat before stepping out into the road to continue her walk into the village.

The chapel fared slightly better by night, largely because you could see less of it. In the early nineties there had been a great fundraising effort led by Susan Hickey to provide floodlighting. Initially the effect was a little strong and gave the impression to the unfamiliar nocturnal visitor that Duneen was now the home of a nuclear reactor, but twenty years later, lack of maintenance meant there was just an uneven orange glow that highlighted random parts of the building. 

A large group of shadows gathered by the door, twenty people or more talking quietly in the darkness, their breath riding on the light that was spilling from the wide stone porch. Evelyn Ross was making her way carefully up the steps, flanked by her two sisters. This was a rare outing for the three of them, and rarer still given that it was Evelyn who had suggested that they attend the music by candlelight event. Neither Florence nor Abigail had been keen when Evelyn produced the thin pamphlet printed on mint-green paper with its wispy illustration of a burning candle set below a few notes of music, but they both in their different ways felt a certain guilt about their sister, so here they were.

The three women were about halfway up the steps when they heard a strange wheezing behind them. Florence looked over her shoulder and called out, ‘Sergeant Collins!’

Evelyn chimed in with ‘You found us!’ and Abigail, albeit with a smile, simply said, ‘We meet again.’

All three women attempted and failed to hide their looks of astonishment at the sight of the sergeant in his ‘casual wear’. On his feet were heavy-soled brown canvas shoes that were somewhere between a sneaker and an orthopaedic boot. The jeans were a pristine navy with a severe Mrs Meany crease ironed into each leg. The crotch seemed to start somewhere around the knee. A green-and-beige-striped collared T-shirt was stretched across his stomach, and over that he wore a navy anorak that revealed that PJ’s shoulders were in fact just an illusion created by his uniform. 

The outfit had been purchased on the internet. As he left the barracks, PJ had glanced in the mirror and decided that he looked casual and relaxed, but now the faces of the Ross sisters told him that he resembled an overinflated schoolboy. He swallowed hard, planted a smile on his face and half-heartedly raised his right hand into something resembling a wave.

He was immediately filled with a paralysing doubt. Why on earth had he accepted this strange invitation? He had made enquiries in O’Driscoll’s and the evening had been described as a mixture of opera arias and harp music. It had been organised by Mairead Gallagher, who was studying in the Cork school of music. No one seemed very clear why it was by candlelight; it wasn’t Christmas yet. PJ took comfort in the thought that at least the musicians mightn’t notice when he fell asleep.

The weekend had been quiet, too quiet. There had been far too much time for thinking and rethinking. Sleep had not come easily, even after the skinful he had had in the pub on Saturday night. At least the hangover he had nursed on Sunday morning had distracted him from what was going on in his personal life. His personal life! The very idea appalled him. Since when did he have one of those? He had managed to get through decades of adulthood without emotional attachment, and now, without intending to, he felt embroiled in … he didn’t know what. When he was calm and rational, he reasoned with himself that Evelyn was just being polite and taking pity on a lonely man, and Brid had simply been a drunk, unhappy woman who had made a mistake. Somehow, no matter how much he told himself these facts, it didn’t alter what he was feeling. How drawn he was to both these women in their different ways. He felt unnerved and uneasy. This was not a man he knew.

‘I’m so glad you decided to come,’ Evelyn said as the unlikely quartet continued up the steps. ‘Young Mairead sang a solo last Christmas, and she has a marvellous voice.’

‘I taught her and she has always been a great singer. Terrific that she’s making use of it,’ Florence added.

‘Yes, yes,’ the others concurred. This was followed by an awkward silence.

‘It’s chilly enough.’ This was PJ’s attempt to break the ice, but the atmosphere remained frozen. They walked towards the lit porch in silence. 

Evelyn knew she should speak, but her mind was a blank. This man was an oaf. If someone had shown her a photograph of him, she would have recoiled, but in the flesh he emanated a kind of heat. It confused her. She found that she wanted to touch his skin, stroke the side of his face, maybe press her lips against his. It was madness. Since Tommy had left her broken-hearted, she had shut down that side of her life. For a quarter of a century she had not allowed herself to feel anything for a man; indeed, she had met scarcely any. But now it was as if her heart had been rediscovered along with those bones. Was all of this simply because Sergeant Collins was the first man she saw after her long flight from the world? Was she like one of those silly deluded girls in fairy tales who had been given a love potion? She didn’t know, but nor did she hate how any of this was making her feel.

As the Ross sisters took their seats in a pew halfway down the church, another car was being parked on the street below. The Riordans were both wearing variations on their Christmas mass outfits, Anthony in a dark suit with a white shirt but no tie, and Brid in her best coat buttoned to the neck, the amber brooch Anthony had given her for their tenth wedding anniversary on the collar, and wearing the sort of red lipstick that no woman would wear to confession. She took a couple of steps away from the car, but then paused while Anthony turned back to lock the doors. The lights flashed and it gave a small beep. The two of them exchanged weak smiles and headed towards the stone steps. 

After PJ had made his discreet departure on Saturday morning, Brid had sat at the kitchen table and tried to figure out what to do next. It felt overwhelming. There didn’t seem to be a single thing in her life that she didn’t want to change. The enormity of the task loomed so large before her that it hardly seemed worth starting, but then she thought about Carmel and Cathal. She wanted her children back. She wanted to bury her face in their clean hair and wrap her arms around them. If she could rescue them, then maybe she could rescue herself. She had stood up and started cleaning the kitchen.

That afternoon, freshly showered and without even half a glass of courage inside her, she had driven to her mother-in-law’s bungalow. She had gone to the back door and after a brief knock let herself in. She would not ring the front doorbell like some visitor. This was her family. 

When she saw the children, she opened her arms wide as if she’d just been away for the night. Carmel came to her at once, but as subtle as he tried to be, Brid saw Cathal give a glance to his father for a nod of approval before he crossed the room and kissed her on the cheek. Her heart was fluttering like a small bird, but she was being the best version of herself she could manage. She asked the kids if they had been good for their granny. Did they eat everything they were given? Had they slept well? Anthony and his mother, after an initial awkwardness, had joined in with the forced impression of a happy family. 

‘They were no bother.’

‘Sure, Cathal would eat your arm, wouldn’t you?’

Tea was made, and without being asked, Brid had taken her coat off, hanging it on the back of her chair rather than on one of the hooks in the hall. Baby steps. She looked at Anthony leaning against the kitchen counter holding his mug. He had hardly changed since the first day she’d seen him. He had never put on weight, and if it wasn’t for his dark hair slowly retreating from his forehead and the lines around his eyes, he might have been twenty years younger. He wasn’t a vain man, but there was still something in the way he looked at her that made her think that he felt he deserved better.

Her hands were on the table, palms down. She felt like she needed to anchor herself to something or she might fly around the room screaming out her pain like a hysterical balloon. Taking a deep breath and arranging her face into a neutral expression of unconcern, she announced, ‘Now, kids I must have a quick talk with your father.’ She tried to ignore their frightened faces. What did they think was going to happen next? Did they really think she would ever leave them? She looked at her mother-in-law. ‘Is it all right if we use the sitting room for a minute?’

The older woman stood and addressed Brid as if she were a visiting dignitary with a limited command of English: ‘You are very welcome to use any room in this house.’

When they were alone, there was a moment of silence.

‘I fucked up.’ Before Anthony could speak, she continued, ‘I’ve been fucking up. I am sorry.’

He opened his mouth, but Brid held out her hand. ‘No, Anthony. Let me … I know I’ve said sorry before, but this is different. I haven’t been a good mother. Or a good wife. I know that, but this time I am going to change. I promise you that I will stop with the wine. I know you won’t believe me and trust takes time, but I have never been so serious about anything in my entire life.’ 

She reached forward and grabbed his hands, looking directly into his eyes and holding her breath. How was this going down? It sounded convincing enough to her. She knew if she was going to get a truce that she had to take all the blame. There was no point trying to defend herself. No mention would be made of his coldness or long silent moods. She was the awful unworthy wife and he was the long-suffering saint. She was deadly serious about not drinking, but that was for herself and the children, not this sanctimonious cock. She squeezed his hands and … yes, her eyes filled with tears. If that wasn’t enough, she had no idea what else she could try.

Anthony sighed. ‘It’s not fair. How do you think the kids felt yesterday standing outside the school? People talk. There’s name-calling. Those children want to love you. We all want to love you, but you’re a joke. An old joke that isn’t funny any more.’ He pushed her hands away.

The tears were real now. They had started when he had said that thing about how they all wanted to love her. Did he want to love her? Had he ever loved her? It was news to her.

She sat down on the low hard sofa and stared at the floor. ‘I know, Anthony. I’ve been a monster, but this time I swear to you it will be different. What can I do to get you to believe me?’ She looked up, her face a flushed mess of tears and snot. ‘I will not drink again. No more. Not a drop!’

‘Jesus, Brid, are you drunk now?’

‘No!’ She let out a wail and jumped to her feet. She wanted to implore him to believe her, but she simply had no more words.

He rubbed the back of his neck and paced the short distance between the door and the china cabinet like a cat in a cage. His breathing became a series of sighs and gasps. Finally he stopped and looked at her. As they stood facing each other with stooped shoulders, they looked like fighters in the ring waiting for the final round.

‘It’s the children, Brid.’

‘They don’t want to be here.’

‘I know that, but they can’t be around you when you’re …’

‘I won’t be.’

‘Ah Brid. I want to believe you, for the kids, I truly do, but how can I?’

‘Give me a week. One week. Can’t you see this is different? If I fuck up this time, I’ll leave. You and the kids won’t have to run away. I’ll just pack my things and go. Please!’

And in that moment she really felt like she was asking Anthony to come back as well. Maybe she didn’t want a new life. She just wanted her old one to be better, like polishing a familiar pair of shoes.

Anthony ran his finger along the bevelled glass in the door of the china cabinet. He didn’t look up, just whispered, ‘One week. You have a week.’

She wanted to hug him but sensed that it was the wrong thing to do. This was her victory but she knew she mustn’t give any hint of triumphalism. A simple nod and a demure ‘Thank you, Anthony.’

Even better than shepherding her own children out of their grandmother’s house had been the look on the old woman’s face when Anthony had announced they were all going home. It was an act of extreme self-sacrifice on Brid’s part not to flash her the wide, smug smile of a winner.

Music by candlelight was the start of their new life together. This was both of them making an effort. As they climbed the steps, Anthony took Brid’s arm. Any stranger might have thought what a sweet couple they were, whereas most of the population of Duneen just assumed Brid was a bit unsteady on her feet.

The concert was about to begin when they got into the chapel, so they slipped into a pew at the back of the church. 

Mairead Gallagher stepped in front of the altar in a dress that would have been more appropriate for the Oscars than an amateur musical evening in Duneen. Presumably the desired effect of having so much skin on show was to be sexy, but in the stony chill of St Michael’s chapel, it just made men and women alike wonder how cold she must be.

With both hands clasped tightly together to prevent shivering, she introduced a harpist and a pianist from the school of music in Cork. The two young men stepped forward to lacklustre applause and took their places by their instruments. The programme began by confirming everyone’s worst fears when Mairead sang two arias by some obscure Polish composer. PJ became painfully self-conscious of every little movement, so tried to ration his number of fidgets. Evelyn sat perfectly still, staring straight ahead, while Abigail examined her fingernails. Florence allowed a range of emotions to play across her face so that the simple people of Duneen could see that she fully appreciated this shrill discord. 

Things improved somewhat when Mairead announced that she was going to perform a medley of songs from Oklahoma!. Everyone relaxed into the familiar tunes, and even the most reluctant husbands began to enjoy themselves. There was some more opera, but it was Mozart and Puccini – crowd-pleasers – then the harpist performed a solo piece, and while nobody could claim to have actually enjoyed it, they could at least marvel at the technical achievement in the playing. Mairead finished the show with such a powerful performance of ‘You’ll Never Walk Alone’ that it sounded like more of a threat than a promise. The chapel erupted into applause and cries of ‘More!’ The trio had clearly not envisaged any need for an encore, so made do by leading a strange singalong version of John Denver’s ‘Take Me Home, Country Roads’.

It turned out that everyone, without realising they had ever learnt the song, did in fact know all the words. Evelyn was surprised to hear PJ’s smooth baritone voice: ‘West Virginia, mountain mamma!’ 

The sergeant was enjoying himself. He had forgotten how much he liked to sing. His career in the school choir had been cut short when he became too self-conscious to stand in front of an audience and had quit. He strained to hear Evelyn’s voice, since she was singing in almost a whisper. Florence was the musical one and threw her head back as if trying to contact country roads somewhere on the other side of Ballytorne.

Afterwards people jostled towards the doors, pulling on coats, nodding to neighbours and all agreeing with each other that it had been very good. ‘Wasn’t it good?’ ‘It was. Very good.’ 

Brid and Anthony were almost the first to leave, while PJ and the Ross sisters had become stuck in the crowd surging towards the exit. Evelyn touched PJ’s sleeve. He looked down at her and was struck by her smooth skin and the hint of a smile. ‘It’s still early, Sergeant. Will you come back to the house for a cup of tea or a drink? I made a few sandwiches before we came out.’ 

The thought of making small talk with Abigail and Florence while wedged into a low uncomfortable chair didn’t really appeal, but it was such a rare kind invitation that he didn’t feel he could refuse. Besides which, he was actually quite hungry. 

At the bottom of the steps, they stopped while it was decided that PJ would take his own vehicle and follow the sisters up to Ard Carraig. He was just about to turn away when a car inched slowly by trying to avoid the dispersing crowd. He saw Brid’s face in the passenger seat. She noticed him and smiled, but then she must have registered Evelyn standing next to him and her expression changed. PJ glanced over to Evelyn, who had also spotted Brid. Her expression was hard to read, but there was certainly no hint of a smile. PJ had suddenly lost his appetite.
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It wasn’t raining, but it didn’t need to. The air was thick with a wet mist and the horizon was lost in the various shades of grey that blurred the sky and sea into a single mottled canvas. The small red car parked on the cliff looked like a wound in the vast bleakness. 

Brid stared out at the white-tipped waves and the small leafless trees bent against the wind. The driver’s-side window was open and she was taking great gasps of the damp sea air. The drive up here wasn’t exactly what she had intended, but she knew that she couldn’t stay at home when she was feeling like this. A glass of wine was so appealing, she’d had to escape the kitchen with its heavy fridge door. She hoped that pausing for breath on the clifftop might help her sort out what she wanted to do.

For most of her adult life Brid had never allowed herself to examine or question too closely the life she was living. She simply got through the days and, when she needed it, used wine to chase her feelings into the shadowy recesses of her heart. It had been a shock last night when she had seen PJ standing by the Ross woman. Without hesitation she was able to label what she had felt. It was a deep, irrational jealousy. What she found less easy to identify was whether it was because that man she hardly knew was with someone else, or if it was purely to do with it being Evelyn Ross. It was all so shamefully juvenile.

Anthony had eventually asked what was wrong, because without realising it she had not said a word for the rest of the journey. Poor Anthony. Yes, he was priggish and annoying, but at the same time, no man deserved this treatment. His life hadn’t been easy and Brid often wondered why he stayed. Was the farm really that important to him? More important than his happiness? More important than being with a woman he actually loved? Maybe the children were enough. They had been for her, after all, hadn’t they? 

Jealous. She had no right to feel anything after their drunken tryst, but even the next day she knew that she had felt something more. Perhaps it was as simple as the physical connection. She still had sex with Anthony occasionally, but nothing like the hungry clawing and biting that had gone on with the guard. In fact she had never in her life felt desired like that, and it was overwhelming. Still, that didn’t make it a relationship, and she knew that if he had been standing with any other woman besides that Ross creature, she would not have felt the same.

Brid stepped out of the car and, pulling the collar of her coat up, walked to the edge of the cliff. Despite all the dark days, she had never felt like ending her life. Still, today as she stared down at the water boiling around the rocks below, she could imagine just letting go. The wonderful lightness and freedom of flying through the air and then the cold dark of the water washing away every single care and concern. She smiled to herself. Of course she’d never do it. It wasn’t just the children; she still believed that life had more to give her. It had to, because so far it had offered her precious little. 

She wondered if she should say something to PJ. Would an affair help her or make things worse? How strange that she could imagine sharing a bed with him again but couldn’t envision looking into his eyes and asking him what it was he felt. 

Her thoughts were interrupted by the growl of a car engine coming along the road, and she saw the distinctive blue and yellow of the Garda car. It was too late to duck or hide, but happily it drove by, disappearing behind a thick hedge. Brid sighed with relief. She wasn’t ready to have any sort of conversation right now. But then she heard the engine at a slightly higher pitch and turned to see the car, with PJ at the wheel, reversing slowly down the slight hill. He stopped about fifty feet away and turned off the engine. 

Brid attempted to compose herself, running her right hand through her hair, knowing that she must look … well, someone kind might call it windswept, but she knew that bedraggled was closer to the truth. PJ walked towards her, leaning into the wind. He was smiling.

‘I thought that was you.’

‘Yes.’

‘What a God-awful day.’

‘Yes.’

He looked out to sea as if what he was about to say was written in the clouds.

‘I was just wondering if you sorted everything about the kids.’

‘Yes. It’s fine … fine.’

Another pause, then Brid saw PJ’s lips moving, but the waves and the wind drowned out his words.

‘I can’t hear you,’ she shouted over the elements.

PJ came a couple of steps closer.

‘I was just asking if we’re all right?’

‘All right?’

‘Well, you know, after the other night?’

He looked so serious and concerned she couldn’t help smiling back at him.

‘It was a mad thing to happen, but I don’t regret it. I had fun. Are you all right?’

PJ blushed. ‘Yes. I had a good time too.’

They grinned at each other and PJ was startled to find himself getting slightly aroused. Almost to remind himself, he blurted out, ‘It was very unprofessional of me. If anyone found out …’

‘Oh, don’t worry – your secret is safe with me.’ Then, with a slight smirk, she added, ‘I’d hate for the sergeant to lose his job.’

‘The sergeant wouldn’t like that either,’ he replied with a little chuckle. Both of them wondered if this was what flirting felt like.

‘What brings you up here anyway, Brid?’

‘I just needed to get away for a while.’

‘Away?’

‘You know. Anthony, the fridge.’

‘Anthony’s a fridge?’

Brid smiled. ‘You could say that, but no, I meant wine. I’m trying not to drink and it’s hard with everything that’s going on. Don’t tell me you’re the only person in Duneen who doesn’t know my reputation!’

‘I had heard a whisper or two.’

He wanted to hold her in that moment. To fall to the ground with her and shelter together against the wind rushing in off the ocean, but he knew that mustn’t happen. He had unfinished business. He cleared his throat.

‘Brid. This is awkward, but I do still need to ask you a few questions about Tommy Burke’s disappearance. I’m sorry. I don’t want to upset you.’

It was still a shock for Brid to hear Tommy’s name again after all these years, and it took her a moment to reply.

‘Of course, of course. Do you want to sit in the car?’

PJ looked at the little Honda. 

‘I think we might be more comfortable in the squad car, if you’re all right.’

Brid glanced between the two vehicles and back at PJ. ‘Of course.’

They took the few paces back to the Garda car and got inside. PJ started the engine and fiddled with the plastic controls by the radio.

‘This should thaw us out.’

‘Lovely,’ and Brid meant it.

PJ stretched across to open the glove compartment and took out his notebook and pen. 

‘Very formal,’ Brid remarked

‘It’s the head honcho up in Cork. He needs it all done by the book,’ PJ offered apologetically. ‘So. You were engaged to Tommy Burke?’

‘I was.’

‘And when did you last see him?’

‘It was the night before he vanished. He came up for his dinner.’ Brid turned in her seat and put her hand on PJ’s arm. ‘I can’t tell you how strange all of this is.’

‘Strange? What do you mean?’

‘Well it’s just that … I was such a child. I’ve always thought of Tommy Burke as the love of my life. I’ve blamed everything – you know, my life – on him. Ridiculous. He never loved me. I knew that even then. Jesus, I was more like one of those girls that wins a competition to go on a date with their pop idol than an actual fiancée. I thought I’d lose my mind when I was told they’d found his body, and here I am a few days later laughing at the very idea of being in love with Tommy Burke. Nearly losing the children, Anthony, you, this is reality. This is the life I have to try and figure out.’ She glanced across at PJ. He wasn’t taking notes. ‘Does any of this make sense?’

‘Oh God, yes, yes, I understand, but …’ he hesitated, ‘but I’ve still got to interview the woman who was engaged to the man who disappeared. You know Evelyn Ross thinks you killed him?’

Brid let out a hoot of laughter. ‘Evelyn Ross! Sure I thought she had driven him away, and then when I heard about the body I did wonder if she might have done something crazy. You don’t know that woman. I’ve seen her like a creature possessed. She looks so serene as she wafts through the village, everything just so, but mark my words, she is unhinged. I’d say they all are. I mean, really, three spinster sisters living up there all alone, it’s not right.’

PJ wasn’t sure how to respond. He found himself agreeing with Brid but felt that it would be somehow disloyal to Evelyn to say so. He decided on another question.

‘Excuse me for asking this, but were you sleeping with Tommy Burke?’

A little snort. ‘No. No I was not.’

‘And do you think that he and Evelyn Ross were having some sort of affair?’

‘Are you serious?’ Brid’s voice was raised. ‘That woman screams virgin! I doubt she’s even been kissed, never mind anything else.’

PJ shifted uncomfortably in his seat. ‘All right.’ He decided to end that line of questioning.

Brid raised an eyebrow and gave him a sideways glance as she recalled the two of them stood together outside the chapel. Maybe … No. No, that wasn’t possible.

‘Have you ever heard from Tommy again?’

‘I haven’t.’

‘Heard of anyone seeing him?’

‘No. Well, my mother heard people had seen him getting on the bus to Cork. Quite a few people had that story.’

‘Who told your mother?’

‘As far as I remember, she had it from Cormac Byrne in the pub.’ PJ made a note.

‘Weren’t people surprised that he just disappeared?’

‘Not that I remember. Sure, I suppose people could understand him making himself scarce after the fight in the street.’

PJ decided to feign ignorance. He wondered how Brid’s version of events would differ from Evelyn’s. 

‘What fight?’

Brid groaned inwardly. He didn’t know about the fight. She was so embarrassed to recount what had happened that morning outside O’Driscoll’s.

There was an electronic ringing sound, and PJ started slapping his various pockets trying to locate his phone. Brid silently gave thanks for the interruption.

‘Hello.’ PJ’s face was scrunched in concentration as he listened to the voice at the other end of the line. ‘Yes.’

There was a long silence, with PJ just holding the phone to his ear. His face relaxed and his mouth formed a small pink circle. Eventually he spoke.

‘Right. Well thank you for letting me know. Of course. Of course. Yes, I will. Thanks again. Goodbye.’ 

He hit the small red button to hang up and stared down at the steering wheel. Brid sat in silence, looking at him expectantly. After a moment or two PJ turned to her.

‘Well that was the results of the DNA. Whoever was buried up there, it wasn’t Tommy Burke.’

Outside, a lone seagull was battling against the wind, suspended in the moment.


Part Two
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Four months had passed. Four long, dark months, but now finally some tight green buds had appeared and a few clumps of daffodils hinted at the bright yellow blankets that were to follow. Some days the clouds would part and tease the good people of Duneen with a patch of blue. The children returning from school stayed out after the bus dropped them off, and their thin, high voices could be heard until it was dark. Cormac Byrne spent one whole Sunday sanding and oiling the picnic tables before taking them out of the shed and placing them in a neat row along the front of the pub. It was hardly café society, but it gave the smokers an air of respectability rather than standing huddled against the wall like some very unappetising prostitutes. 

Time never went quickly for the residents of the village, but after the news broke about Tommy Burke it seemed to stop completely. Everyone had enjoyed putting forward their theories about what had happened to Big Tom’s son, but when it came to light that the discovery was really just some bones in a field that would probably never be identified, it was harder to get involved. The people of Duneen felt they had been cheated. The wind had been taken out of their sails, their lives robbed of excitement.

Susan Hickey had distracted herself by deciding that what the village needed more than anything else was a ride-on lawn mower for the cemetery. So far she had raised less than two hundred euros. She understood. Her heart wasn’t really in it either.

Over at the shop and post office, business was ticking over as usual. All the faces were once again familiar. There were no more journalists sniffing around or gardaí from Cork standing by their unmarked cars trying to look important. Mrs O’Driscoll had recently noticed some of the builders coming back into the shop looking for cigarettes or cartons of milk. Work must have resumed up at the site. Life truly had returned to normal.

Brid and Anthony existed in an artificial calm. There were no raised voices and she made an effort to go up to bed at more or less the same time as he did. She often lay there beside him, awake and sober, going over things. Sometimes she thought about Tommy; on other nights she saw herself sprawled on the stairs with PJ, and occasionally she imagined herself smartly dressed in an office somewhere, with friends to see after work and a broad, unforced smile on her face. 

Brid had decided that not rocking the boat was the best course of action at the moment, but she hadn’t given up. With sobriety came more time for thinking and coming up with ideas, ones she could remember the next day. There would be a time once the kids were older when she would step off the leaking boat of her life and walk alone into the unknown. The thought of it scared her but also kept her going through each monotonous sober day. 

She had deliberately not thrown any of her wine away. The bottles still stood in the fridge, and she took pleasure in staring back at their glossy labels. Every time she closed the fridge without finding a glass in her hand made her feel like somebody who had been granted supernatural strength.

Things had changed at Ard Carraig in the last four months too. One night, about a week after it had been revealed that Tommy Burke was still missing, Abigail came into the kitchen carrying a shallow cardboard box with crudely drawn tomatoes printed on the side. Evelyn was at the sink peeling the paper off some tin cans to get them ready for the recycling. She turned to look over her shoulder at her sister. 

‘What have you got there?’

Abigail stepped back from the table.

‘It’s for you. Well, all of us, but especially you.’ She gave a little flourish towards the box.

Evelyn wiped her hands on a tea towel and crossed the room to the table. Looking into the box, she found an old towel, which she pulled back tentatively.

‘Oh Abigail!’ she gasped. ‘I don’t believe it.’ 

Lying on the bottom of the box fast asleep was a plump blonde puppy. Its eyes were squeezed shut, a hint of pink tongue at the mouth, and the rest of the body seemed made up of a silky belly softly moving up and down with steady careless breaths. 

Evelyn reached her hand into the box and touched the warm softness, and with that the eyes opened and the puppy struggled to its feet like an old drunk that had fallen asleep at the bus stop.

‘It’s a little boy,’ said Abigail. ‘What will you call him?’

Of course the first name that leapt into Evelyn’s head was Tommy, but she instantly dismissed it. 

‘What about … what about Bobby? He looks like a little Bobby.’

Abigail said nothing.

‘What?’

‘Well, it’s just that’s what Mammy used to call our father.’

‘I know.’

‘Isn’t that a bit, I don’t know, strange?’

‘Would it bother you? I think it would be nice.’

‘I suppose it would.’ Abigail smiled. ‘Bobby it is.’

‘Will Florence mind, do you think?’

‘It’s a puppy! She wouldn’t care if you called it Adolf. She’s going to adore him!’ 

The two women laughed and Evelyn picked up little Bobby.

‘Let’s give you a bowl of water.’

Bobby twisted his head from side to side, seeming to be surprised to find he had ears.

It was strange the effect something so small could have on a household. A little creature predisposed to happiness, with no sense of what had come before, Bobby transformed the sad old house. Even the piss stains on the threadbare hall carpet seemed a cheerful sign. Life where there had been none.

As the months passed, he grew bigger and more confident. Abigail had acquired him from some of her gardening friends just outside Bandon on the way to Cork. His mother was a pedigree retriever, while the father was an overly friendly collie neighbour. It was clear from his wide paws that he was going to be a large dog, and sure enough after four months he had outgrown two dog beds and was already on his third collar. Most of the time he just ran wild in the garden or in the field that sloped down to the river, but a couple of times a week Evelyn would attach a lead to him and walk him into the village. Cars slowed down to peer at the curious sight of poised, collected Evelyn Ross wrestling with a very wilful dog along the side of the road. No cowboy breaking in a bucking bronco had struggled harder than Evelyn, as she found herself either being pulled towards her destination at a breakneck speed or dragging a surprisingly heavy recalcitrant dog straining against the direction she had intended. 

After a couple of months she decided that Bobby was a good excuse to visit PJ, so one Friday morning she and the dog had arrived at the door of the Garda barracks, Evelyn covered in sweat and Bobby bouncing with excitement at the idea of going inside another house. As it happened, the sergeant was out, but Mrs Meany took the message to say they had called. As they headed back down the short drive, at more of a jog than a walk, Evelyn wondered why the housekeeper hadn’t even remarked on Bobby. You mightn’t want him yourself, but he was a beautiful big pup that nearly everyone they met took the time to admire. Mind you, Evelyn thought, the woman didn’t look well. Not well at all.

If Ard Carraig had found new life, then the Garda barracks had surely lost it. Mrs Meany still cleaned and chronically overcatered meals for one, but she did so in near silence. Where once her monologues of chatter and gossip played like department store muzak constantly in the background, now there was just the hum of a hoover or the hollow clang of lids being put on pots.

PJ sat at his desk staring at a computer screen, wishing life was different. He wished they had never found the human remains. A crime that couldn’t be solved was worse than no crime at all. He wished that Brid and Evelyn had never shone their light on him. The brief flurry and excitement of his love triangle had soon flatlined. He felt more alone than ever. For the first time in twenty-five years he wondered about leaving the police force. When word got out that the body wasn’t Tommy Burke and it became clear that the murder hunt had hit a dead end, he had felt the way people looked at him. For a few weeks there he had sensed respect and interest, but now it was closer to pity. Walking down the main street in his uniform, he knew eyes were at windows thinking to themselves, ‘Would you look at that big fool, all dressed up with nowhere to go.’

If he had seen her through the window of the shop he would never have gone into O’Driscoll’s, but by the time he noticed Evelyn squeezing the loaves of bread with her long, cool fingers it was too late.

‘Sergeant Collins!’

He could feel himself blushing and in that moment loathed himself completely. A woman was saying hello to him in a shop. Why did he always have to feel so awkward? He managed to look her in the eye. Her face held no secrets, just the happy smile of a woman who seemed genuinely pleased to see him. He relaxed a little. ‘Hello.’ Evelyn stepped towards him and then the two of them were trapped in the narrow aisle. PJ felt uncomfortable again. This was far too close for comfort. 

‘I thought you might have come up to see us.’

PJ squinted at her, puzzled.

‘Did Mrs Meany not tell you I called around with Bobby the pup?’

‘Oh yes. Yes, she did,’ PJ lied. Mrs Meany had never mentioned any such visit.

‘He is such a dote. Do you like dogs, Sergeant?’

‘I do.’

‘Well you must come up and see him. What are you doing now?’

PJ’s mouth hinged open and shut like a fish. 

‘Nothing.’ There it was. He had said it.

‘Great.’ Evelyn smiled. ‘Come up now,’ she said. ‘And selfishly, you can give me a lift!’ A little laugh.

PJ nodded his agreement, but in his head he was wondering what had happened to the awkward, distant Evelyn he had met just a few months earlier. He thought she might be on some sort of medication. Surely just being high on puppy love couldn’t have this strong an effect?

Out on the street it was still light and a few cars were going through the village on various stages of the school run. PJ walked around to open the passenger door for Evelyn. She tucked her coat beneath her and slipped into the seat as if she were getting into a limo outside a five-star hotel, then put her basket on her lap. PJ eased himself in behind the wheel and shut the door. He had just started the engine when there was a tap on his window. Slightly annoyed, he glanced to his right. There was no mistaking that it was one of the builders from the site.

Window down, he poked his head towards the pavement.

‘What is it?’ He tried to sound busy, but he felt it was probably obvious that he was just a bored guard who was literally going to see a woman about a dog.

The builder cleared his throat and glanced at Evelyn. PJ looked at her too. She was sat very still staring straight ahead with both hands on the top of her basket.

‘You’re all right. Spit it out.’

‘Well it’s just that … well, we think we’re after finding some more bones up above.’ He paused. ‘Little bones.’

Evelyn let out a squeak like a puppy dreaming of rabbits.
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PJ couldn’t believe it. He didn’t consider himself to be a religious man, but this did seem like the answer to prayers he didn’t remember saying. After the DNA results from the old bones, he had desperately tried to keep interest in the case alive. They could continue the search for Tommy Burke, and besides, whoever the body might turn out to be, there was still a murderer to find. When the DNA failed to match any names on the system, though, Cork lost interest, and the lads in Ballytorne treated him the way he himself dealt with old Miss Baxter, who every summer was convinced that someone was stealing the blackberries from the hedgerow outside her bungalow. Finally he took the hint and let it drop, but now everyone was going to have to listen. New remains! 

The village was soon filled once more with Garda cars and press. A second body meant this story had legs. It might be a serial killer, or some bizarre suicide pact. Long fluttering ribbons of police tape flapped in the breeze and the white overalls of the technical team picked their way carefully across the muddy crime scene. It also meant the return of Detective Superintendent Linus Dunne.

The last four months had brought great change to the detective’s life. One evening (it had been a Thursday, he knew, because he had met some of the uniforms who played five-a-side in the pub for a pint or two after their practice), he had got home, not late, ten at the latest, to find the house in darkness. He remembered he had breathed a sigh of relief: how lovely to walk into a quiet house, no baby screaming, no wife with greasy hair who seemed to live in sweat pants haranguing him to do things. The note had just said, At mum’s. Call me. 

He had assumed the baby was sick so he made himself a cheese sandwich and watched the news before ringing. With any luck his wife might have gone to bed. Sure enough his mother-in-law answered the phone. She sounded even more hostile than usual. Linus began to suspect something was seriously wrong. The voice on the other end of the line told him that his wife was too upset to come to the phone. She’d had enough of being a single mother, so she and the baby had moved out. If Linus wanted to see them, he could call round in the morning. 

When he hung up the phone, he was shocked, of course. He’d had no idea that June was so unhappy. For some reason, because the situation had been making him miserable, he had assumed she was happy. If they both hated this new life with a baby, why were they bothering? 

As he sat on the sofa with the flickering light from the TV throwing shadows against the curtains, he asked himself if he was some sort of monster. His wife and child had left him, and if he was being totally honest, he didn’t really care. 

Life with June had been great to start with. He’d put on a fresh shirt after work and meet her somewhere for cocktails or dinner, often both. He had enjoyed having her on his arm. She was beautiful and flirty, and once they finally had sex, things had been very close to perfect for him. That was the life he wanted back. A girlfriend when he wanted one. Getting married had been a mistake, and what on earth had he been thinking when he had agreed to the baby idea? He supposed he had imagined a child would distract June and keep her occupied so that he could reclaim some of his own life. Of course it hadn’t worked out like that, but now the solution to everything had simply fallen into his lap. There was nobody moving around upstairs; the hallway wasn’t blocked with a buggy the size of a small car. He was alone in his own house and he liked it. If that made him a bad person, then so be it. 

When Sergeant Sumo’s name had come up on his phone a couple of months later, Linus had been tempted to ignore it. Since the bones in Duneen had proved impossible to identify, he just wanted to get on with other cases, but Sumo wouldn’t let it go. Linus understood. Duneen was hardly a crime hotspot, and he could sense the sergeant’s loneliness, but neither of those things was his problem. 

He had been busy dealing with an awful abduction case that hadn’t ended well. A French chef from a restaurant in Cork had taken a custody battle into his own hands and got on the ferry to Roscoff with his seven-month-old son in the boot of his car. Linus was the one who had to park outside the house of the baby’s grandparents. Inside, the mother was sat on a sofa still in her waitress’s uniform. She was just a child herself, he had thought as he sat opposite her and explained that the French police had stopped the car somewhere on the road from Morlaix to Rennes. Her hope was so great, she couldn’t read his expression or the tone of his voice. ‘Did they find Killian? Have they got my baby?’ 

Linus stared into her face, willing her to understand telepathically what was coming next. Nothing. Her eyes wet with tears, she looked at him expectantly. ‘They recovered the body of an infant,’ he told her. ‘They think it had suffocated.’ He could still hear her crying as he sat in the car outside. Sergeant fucking Sumo didn’t know how lucky he had it.

When the silver Mercedes came to a halt in the rutted area of mud that served as a car park, neither PJ or Linus would have admitted it, but they were quite happy to see each other. The sergeant walked down towards the car and they greeted each other with the sort of overpumped handshake two men who had been friends years before might give each other at a school reunion. PJ led the way up a small incline to the edge of the site. Protruding over the brow of the hill were the white hoods of the forensics team. The sergeant took great pleasure in being able to bring Linus up to speed with the case. 

‘The lads were saying that if it hadn’t been buried in some sort of metal box, there would have been nothing left after all this time. Their guess would be that it’s been here at least thirty years, maybe longer. They’ll know more after the proper tests, obviously.’

‘Of course.’ They were right at the edge of the excavation now, and Linus peered down into the chocolate-brown soil. A few rusty fragments were dotted in a loose rectangle, and there in the middle were the small, dull bones. To a casual observer it might have been the remains of an ancient picnic or discarded Sunday roast, except for the tiny skull lying on its side staring into the ditch for eternity. Linus thought of his own baby. How big was he now? He thought of the waitress and her howling tears. Who had wept for this little mite? Who had placed the tiny frame into that box and buried it up here away from the house? 

Over to his right a blackthorn tree was heavy with noisy birds. Were they chaffinches? He wished they would shut the fuck up. Despite the blue sky, the wind still had some chill in it, and he pulled his coat around himself as he turned without speaking and headed back down towards the car. He could hear PJ’s heavy breathing following him. ‘Are they sure it’s only one body up there? It’s not some weird burial ground for unwanted babies, is it?’ 

‘They can’t be sure yet, but it’s unlikely. The local place for those babies is in the old famine graveyard beyond the creamery. There was one found there as recently as about four years ago. It turned out it belonged to this little one from Ballytorne. She—’

‘Right,’ Linus announced, interrupting PJ. ‘Once we get a timeline, I want you talking to anyone who would be the right age to remember. Babies come from somewhere. Who was pregnant? Who lost their kid?’ 

‘Will do. I’ve already established it wasn’t Mrs Burke herself. She was only pregnant the once, and that was with Tommy.’

At the mention of his name, the two men looked at each other. Tommy Burke. Where was he? Was he even now walking past them in a hi-vis jacket, smirking with pleasure because of his well-kept secret?

‘Do you think there’s a connection between—’

‘I don’t think anything,’ Linus snapped. ‘I don’t know anything.’ He opened his car door. As he got in, he turned back towards PJ. ‘We’ll know more soon.’ Raising his eyebrows as some sort of apology for his short temper, he closed the door and slowly navigated his way across the churned-up surface towards the road.

PJ watched the silver car go and then, squinting against the sun, looked back up towards the baby’s burial site. He was not a man who got feelings, or acted on hunches, but there had to be a link, he thought. Two bodies on one farm. They had to be connected somehow. He balled his hands into fists as he headed towards his own car. He was enjoying this.

Back at the bungalow, there was silence. PJ stuck his head around the kitchen door, but there was no sign of Mrs Meany. He considered going down to the pub for a sandwich. People wanted to talk to him again, and he knew that the solution to this case had to be in the collective memory of Duneen. It might only take one person to remember something very simple for everything to become clear. In his office a small corner of paper was on his desk with Mrs Meany’s writing on it. Back soon was all it said. He wondered if he should wait. No, he’d go to the pub.

Byrne’s was the only pub that did food beyond crisps or packets of nuts, so he parked outside and went in. It took his eyes a moment or two to adjust to the gloom, and when they did, it appeared he was the only customer. A radio phone-in was coming through the speakers. A woman was berating the lazy mothers of Ireland for childhood obesity. PJ rolled his eyes. This was the last thing he wanted to listen to. He considered sitting up at the bar but in the end opted for a small table behind the door just under the dartboard. Even after more than a decade there was still a smell of stale cigarettes. Behind the bar was also deserted, so PJ just sat and waited. He was in no hurry.

‘If you loved your kids you would. Sure it’s no effort to peel a couple of spuds.’

‘When I come home from work I’ve only got the energy to put something in the microwave, and sure that’s all they’ll eat. They wouldn’t thank me for a potato.’

Behind the frosted amber glass of the window PJ saw a couple of ghostly passers-by probably heading into O’Driscoll’s. A large truck trundled past, plunging the bar into momentary night.

He wasn’t in a rush, but this waiting was making the sergeant anxious. What if he was some sort of criminal? He could have carried the whole till out to the car by now. He stood up and went to stand by the bar. From somewhere came the noise of bottles being moved. At least he wasn’t alone.

‘Hello?’ he called, his voice sounding flat and tinny in the hollow air. 

‘Be with you in a second,’ came the muffled reply from somewhere behind the door at the back of the bar. It was Cormac Byrne’s voice.

Another few minutes ticked by and then Cormac burst through the door rubbing his hands on an old rag.

‘Sorry about that. The deliveries were late.’

‘No problem, Cormac.’

‘Ah, it’s yourself, Sergeant!’ as if he only knew him by the sound of his voice and had been unaware who the very large man in the Garda uniform was. ‘What can I get you?’

‘I’ll just have a ham and cheese sandwich on brown bread if you have it, and a glass of 7Up. Thanks.’

Cormac walked back towards the door and called out PJ’s sandwich order to a nameless helper in an unseen kitchen. Then he got a green bottle out of one of the fridges.

‘Ice?’

‘Yes please.’

‘Actually, you’re the very man I wanted to see.’

‘Oh?’

‘Did you know that my mother is in the nursing home over near Schull?’

‘I didn’t. I’m sorry to hear that. Is she all right?’

‘Ah, she’s fine. Not too steady on her feet and her memory is going, so I didn’t like leaving her here on her own. I said I’d bring her home again if she didn’t like it, but she’s happy out there. I get over to visit a few times a week; normally it would be midweek because it can be busy here at the weekends.’

‘Of course.’ PJ nodded and took a sip of his drink. He wondered where this was going.

‘The thing is, it’s very hard to think of things to talk about. She’d know me, but that’s about it. I find if I talk about things long ago she sometimes has more of a clue. That’s why the Tommy Burke excitement was great. She could remember his parents, and the girls scrapping in the street and all of that.’

‘Right.’ PJ was becoming more interested.

‘Well I remember you were in a few months ago asking about Tommy getting on the bus to Cork and I told you that I’d heard it from my mother but that I’d no clue who told her. Last night I was telling her about the baby bones and she was asking about Tommy. I had to tell her he was gone a long time ago and then she said, and this may or may not be true, but what she said last night was “Oh that’s right. Abigail Ross saw him getting on the bus.”’

‘Abigail?’

‘That’s what she said. It might be nonsense. I mean, this is a woman who thinks Maggie Thatcher is in the room next to hers, but when she’s talking about the past she gets it right more often than not.’

‘Abigail Ross.’ PJ thought back to the conversations that had taken place at Ard Carraig. He couldn’t remember asking directly, but surely one of the sisters would have said something if Abigail had actually seen Tommy Burke getting on the bus. 

A small, thin girl with greasy black hair scraped into a ponytail came from behind the bar and plonked a plate in front of PJ. 

‘Your sandwich. There’s salt and pepper on the tables.’ She turned and disappeared from view.

The sergeant looked down. It was on white bread and there didn’t appear to be any cheese in it. He decided not to make a fuss. Picking up the plate and his glass, he headed back to his small table. 

‘Thanks for that, Cormac. I’ll check it out, and if your mother has any bright ideas about the mother of the dead baby, be sure to let us know.’

The two men laughed, and then the only sound that remained was the voice bemoaning the low price of chicken nuggets.
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A dark shadow moved slowly against the black outline of the hedgerow. It might have been a ghost, but then the crunch of a heel against some loose grit on the road betrayed that it was a living soul. Someone was walking with a steady confidence through the darkness up the hill past the primary school. One foot in front of the other, both hands clutching the collar of their coat to their throat even though it was a mild, windless night.

Nothing had changed since Mrs Meany was a young girl who had walked this road every day for nearly a year. She knew exactly where she was. She paused by the old gate lost in a jungle of briars and weeds, then kept going till she found the wide gash that had been opened as the entrance to the building site. She hesitated and then ventured forward. She was moving slower now, unsure of the terrain. Following the tracks left by the various cars and vans that used the site, she made her way up the slope. When she came across the plastic tape hanging limply, she knew that she had found the right place. Turning around, she could just make out the glow of lights from the village below. Yes, this was the spot. 

Mrs Meany didn’t know why she had come here, but it seemed like the right thing to do. A pilgrimage of sorts. She squeezed her eyes shut and hugged her bony frame tightly. Anyone can keep a secret when nobody suspects anything, but now it was unbearable. Until a few days ago, only four people had known about the baby buried up here, and three of them were dead. She knew that soon she would have to tell someone, and then everything would unravel. A vision drifted into her mind where she was nailed to the big cross that sat behind the altar. She saw her grey-haired head slumped to one side, the blood from the crown of thorns trickling down her face, her body draped in a silky dressing gown. All the people of the village she had ever known, alive or dead, sat in the pews and glared at her, their eyes full of unforgiving judgement.

Mrs Meany opened her eyes and stared into the darkness. Almost fifty years had passed since she had stood here shivering under a starry sky, reciting the rosary. Old Tommy Burke had asked her to say some prayers, but she had only ever been to her grandmother’s funeral and could hardly remember it, she’d been that young, so wasn’t sure what was appropriate. At first she hadn’t cried. Just stood there pointing the big heavy torch while the shovel scraped against stones in the soil under the hedge. She had wondered why they hadn’t chosen a spot in the pretty little kitchen garden behind the house, but Big Tommy had explained that too much digging went on there and it might be discovered. She had nodded her head as if she understood, but her mind swarmed with unanswered questions. Why not call the priest? Should there be a doctor? If this was so wrong, then where would the little soul end up? Was there no way to have it baptised? Somehow she knew that the answers to all these questions had something to do with trying to protect her, so she stayed silent.

Tears only came when Big Tommy had picked up the tin chest that until a few hours earlier had contained a random selection of tools. It looked so small and light in his big dark hands. She thought of the empty cot with its neatly folded blankets, and then looked down at the cold, dank hole where this tiny child would sleep forever. Her shoulders shook with sobs.

‘Hold the torch still, girl,’ Big Tommy had hissed at her as she tried to control her juddering chest. The tin box disappeared from view and the scoops of earth fell on the lid like heavy rain.

Mrs Meany peered around her and tried to get her bearings. It was useless. With the house gone and trees felled, there was nothing to help her figure out where the other body had been found. Her head ached from all the thinking, all the secrets. Soon, she thought, they must escape. Like a lanced boil, the poison of the past had to be released. 

Picking her way carefully back to the road, she remembered the last time she had left the farm. It had been so quiet after all the noise and commotion. Her throat was still sore from the screaming, her body felt unfamiliar, and every step had made her flinch. She hadn’t been back at home for long before her mother had got her the job up at the priest’s house. Had Mam known? She went to her grave never having said anything. Mrs Meany had desperately wanted to tell her, but by the time she was standing by her narrow bed in the nursing home, it had seemed too cruel to upset her.

It didn’t matter. Nothing mattered any more. Going to work for the priest was as good as becoming a nun in her mind, and she had simply chosen to ignore her own pleasure or enjoyment. Back then, just living was enough; just knowing gave her all the comfort she needed. Then the comfort had turned to heartbreak, and as the house slowly vanished under its shroud of branches and weeds, so did she. She had chosen not to exist. That was weak and selfish of her and had led to all the trouble. It had led to this moment fifty years later, as she made her way home through the empty night.

In the morning, she was surprised to see two cars outside the Garda barracks. It turned out that the detective from Cork was down early, so she made two full breakfasts. It was more work but it was nice to have the sound of voices in the kitchen after the months of silence. As she wiped down the counters and left the pan to soak for a few minutes, she listened to snatches of conversation. They were going to question Brid Riordan and the Ross girl again. The theory was that the baby had probably belonged to one of them and was linked to Tommy’s disappearance. The other body could have been a jealous boyfriend or … Their scenarios ground to a halt. 

Mrs Meany wondered if she was acting suspiciously. Was it possible to tell by looking at her that she could solve their mystery, or at least some of it? She could have pulled out a chair and told them everything. Instead she made a fresh pot of tea and poured the two men a mug each. They were talking now about Abigail Ross being the last person to have seen Tommy. The old lady folded a damp cloth carefully and hung it over the taps. Abigail? Something about that didn’t ring true. The detective fellow was explaining to PJ how they needed to collect DNA from the women to help identify the baby. DNA? Mrs Meany had seen enough episodes of CSI to know that stuff could tell you everything. Soon they would unearth the truth. 
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It was Abigail herself who opened the front door at Ard Carraig. She looked pale and drawn and PJ wondered if she was ill. She offered no greeting and seemed perfectly comfortable for the three of them to just stare at each other. Linus broke the silence.

‘Good morning. I’m Detective Superintendent Dunne, and I’m sure you know the sergeant here.’

PJ gave a weak smile of acknowledgement and Abigail simply nodded. She clearly was in no mood for this intrusion. Linus cleared his throat and tried to take control.

‘There have been further developments up at the building site and I would like to ask you a few questions.’

‘This is Abigail Ross,’ PJ interjected. ‘It’s really Evelyn we’re after.’

‘My sister is out at the moment but I’m sure she’ll be happy … Oh.’ Abigail stopped herself in mid-sentence as a long-limbed golden dog came bounding around the side of the house and threw himself against Linus and PJ as if they were long-lost family members returning from war. 

‘Bobby! Down! Bad boy!’ Abigail commanded without much conviction. ‘He’s a bit wild, I’m afraid. He’ll calm down in a minute.’

Linus was not a fan of dogs at the best of times, and he certainly did not appreciate struggling with this writhing mass of hair and saliva while trying to conduct an investigation. PJ was secretly pleased at the detective’s discomfort. He rubbed his hands along Bobby’s back, enjoying the sheen of his coat and the crazed energy of the young dog with its warm squirming body that didn’t seem to contain a single bone. 

‘I’m so sorry!’ It was Evelyn, slightly out of breath, rushing from the side of the house. ‘He heard voices and was off like a shot. He loves new people. He’ll calm down in a minute.’

‘So we hear,’ muttered Linus.

Bobby, oblivious to any sense of calm, seemed even more excited now that Evelyn had joined the group. The pack was complete! 

Evelyn spread her arms as if she were herding small children. ‘Shall we head inside?’

Abigail turned on her heel and went into the darkened hallway, followed by Linus and PJ. As Evelyn closed the door behind them, Bobby decided it was a race to see who could get to the kitchen door first. He won.

PJ was struck by how different Ard Carraig seemed. No lamps were lit to dispel the gloom, and the previously pristine kitchen had small collections of dirty crockery scattered on the counters, while the floor was covered with a patchwork of old newspapers stained yellow from what he assumed was dog piss. There was a strong smell, and it wasn’t of baking.

‘Forgive the mess,’ Evelyn said as she walked over to the sink. ‘Bobby hasn’t quite got the hang of where to do his business. Have you, Bobby?’ She leaned down to the dog and rubbed his ears. ‘You don’t know where to do your business, do you?’ Bobby wagged his thick tail furiously from side to side, as if he thought ‘business’ might be some sort of chicken drumstick. 

The gardaí looked at each other, unsure how to react. PJ felt oddly wrong-footed by this display from Evelyn. There was something not right in this house. He glanced over and saw that Abigail was still standing silently by the door, her expressionless face giving nothing away. She couldn’t approve of her house being turned into a kennel, thought PJ.

Linus decided it was time to try and regain his professional authority. ‘Is now a good time to talk? We have a few questions.’

‘Yes, yes, of course,’ Evelyn replied. ‘Let me just get Bobby some more water.’

PJ raised an eyebrow. God forbid that Bobby ran out of piss, he thought.

Abigail opened the door a little. ‘I’m going out to the garden. Will you be all right, Evelyn?’

Evelyn turned from the running tap. ‘Of course. See you later. Lunch might be a little late. Florence said they’re doing school photographs today.’

‘Fine.’

‘Oh, just before you go.’ It was PJ. ‘I’ve been told that you actually saw Tommy Burke getting on the bus that last day he was seen?’

A stillness settled on the room. Evelyn stood holding the brimming dog bowl, and even Bobby seemed to sense that all eyes were on Abigail. She turned slowly.

‘Me? No. I heard people down in the village talking about it, that’s all.’

‘You don’t remember who told you, do you? It could be important.’

‘I’m not sure. Doubtless it was one of the sources of village news. It might have been old Mrs Byrne from the pub … Yes, I’m fairly sure that’s who told me.’ Abigail stretched her lips into a tight smile. The subject was closed.

PJ spoke slowly. ‘Well, isn’t that a strange thing? That’s the very person who said you were the one who saw him go.’

If the room had been still before, now it was frozen. Three sets of eyes transfixed by the grey-haired statue by the door. A moment passed, and then another. PJ held his breath. 

A muscle twitched in Abigail’s jaw and then she spoke.

‘Isn’t that woman in a home, Sergeant?’ She glared at PJ, but he steeled himself to hold her gaze.

‘Yes. She is.’

‘Well I think that explains that. She must be confused.’ A beat. ‘Now I’ve got work to do. Excuse me.’ She turned to leave but then changed her mind. Deliberately not looking in Evelyn’s direction, she addressed the two men. ‘But if I had seen that boy getting on the bus, I would have happily waved him on his way. He had caused enough upset around here. As far as I’m concerned, it’s good riddance. He’s gone, he’s still gone and I’m glad.’ She paused, then turned to Evelyn. ‘If you need me, I’m just down in the far greenhouse.’

Evelyn nodded. ‘OK.’ 

Throwing one more look at PJ and Linus, Abigail left the kitchen, closing the door carefully behind her.

The silence she left was broken by Bobby, who got up from behind the kitchen table and rushed over to Evelyn as if an imaginary barman had just rung the bell for last orders.

‘Good boy!’ she cried and set the water down next to a second empty bowl sat amongst the debris of stained sheets of newspaper.

PJ cleared his throat. ‘Is your sister all right? She didn’t look herself, I thought.’

Evelyn shrugged. ‘I think she’s fine. She was complaining about an upset stomach. Maybe she didn’t sleep very well. Will I put the kettle on?’

The men looked at each other and then Linus took the lead. ‘Yes, a cup of tea might be nice. Thank you very much.’

‘I’ll make a pot. Please, take a seat. I’m afraid it will just be tea. There’s precious little baking gets done these days.’ She pointed to Bobby, who was now lying on the floor licking one of his front paws.

‘I’d say it’s made a big difference to you all having him around.’ PJ thought it best to keep the conversation general till they were all sat down. He wasn’t sure why Linus had asked for tea. Maybe he just fancied a cup. Odd, though, because he’d had about three mugs of it up at the barracks. Was he trying to endear himself to Evelyn for some reason? 

I’m overthinking this, he thought, and stopped. Evelyn was speaking rapidly.

‘I’d forgotten how much work they are. I mean, we had dogs when we were kids, but I suppose Mammy and Daddy or the older girls did most of the looking after and cleaning. I’m not complaining. I love having him around. You know, a bit of life about the place, instead of just three old spinsters gathering dust!’ She laughed.

PJ and Linus, both unsure of how to react to her referring to herself as a spinster, just smiled. 

‘How old is he now?’ Linus asked, reasoning that he should feign some sort of interest in the beast.

Evelyn was putting the teapot and mugs on a small metal tray. ‘He’s only six months. We’re hoping he might stop growing soon.’

‘Big paws,’ PJ chipped in, like an old farmer sizing up a cow for sale at the mart.

‘Don’t! That’s what everyone says!’ Evelyn put the tray on the table and sat down. She started pouring the tea. ‘So what can I do for you?’ It suddenly struck her that she didn’t know exactly why these men were here. She felt a vague sense of unease creep over her.

PJ turned to Linus, who began to speak. ‘The discovery of the infant remains has cast a new light on the body that was found at the end of last year. We just wanted to ask you some more questions. They are a little personal in nature, so I hope I don’t embarrass you.’

Evelyn raised an eyebrow and brushed some non-existent crumbs from her lap. She was listening intently.

‘When you were first interviewed a few months ago, you said you hadn’t been sexually active with Tommy Burke.’

‘That’s right.’

‘And is that still your answer?’

‘What? Yes. I mean, I wasn’t lying, if that’s what you mean.’

‘Nobody is suggesting that, but at the time you might have wanted to keep some things private that didn’t appear to be relevant. The dead baby makes a great deal of difference to the investigation.’

‘I understand.’

‘Were you aware of Tommy Burke being involved with anyone else?’ Then before Evelyn could speak he added, ‘Apart from Brid Riordan, of course.’

Evelyn wrapped both her hands around her mug and stared at the steam gently rising. ‘No. No, I never saw or heard anything, and I was in that house almost every day. To be honest, I can’t imagine he and Brid ever … Well, that was no love match.’

‘And what about other girls at the time? Were there rumours at school? Did anyone suddenly drop out or disappear for a few weeks?’

She rolled her eyes. ‘I really can’t remember. I don’t think so. Certainly there were no stories about anyone that stuck.’

As if prompted by all this talk of sexual activity, Bobby sprawled himself wide on the floor and started noisily lapping at his nether regions. All three humans glanced down at the dog and then back at their tea. No one considered this the right time to make a comment.

Linus was frustrated. Normally he could read people. He prided himself in interviews on getting a feel for who was telling the truth and who was just playing for time. Evelyn gave nothing away. She just sat there with the hint of a smile playing across her lips. 

‘How did you hear that Tommy had disappeared?’

‘Abigail. Probably Florence as well. They’d have heard it down in the village.’

‘And you never tried to contact him?’

‘I told Sergeant Collins all this months ago.’

‘I know. I’m sorry. I just wanted to be certain. Sometimes memories can be jogged.’

‘Even if I’d wanted to, I couldn’t. It was a different world. I sometimes walked past the house to see if there was any sign of life, but there never was. After a few years even the house had disappeared.’

‘Fallen down?’

‘No, not exactly. The garden just took over until the place was completely hidden.’

‘It was fierce creepy,’ PJ added, trying to sound authoritative.

Linus and Evelyn turned to look at him, as if they were surprised he was still there. 

Linus sighed. He had other questions in his head but he could tell he was going to get nowhere. He folded his notebook.

‘Well thank you for your time. And the tea,’ he added as he picked up his mug and drained it.

‘Yes. Thank you,’ PJ repeated and smiled at Evelyn.

They all got up and walked towards the door. As they left the room, PJ glanced back and saw Bobby squatting by the back door while a puddle of piss spread out around him. He wondered if he should say something but suddenly felt very tired. Fuck it, she’ll find out soon enough.

PJ didn’t enjoy being a passenger, and to make matters worse he had hardly fastened his seat belt when he realised that he should have taken the hint from Bobby and gone to the toilet in Ard Carraig. He would have to hold it until they got to the Riordan farm. 

He told Linus to head back down to the village, before giving him more detailed directions. As they drove, the silence hung between the two men in the car. PJ decided to try and recover the slightly easier rapport they had had that morning back at the barracks.

‘How’s the baby?’

There was a tiny pause before Linus answered. ‘Fine. Fine.’

‘And your wife?’

A longer pause. ‘She’s well.’

‘I suppose the baby’s sleeping through now, is he?’

‘Yes. Yes, he is.’

Realising that PJ wasn’t going to let the subject drop, Linus exhaled slowly and said as casually as he could muster, ‘To tell you the truth, myself and June are on a bit of a break.’

PJ froze. This was not how this conversation was supposed to be going. How had his half-hearted attempt to make small talk ended up here? He rubbed his slightly sweaty palms on his thighs and wondered what the appropriate response might be. ‘Oh. I’m sorry to hear that’ seemed to do the job.

Linus paused before he said quietly, ‘Actually that’s not the truth. June wants us to tell people that for the time being, but it’s over.’ Before PJ could speak, he continued, ‘It’s for the best. This job, it’s … well, it’s hard.’

PJ was really struggling to think of something to say, but he knew he couldn’t just let the car return to silence. ‘Yes, I suppose it is.’

Linus threw him a look. ‘Have you ever been married yourself, Sergeant?’

PJ was horrified. He hated talking about himself in any circumstances, but the thought of having to discuss his romantic history with Dunne was too awful to contemplate.

‘No. No, I never got round to it.’ He gave a half-smile and hoped that would be an end to the subject.

‘Do you not get lonely out here all by yourself?’

Why was Linus asking these questions? He couldn’t really want to know about the emotional well-being of Duneen’s sergeant.

‘Sometimes.’ PJ stopped.

‘I sort of envy you. Out here by yourself. I love the job but I can get very cheesed off with the shower I have to work with. What’s that phrase? “Hell is other people”, or something like that.’

PJ felt a rush of recognition. ‘I know what you mean. I was in Thurles for about ten years before here, and that was the hardest part. Duneen might have been going a bit too far in the other direction, though.’ He gave a little laugh.

‘Did you always want to be a guard?’

PJ had to think for a moment. ‘No. Not really. I did the bank exam after the Leaving and got into AIB. I stuck it for a couple of years thinking it might get better, but I hated it. I’ve never known boredom like it. I had thought about the guards but I just thought I couldn’t because of, well, you know.’ He patted his stomach. ‘I’ve always been on the heavy side. Anyway, there was this guard used to come into the bank and he was nearly my size, so I began to think about it. Then one night I’d had a few and I saw him in the pub, so I just walked over and asked him straight how he managed.’ He laughed, and so did Linus. ‘I was lucky he didn’t punch me.’

‘You were.’

‘It turned out the fitness requirements were a bit of a joke. Not like now. You know yourself.’

‘I do.’

‘I was never the top trainee,’ PJ thought back to the self-defence classes he had endured, red-faced and struggling to catch his breath, ‘but I managed to graduate. And do you know what? It was all worth it for the look on my parents’ faces that day. I don’t think they had ever been proud of me before. The picture of me in my uniform standing in between them was on the sideboard alongside my sisters’ wedding photographs till the day my mother died.’

PJ was suddenly aware that he had been talking for quite a long time, so he stopped. 

Speaking in a dry monotone, Linus volunteered, ‘My parents didn’t come to my graduation. My father was a doctor and they never forgave me for becoming a guard.’

PJ glanced at Linus’s face but it gave nothing away. He was looking straight ahead with his neat hair slicked back and the knot of his tie tight against his throat. He was obviously still pained, but there was nothing PJ could say. He wasn’t capable of tending that sort of wound. He waited to see if Linus was going to say anything else, but he didn’t, so the conversational shutters slowly slid down. 

Looking out the window PJ became aware of where they were on the road. ‘You want to take the next right after that cream bungalow.’ The indicator began to click.

It was the little fist. Brid couldn’t get the image of it out of her mind. She remembered so vividly holding Cathal in the hospital and being mesmerised by his tiny hands. The shine of each perfect pink nail, each one like a delicate exotic seashell. That was her overwhelming memory of both births. Just smelling and kissing their fingers. Anthony had arrived at the bedside and Brid had been horrified by the sight of his huge rough weathered hand touching the baby. How was it possible that her little boy’s silky flawless skin would one day become as leathery and calloused as the flesh of the hand that was stroking his chubby little leg?

She kept thinking of the person who had placed that tiny body with its miniature limbs and unblemished skin into the ground. How could you shovel dirt on top of something so clean and pure? Not for the first time she felt herself well up. Who was the mother of that child? How was it possible that nobody knew? And where was Tommy Burke? She had liked the thought that he was dead and buried up on the farm. Well, not liked exactly, but the finality of it helped her. It had closed a chapter of her life that she hadn’t fully realised was still open. Now there was a strange uncertainty that left her feeling unsettled. What if Tommy got wind of everything that had happened? Might he come back to explain himself? Christ, what would Anthony do then?

She could recall vividly how she’d felt sitting in the car with PJ up on the headland. Her focus trained on her life with Anthony and the kids. She had felt cut free from the past but now it was as bad as ever, maybe worse. For some reason she still associated Tommy Burke with a happy time in her life, which she knew was nonsense. Even all those years ago it had been a form of torture, but for a few months people had treated her differently, looked at her as if she had won a competition, and that was the feeling she couldn’t shake. Tommy himself was just some stupid boy and what she had felt was nothing more than a crush. She had often imagined what would have happened if the wedding had gone ahead: in every projected scenario, the marriage was a disaster. Sometimes he left her for Evelyn; in other versions he got drunk and abusive, and occasionally she fell in love with a Greek god who had somehow ended up as a labourer on the farm and they eloped up the country to live happily ever after. 

Brid was baking. It was a part of her new life. She had resolved to get more involved in school activities and make the teachers respect her, so she was breaking up nuts to add to her coffee and walnut cake for a fundraising sale. There was something comforting about measuring the ingredients out on the old-fashioned weighing scales that her mother had used before her. She liked the familiarity of the chipped cream enamel, and the smooth cold weights mottled with age.

Despite her best efforts to fit in at school, she still felt like an outsider. She would stand awkwardly near the table laden with cups and saucers watching the other mothers chatting and laughing. Sometimes she would see faces she recognised having coffee together on one of the small tables at the front of the hotel in the square. They were clearly friends, and while Brid knew what that meant, she no longer had any idea how to go about it. She wasn’t shy, but whenever she approached a small group of women at one of the school events, after some smiling introductions she found her mind wandering as the others discussed the new parking scheme or some politician who had made a fool of themselves on The Late Late Show last Friday. If being lonely meant not having to talk about shit like that, then she would choose it every time over having coffee dates and ladies’ lunches.

The noise of a car engine brought her back to the kitchen table. She wiped her hands on a tea towel and walked to the back door. Anthony hadn’t said he was coming back for his lunch. A silver Merc. She didn’t know anyone who drove a car like that, but then both doors were opened and PJ eased himself from the passenger seat. She hadn’t seen the driver before. Early forties, a beige mac, hair that had clearly been styled using a mirror. They were walking towards the front of the house. Her heart beating faster, she opened the back door and called out, ‘PJ! I’m back here.’

The sergeant turned towards her voice and smiled. ‘Hello!’

The two men started walking towards Brid. Linus leaned in and whispered, ‘PJ, is it? I didn’t realise you were such good friends, Sergeant.’

PJ blushed and they walked to the door in silence.

‘Come in, come in.’ Brid ushered them into the kitchen, her breathing now fast and shallow. What had they come to tell her? Was Tommy back? Did the baby have a mother? 

‘Mrs Riordan, I’m Detective Superintendent Dunne, and I see you know Sergeant Collins.’ Linus smiled and held out his hand. Brid shook it, her eyes glancing nervously at both men.

‘Please have a seat. Can I get you a cup of tea or coffee?’

‘I’m grand, thanks,’ Linus said as he sat down and took out a notebook.

PJ had planned to say, ‘Nothing for me, thanks,’ but what actually emerged was a dry cough. He cleared his throat and tried again. ‘No thank you.’ It felt strange to be back in this room. Everywhere his glance fell caused vivid flashbacks to crowd his mind: himself and Brid crashing against the furniture or rolling on the floor. Over the months he had thought about that night often. He had turned it into a sort of erotic fantasy, and to be back sitting in the brightly lit reality made him feel grubby and small. The room felt warmer, more lived in. The weighing scales along with the bags of flour and sugar surprised him. He hadn’t thought Brid was the sort of woman to bake, but then he didn’t actually know her at all. A sadness crept over him and he slumped into his chair. Linus was staring intently at his notebook.

Brid couldn’t stand the silence. ‘What can I do for you?’ she asked. ‘If it’s some sort of bad news, please just tell me.’ By now she had added the safety of the kids to her list of concerns.

‘Oh no, Mrs Riordan. Sorry if we worried you. It’s nothing like that. We just have a few more questions for you, that’s all.’ Linus smiled in an attempt to reassure her.

PJ couldn’t wait any longer. ‘Would you mind if I used your bathroom?’

Brid, relieved that all was well, smiled at him. ‘Of course.’

PJ headed towards the door, but before he escaped to the toilet, he clocked the expression on Linus’s face. Shit. He shouldn’t have made it so obvious that he was familiar with the house. Oh well. Too late now, and besides, nothing mattered quite as much as his full bladder.

Once he returned, the interview began, playing out in a similar fashion to the one they had conducted in Ard Carraig. Brid knew nothing about a baby, and had no idea who might have been the mother. Tommy had simply vanished into thin air.

This time Linus felt confident that the woman in front of him was telling the truth. He decided he liked Brid. There was something open and warm about her. This was a woman who had got on with her life, or perhaps it was just that it was a life he recognised. The strange domestic arrangement of the Ross sisters made him feel uneasy. Maybe it was because they reminded him of nuns. Linus hated nuns.
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What a difference a day made. Twenty-four hours earlier, PJ had been sitting in on interviews with people connected to a murder inquiry; now, here he was directing traffic. 

The Church of Ireland fete happened every spring, but this year, what with the distractions of the discovery, PJ had managed to forget all about it. His job was to prevent people parking on the narrow tree-lined road that led up past the church towards the entrance to the old rectory, where all the stalls were erected in the large gardens. Instead they were encouraged to park up in the GAA grounds or, if they could find a space in the village, to just walk to the main attraction.

The crowds of people who came every year suggested to PJ that this fete must be something very special indeed, but when he finally made his way inside he discovered it was just like every other fete he had ever been to. Small white marquees stood on the lawn at various drunken angles while crowds milled around peering at trestle tables laden with home-made jams, piles of unread books and dusty bits of broken bric-a-brac. At the front of the rectory several plastic garden tables were provided for those in need of tea and cakes. People sold raffle tickets; children queued impatiently for their turn on the small bouncy castle. Everyone shuffled.

Knowing what was going on behind the high hedges made PJ’s job even more difficult. There was important police work to be done, but no, he had to stand out in the street in a high-vis jacket that was too big even for him. Jesus, he thought as he unpacked it from the boot of the car, it could be one of the marquees. What made it worse – if this menial task could ever be considered worse – was that this year the weather had not favoured the Protestants. Easter had failed to deliver any spring sunshine and a fine misty rain hung in the air, while a chill wind slapped at the tents. PJ desperately wanted to leave the job to the few volunteers from the church but knew that he couldn’t. The organisers had made their application for traffic control and paid their fee. He belonged to them till five o’clock that afternoon.

Most of the morning had been taken up with getting various vans on and off the site, and letting the cars drop off their precious cargoes of unwanted jumble at the rectory gates. At twelve the high-pitched howling sound of the precariously erected public address system informed people that the fete was now officially open. Let the fun and fundraising commence!

A steady stream of traffic came and went, but PJ left the volunteers to do most of the directing. He stood back from the road slightly, sheltering from the weather under an old horse chestnut tree that leaned out, heavy and weary, over the wall. He kept checking his phone to see if there were any updates from Linus, but he didn’t have a signal. Fucking Duneen! He turned it off and on again and stared hopefully at the small screen, but nothing. He shoved it angrily back into one of the giant patch pockets on the side of his jacket. The raindrops landing on his cap sounded loud and dull. He gave a long sigh.

An orange umbrella sailed in front of his face and was lifted high.

‘Hello, Sergeant!’

PJ controlled the groan that threatened to escape his mouth. It was Susan Hickey and another woman he didn’t know. They were both dressed in an odd assortment of heavy-duty rain gear and brightly patterned headscarves, as if they were going to do a little gardening up a mountain.

‘Nice to see you. Shame about the day,’ he said in a tone of voice he hoped came across as both polite and off-putting.

Susan Hickey was not skilled at picking up on tone. 

‘This is my little sister, Vera. She’s back from the big smoke to see us.’

‘London,’ said the other woman. ‘Well, a bit outside. Do you know England at all?’

PJ’s inner voice wondered why she thought a rain-soaked guard at the side of a road in Duneen would give a flying fuck where she lived, but he managed to say through slightly gritted teeth, ‘Where it is, that’s about it for me. Well, enjoy your stay.’

The umbrella didn’t move.

‘Exciting times in Duneen! It was never like this when I was a girl.’

‘Now, Vera, there was always plenty going on in the village. Any news, Sergeant, about the …’ Susan paused, wondering how to express it. She lowered her voice and her mouth formed the words as if she was discussing a venereal disease. ‘Dead baby?’

PJ used his professional voice. ‘The investigation is ongoing. Forensics should shed some light on the matter shortly.’

‘Yes. Yes, of course. Terrible to think of a little—’

‘Susan,’ interjected Vera, ‘I’m sure the guard is very busy. We should go.’ She smiled at PJ and nudged her sister in the direction of the rectory gates.

‘Goodbye, Sergeant!’ their voices called from beneath the orange umbrella that had lowered to envelop them both.

PJ took out his phone. Still nothing. 

Across the road three familiar figures approached carrying small cardboard boxes filled with pot plants. They walked in single file like the three wise men bearing gifts. PJ knew at once despite the large rain hoods that covered each head that it was the Ross sisters. As the others continued on to the rectory, the sister bringing up the rear crossed the road towards him. It was Evelyn.

‘Sergeant Collins.’ She looked out from under the dripping fabric of her hood and smiled. ‘PJ. I just wanted to apologise for yesterday.’

‘Apologise? For what?’ PJ was struck by the scent she was wearing. She smelled like summer. There was a thin strand of damp hair clinging to her cheek. She really was a very attractive woman.

‘I didn’t want you to think I was being unfriendly. I just found that other policeman a little off-putting, that’s all.’

PJ gave a small grin. ‘I know what you mean, but he’s not the worst. He’s good at his job, I think.’

‘Well I consider you a friend, PJ.’

Their eyes met for a moment and neither of them was sure what would happen next. PJ’s heart was beating a little faster.

‘Can I help you with that box?’ he asked.

‘No, I’m fine. It’s light. They’re just a few cuttings that Abigail grew for the plant stall. We should have been here much earlier but Abigail wasn’t feeling well. I’d better try and catch them up. Will you be popping into the fete later?’

PJ was surprised to find that not only did he say yes, but he was actually looking forward to it.
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It was too much. The absurdly high heels, the dyed hair swept up into a sort of loose bun, the lipstick, the white blouse revealing a generous amount of cleavage. Linus understood that she was trying to make a point – it was a man’s world and she was a woman – but surely a simple pair of earrings would have had the desired effect?

Norma Casey was indeed the only woman working in the technical bureau, and at the age of forty-nine she was now the most senior member of the team. She had decided early on in her career to embrace her femininity. The heels and high hair made her feel strong. She towered over her colleagues, and as she strode along corridors with her unbuttoned lab coat flapping behind her like a flag-bearer heading into battle, she somehow knew that she was destined to be in charge.

Linus and Norma had only met a handful of times, and there was a mutual sense of distrust. Today, however, there was also an air of irritation. Linus had insisted that Norma come to his office to go over the DNA results from Duneen face to face.

‘I just thought it was easier,’ he was saying, ‘rather than try to figure all this out.’ He brandished her meticulously prepared report.

Norma bit her lip. Easier for who? If he was too thick to interpret data, how was that her fault? She sighed.

‘Right, what do you want to know?’

‘Well, the baby’s DNA is a match for the Burke parents, right?’

‘Yes.’ That was detailed in the opening paragraph of her report, but Norma had resolved not to snap at the superintendent.

‘So does that mean Tommy Burke could have been the father of the baby?’

‘The younger Tommy?’

‘Yes.’

‘No. He’s not the father.’

‘How can you be so sure?’

‘Because the DNA is a precise match to the bodies that were exhumed. If Tommy was the father, that would only be half of the make-up. Besides which, the timeline makes no sense. The infant remains had been buried far longer than those of the young male. This is Tommy Burke’s brother. We can’t be exact, but he was certainly only a year or two older or younger. It might even be his twin.’

‘Twin? Is there any way of knowing that for certain?’

‘Only if you get me Tommy’s DNA, and even then it wouldn’t be definitive if they were only fraternal and not identical.’

‘OK. So just to be completely clear: Mrs Burke had two babies?’

‘Yes!’ Norma found she had snapped after all. She stood up. ‘Look, if that’s everything, I’ve got things to do.’

‘Of course. Thanks for coming down to see me. I’m not the brightest when it comes to this stuff.’

‘You’re welcome.’ She smiled. He was forgiven.

Once Norma was gone, he left the door of his office open to let the residue of her perfume escape, and got on the phone.

Sergeant Sumo didn’t answer. He left a voicemail message.

‘Hello, it’s Dunne here. I want you to see how far back the medical records go for Mrs Burke. Try the hospital in Ballytorne, local doctors, that sort of thing. Let me know how you get on.’

He hung up and bowed his head low over his desk. He turned his wedding ring round and round. I should really take this thing off, he thought. But he liked how it felt.

He forced his mind back to the case. A stillborn twin. It could be as simple as that. It would shed no light on the other body after all. But then why was the baby buried in a field? The priest would surely have come and it could have been placed in the cemetery. The Burkes were a married couple. There was no cause for secrecy or scandal. It made no sense.

The wedding ring went round and round.
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She had never felt pain like it. A small crowd had gathered around her where she had fallen to her knees, her face pressed against the wet grass. The damp earth felt good against her cheek and yet the intense shooting pain continued to claw at her back.

She could hear voices.

‘Are you all right, Miss Ross?’ 

‘Would you like a glass of water?’ 

‘Should we phone for an ambulance?’

Suddenly she was aware of Florence kneeling beside her.

‘Oh Abigail! What is it?’ Her voice seemed to come from far away, small and frightened.

Abigail tried to answer but another sharp pain meant all she could do was groan.

Florence stood up. ‘Evelyn! Has anyone seen my sister Evelyn? Evelyn!’ She was shrieking now.

‘She was down having tea with the guard.’

‘Get her, can you? Please go and get her!’

A young woman in wellington boots ran awkwardly in the direction of the plastic tables and Florence rubbed her sister’s back, making soothing sounds as if she was tending a sick animal at the side of the road.

Evelyn and PJ had finished their tea and she was showing him pictures of Bobby on her phone. It was hard not to smile at the images of the puppy in various cute poses, and PJ was also enjoying how their fingers touched as they shared the small handset.

Evelyn noticed the anxious-faced young woman running around the side of the rectory and wondered what was wrong. Then she realised the woman was heading straight for their table. She just had time to say, ‘PJ …’ because she assumed the emergency had something to do with the policeman, when the woman cried out, ‘Evelyn Ross! Your sister is very sick. She needs help.’

‘Oh God. Oh God.’ Evelyn jumped to her feet and looked left and right as if searching for some explanation for what this woman was saying.

The young messenger was leading the way. ‘She’s round the front.’ Evelyn and PJ jogged behind her. 

When they got to the group of people standing in front of the bottle stall, Evelyn could see both her sisters on the ground. She felt sick. PJ held back, trying to disguise his panting. He didn’t like the look of this. 

Florence jumped to her feet. ‘Oh Evelyn. It’s Abigail. She’s in awful pain. We must get her an ambulance.’ Evelyn turned to look at PJ. She felt confident he would know what to do. 

The way she looked at him was how he had once thought being a guard would be all the time. He put his cap back on, ready for action.

‘Are you sure you want to wait for an ambulance? It could take a long time. The squad car is just down by the bridge and with the siren we could have her at the hospital in about twenty minutes.’

Evelyn looked back at Florence. ‘Oh Sergeant Collins, that would be marvellous. Thank you so much.’

‘Thank you, PJ,’ added Evelyn. He felt as if she had just cooed ‘My hero!’ into his ear.

He peered down at Abigail. She was trying to take long, slow breaths. ‘Miss Ross, would you prefer to wait for the ambulance?’

Abigail stuck her arm up in the air and waved her fingers from side to side as if an invisible sock puppet was saying ‘no’.

‘Right.’ He turned back to her sisters. ‘Keep her warm and I’ll be back in five minutes.’

The journey was a blur, but PJ did as he had promised and got them into the hospital in under twenty minutes. He was now sitting with Evelyn and Florence on a row of orange plastic chairs outside the small A&E department where Abigail was being examined. Three Styrofoam cups of milky tea had been produced. Evelyn and her sister worried over the warning signs they had missed when Abigail had first mentioned feeling ill; if only she’d seen the doctor, they said. They talked in circles of concern while PJ looked around. 

The corridor where they sat was cut in two by a pair of swinging green doors that didn’t appear to serve any purpose. The cream walls were mostly bare apart from one or two paintings that he assumed had been donated by grateful patients. Plastic bilingual signs indicated the direction of the various departments. Occasionally a nurse walked by, her shoes squeaking against the light green lino. The only voices that could be heard were hushed and very far away. The whole building seemed like it was waiting for the other shoe to drop. 

The tension was abruptly interrupted by a loud electronic beep. PJ realised it was his phone and wondered if the hospital was like a plane. Could his handset have interfered with life-saving equipment? Glancing at the screen, he saw he had a new voicemail. He listened to the message as he looked across at the two sisters. They had stopped speaking. Evelyn was staring at her shoes, while Florence had her eyes fixed on the door to the A&E department. She looked like a dog that had been tied up outside a shop.

When he heard what Linus wanted, he couldn’t quite believe it. So little in his life went according to plan; he wasn’t used to smooth coincidences like this. He needed medical records and he was sitting in the hospital. He leaned over to Evelyn and whispered, ‘I’ve got a little bit of work to do. It shouldn’t take long. I’ll see you back here.’ She nodded and he made his way back to reception, the squeaking of his shoes announcing his progress.

He was directed to a small suite of offices on the first floor. Slightly out of breath from the stairs, he opened the door cautiously. A lady in her early sixties with glasses that took up most of her face was sitting behind a desk, tapping furiously at her keyboard. PJ cleared his throat and she looked up, giving him a perfunctory smile.

‘How can I help you?’

‘I’m looking for some medical records in connection with a case and wondered if you could help me.’

‘Right. Well I should be able to, but it all depends what sort of years you’re looking for. Some of it’s online, then there is the microfiche over there,’ she indicated two large filing cabinets, ‘and for further back it’s in the basement.’

‘Well this would be …’ PJ fumbled for his notebook. ‘Is it all right if I sit down?’

‘Of course. Please.’ The woman gestured to a squat chair with wooden arms just to the side of her desk.

‘Thank you.’ He sat and leafed through the pages covered with notes, muttering to himself, ‘Twenty-nine when he disappeared. He was born in … 1966.’ He addressed the woman directly. ‘I’m looking for 1966. A woman who lived out in Duneen. A Mrs Burke.’ He turned a few pages of his notebook. ‘Patricia Burke.’

The lady stood. ‘Well, if we have anything, it’ll be in the basement.’

‘Sorry to disturb you.’

‘It’s not a problem.’ She grabbed a large bunch of keys from the windowsill behind her and leaned into the doorway of the adjoining office. ‘I’m just nipping down to records, Trish. Can you get the phones?’ 

‘Yes!’ replied a disembodied woman’s voice. 

PJ followed her back into the corridor and down two flights of stairs. She moved quickly, her leather heels beating out a rapid staccato on the steps. PJ lumbered behind trying to keep pace. 

The records store was larger than he had expected, all four walls covered by shelves laden with box files. The room was split in two by another set of storage units. Fearing he might not fit between the shelves, he waited by the door. He wished he knew the woman’s name, but it was too late for introductions now. She had gone without hesitation to the far right corner and was running a finger along the boxes. Now she stopped and, holding her large glasses, peered closely at the label in front of her.

‘If we have her, she’ll be in here.’

She slid the box from the shelf and dropped it heavily to the floor. After lifting off the lid, she knelt down and began to flick through the individual files. PJ waited awkwardly, faintly embarrassed that this woman was now on her hands and knees doing his bidding. After a few minutes she produced a file from the box with a flourish.

‘Got her!’

‘Amazing!’ and PJ really was amazed. This case had become a series of dead ends, so to actually find something was a real novelty. 

‘I can’t let you take it away, but you can make copies upstairs if you need them.’

‘Thanks,’ he said, taking the file from her outstretched hand. As he opened it, the woman busied herself putting the box back on the shelf.

He didn’t know what he was looking for, so he turned to the last few pages in the file. There were various numbers, which he presumed were blood pressure or weight. The writing was indecipherable. At the bottom of the page was a large stamp in red ink. Copies sent, it read.

‘What does this mean?’ he asked, holding out the file.

‘Let me see.’ She took it and moved to stand directly under one of the bare light bulbs that hung from the ceiling.

‘So this just means that the original file was copied. I wonder why?’ She held up the page to get a better look. ‘She was seeing Dr Murphy here, pregnant, but it looks like she transferred to a doctor up in Cork. A Dr Phelan, I think that says, at the Bons on College Road.’

PJ took out his pen and started to make a note.

‘Dr Phelan from the Bon Secours Hospital?’

‘Yes, the maternity department.’

‘That’s great. Thank you so much for all your help.’ He went to hold out his hand to shake hers but thought better of it. Unfortunately she had noticed and started to hold out her own. The aborted handshake became a strange waist-height wave.

‘Sorry.’

‘Sorry.’

‘I’d better …’

‘Yes, of course.’

PJ opened the door and with a final ‘Thanks again’ closed it behind him.

Back in the corridor outside A&E he found the Ross sisters waiting for him. Abigail had been moved on to a ward. The doctor thought it was most likely kidney stones, so they were going to keep her in to see if she passed them naturally. Failing that, they would have to operate. The women seemed relieved to know it wasn’t anything worse. They smiled at PJ and teased each other about which of them would have to help out in the garden.

The three of them walked slowly through the hospital, retracing their steps towards the car park. It reminded PJ of being back in school. They left through a side door that was a short cut to where he had left the Garda car. It was the opposite of the scenic route, as they passed the oil tanks and some sort of rubbish compactor.

Up ahead, at the edge of the milky pebble-dashed wall, a young couple were kissing. She was clearly a nurse, with long dark hair that had fallen free. The man was pushing her against the wall and running his hands up and down her back. As PJ got closer, he noticed that in fact the man wasn’t that young. His hair was receding and there were lines around his eyes. Neither of the lovers seemed to notice the trio as they passed. 

As he got the keys of the car out of his pocket, PJ turned back to look again at the couple kissing. That man. He looked familiar. Who was he? It would come to him in a minute … and then, all at once, it did. He knew exactly who it was pressing that young nurse into the back wall of the Ballytorne Hospital. It was Anthony Riordan.
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The fete had finished hours ago. The cars and crowds were long gone, the abandoned marquees still visible in the gloom as if the rectory garden had been put under dust sheets. The low grey cloud of the afternoon had given way to a clear night sky that glittered with stars. The moon was nearly full and shone so bright and close it looked like it had been sprinkled with sugar. PJ pointed it out to Evelyn and Florence as he drove them down the hill into Duneen.

He parked outside O’Driscoll’s, where the sisters had left their car. Once the engine was turned off and the car doors opened, the stillness of the night engulfed them. For a moment nobody moved, then Florence said quietly, ‘Thank you so much, Sergeant Collins. You were a life-saver.’ She gave a small laugh. ‘Actually you really were.’ She got out of the car and shut her door. 

Evelyn was still sitting in the passenger seat next to PJ. 

‘We really do appreciate everything.’ She touched his arm. ‘Thank you.’

PJ looked down at her pale hand on the dark sleeve of his uniform. When he raised his eyes, Evelyn’s face was coming towards his. A quick kiss on his cheek. He felt it all. The slight stickiness of her now faded lipstick, the smooth skin of her nose against his cheek, the light touch of her hair to the side of his eye. She pulled back and smiled. ‘Goodnight, PJ.’ Quickly she slipped from the car and followed her sister into the night.

He sat for a moment, not sure of how to react. Perhaps she was just being friendly, or had he been supposed to grab her and shove his tongue into her mouth like that Riordan guy with the nurse? No. Whatever he should have done, that would have been wrong. She was too delicate, too fine for that sort of behaviour. Maybe he should have reached out and stroked her face, or touched her hair? He sighed heavily. Some other man could have done that. Not him. 

Using the steering wheel as leverage, he manoeuvred his way out of the car and stood up. He needed milk and he couldn’t rely on Mrs Meany any more. She really was losing it. Whatever was wrong with her, he hoped she decided to retire before he had to fire her. 

O’Driscoll’s was bright and empty. He nodded to acknow-ledge the girl – why couldn’t he remember her name? – sitting behind the till, and made his way to the chiller cabinets at the back of the shop. He surveyed the bright orange blocks of cheese and plastic envelopes of pale pink ham. No, just milk. If Mrs Meany hadn’t left any dinner, he knew there were eggs and bread. He wouldn’t starve. A litre of milk in his hand, he headed back to … Petra! That was it. 

When he got there, a woman was paying for two packets of biscuits. Too late to take evasive action, he realised it was Brid Riordan. She smiled broadly at him, but he suspected she might have taken cover behind the cleaning products and toilet paper aisle if she had seen him first.

‘PJ.’

‘Brid.’

‘Everything all right? Any progress?’ she asked as she held out her hand for change from Petra.

All PJ could think about was her husband grinding his hips against that young nurse. Should he say something? Surely she had a right to know. He opened his mouth to speak. ‘No. No.’ He paused. ‘How’s Anthony?’ 

The words hung in the air and he knew they had been a mistake. What had he been thinking? She stared at him, clearly taken aback. Why was he asking about her husband? 

‘He’s … fine.’

‘And the kids?’ PJ thought that might have made this awkward exchange a little better, but it hadn’t. Brid snatched up her biscuits and stepped back from the till. 

‘They’re fine too.’ Had she rolled her eyes? 

PJ put the milk on the counter. ‘That’s good. Good.’

As Brid turned to leave, she gave him a cold stare. 

‘You have a bit of lipstick on your face, by the way.’

Like an overweight chameleon in a Garda uniform, his whole face turned the same shade as the phantom red lips on his cheek.

Back at the barracks it looked as if no one was home, but when he opened the front door he could see a small glow of light coming from the kitchen. Strange. Mrs Meany must have left something on. Her days really were numbered. He walked down the hall and pushed open the kitchen door.

‘Jesus Christ!’

A small figure was hunched at the table, the only light coming from the small bulb above the hob of the cooker.

‘Sorry, Sergeant. It’s only me.’

‘Jesus, Mrs Meany, you gave me a terrible fright.’

‘Sorry. I was waiting for you. I need to talk to you.’ Her voice was low and serious. 

‘Right. Of course.’ PJ pulled one of the wooden chairs back from the table and sat down. Whatever she wanted to talk about, he was certain it wasn’t good news. Cancer maybe? Dementia? ‘What is it?’

Mrs Meany looked up. Even in the half-light from the cooker he could see that she had been crying. ‘I should have told you this before but I … I just couldn’t.’

‘All right.’ PJ put his hands on the table and prepared to listen to whatever she had to say.

Mrs Meany was ready to tell her story.

She had been christened Elizabeth, but since she was just a few hours old, everybody had called her Lizzie. 

‘Look at her. Lizzie, our gift from God.’ The Meanys had believed they were not going to be blessed with a child, and Lizzie was nearly taken back several times when she was an infant. She found it hard to keep food down and was small and sickly. Somehow she survived and grew into a diminutive but healthy girl. She was an only child and lived with her parents in a rented two-bedroomed cottage just to the west of the village. Her father was a well digger and his father had been one before him. Her mother did everything else. 

Making friends didn’t come easily to Lizzie, but by the time she was attending the convent in Ballytorne she had two best friends: Fiona and Angela. Fiona was the prettiest of the trio, Angela the dumpy one and Lizzie the runt. The sort of girl whose nostrils were permanently red and raw from the cold she was just getting or the one she was recovering from.

The three girls sat next to each other in class, ate lunch side by side on a bench under the shelter of the bicycle sheds and shared all their secrets. They combed each other’s hair and made scrapbooks full of pictures of horses. As puberty nudged them towards womanhood, they compared their burgeoning breasts, showed each other the various bras their mothers had bought them and, when the dreaded periods struck, helped each other with their Kotex pads. They were closer than any sisters and promised to be best true friends for ever and ever.

But that was not to be. Fiona, of course, got a boyfriend. Angela and Lizzie were appalled. He was a tall, skinny boy from the Christian Brothers who, with his pimpled skin and greasy ginger hair, bore no relation to Paul Newman, the previous love of Fiona’s life. The end of their triumvirate came when Fiona called the other two babies and stormed off to join her beloved ‘Ger’ and the other couples in the short alley that ran along the back of the library. Everyone knew people went up there to ‘shift’ each other. Lizzie sneered at the very mention of it, though in reality she had no idea what it meant.

The sixties were an odd and unsettling time for teenage girls in Ballytorne: magazines and films showed them a world full of long-haired boys with skinny jeans, and rock ’n’ roll was a special sort of music meant just for them, yet there was no sign of either in their town. Of course there was the Stella Ballroom on the other side of Ballytorne, but that was full of old farmers who came down from the hills on their bikes to listen to country and western bands with names like the Haymakers or the Country Cousins. Angela and Lizzie made do with making more scrapbooks but with the pictures of horses now replaced by ones cut from newspapers and magazines of the Beatles and Cliff Richard. Lizzie really liked the look of Cliff. Sometimes she imagined his smooth, pillowy lips were kissing hers.

It was Angela who discovered Brian Bello and the Diamond Dust showband. Her older sister, Alison, worked in the bank up in Cork and she had seen them in the Majestic one Saturday night. Afterwards she had bought their LP and brought it home to show Angela, who begged to borrow it so she could show it to Lizzie. One look at the picture of Brian on the album sleeve and they were in love. It was a close-up of his face, framed by his dark curls, with his blue eyes staring straight out at you. ‘I wish I had eyelashes like that!’ they squealed, and then Angela pointed at the small tuft of dark chest hair just visible where the button on his white shirt was undone. They took turns kissing his beautiful mouth, then rolled around Lizzie’s bed shrieking with laughter at the silliness of it all. The music was irrelevant, because they knew that no matter what it sounded like, they would love it.

It was Lizzie who stumbled upon the heart-stoppingly amazing news that Brian Bello along with his Diamond Dust would be performing in the Stella Ballroom. The sight of Brian’s beautiful face looking out at her from a poster in the window of the hotel in Ballytorne had stopped her in her tracks. She had to read all the information at least twice before she understood fully what was going to happen. Brian Bello, the actual flesh-and-blood Brian Bello, was coming to Ballytorne!

Lizzie ran as fast as she could back to the convent. She found Angela in the toilets getting changed for camogie.

‘No! It’s true. Not this Saturday, but the next one!’

‘We have to go. We have to!’ They whooped and hugged each other tightly. They were going to breathe the same air as Brian Bello.

This was easier said than done. They needed tickets, and for that they needed money, plus they had to get out to the Stella Ballroom so would have to organise a lift, and all of this relied on them getting permission from their parents. 

Lizzie’s mother and father were seeing their little girl in a whole new light. She was so excited and enthusiastic, and desperate to do something with her friend Angela. The Brian Bello chap looked like a right queer one, but it was for the youngsters. The tickets were bought as an early sixteenth birthday present and it was arranged that, because Angela lived nearer to Ballytorne, Lizzie would stay with her and they would get a lift there and back with Angela’s father.

For two weeks the girls were incapable of talking about anything else. Blouses were looked at and rejected, skirts tried on and set aside. Pictures of hairstyles were considered and they giggled at the idea of make-up. It became harder and harder to get to sleep, until on the Friday it was almost impossible. 

When Saturday afternoon finally came, Lizzie arrived at Angela’s ready to meet her idol. She was wearing a black skirt and a new short-sleeved lemon blouse, and over her shoulders she had a white mohair cardigan that she had borrowed from another girl in her year. At the last minute her mother had relented and lent her a pair of black patent high heels. When Angela’s mother opened the front door, she smiled at the sight of the little woman before her. Her own daughter was wearing a dress she had bought that afternoon. It was a full-skirted navy affair covered in an abstract pattern of red and white triangles. It had been on sale and Angela loved it. Her mother chose not to reveal her suspicions that the low price had something to do with it looking like a cut-up Union Jack flag. Angela’s mother took pity on Lizzie before she left and let her borrow a little bit of red lipstick and a quick spritz from her bottle of Shalimar. Photographs were taken on the big heavy camera that lived in the bottom of the sideboard, and then off they went. 

There was already quite a crowd outside the Stella when they arrived. Angela’s father turned round to address the two girls in the back seat. Lizzie liked the smell of his hair oil.

‘Now, young ladies. Here’s a pound each to get you some soft drinks and crisps or whatever. Mind your change. Don’t be talking to any strangers, there’ll be all sorts in there, and I’ll be waiting for you out here from half ten.’

‘Ah Dad …’ Angela pleaded.

‘Half past ten. I know it’ll still be going on, but there will be lads with drink taken and I don’t want you staying any later. Understood?’

The girls nodded their heads.

‘What would Mr and Mrs Meany say if they thought I wasn’t looking after their precious daughter?’ He smiled widely. ‘Have fun, girls. You both look smashing!’

Angela and Lizzie grinned with pride and clambered out of the car. They stood and watched their last link to everything they were familiar with drive off.

Groups of boys in dark suits were standing around smoking. Occasionally a small scuffle broke out or they started jeering at each other. The girls who were already there looked very grown up. They were smoking too and talking earnestly, though intermittently one of them would sneak a glance over to the boys to see if they were looking back at them. They weren’t. Music could be heard coming from inside.

‘That’ll be the Markers,’ Angela announced authoritatively. ‘They’re on first. Will we go in?’

Lizzie just nodded. Her excitement had turned to dread. She didn’t like the look of any of these people standing around. She clutched her mohair cardigan to her throat and followed Angela to the large wooden porch that had been stuck on to the front of the long low ballroom as an afterthought. A woman with scraped-back hair and ruddy cheeks who Lizzie recognised from the bakery tore their tickets without smiling, and then they approached the large double wooden-framed doors. Coloured lights could be seen through the frosted glass. 

Opening the doors, the girls were completely overwhelmed by what met them. A thick layer of cigarette smoke hung over the small crowd that stood in clumps on the dance floor. People were shifting slightly from side to side but no one had progressed to what might have been described as dancing. The music was much louder than either of them had ever heard before, and they couldn’t even make out who was on the stage at the other end of the hall because of the flashing red and blue lights mixed in with the heavy cloud of smoke. The largest crowd was to their right. This was the bar. Angela pointed towards it and started walking. Lizzie followed.

They stood together by the wall halfway down the hall, each holding a bottle of Deasy’s red lemonade with a straw sticking out of it. Wide-eyed, they just stared at the people walking back and forth, too overawed to speak. It was only twenty past eight, and the woman behind the bar had told them that Brian Bello, not forgetting his Diamond Dust, wouldn’t be on stage until half past nine. The Markers had by now run out of new material and were making their way through a selection of popular songs by British and American bands. Hearing the familiar tunes relaxed the girls, and they began to sway a little and smile at each other. This might be all right after all. It might even be fun. Lizzie felt extremely brave when she made her way back to the bar all by herself to get them two more lemonades.

When the Markers finished, a very tall, thin man with a long face made even longer by large bushy sideburns clambered on stage to announce the raffle. The prizes were a dried flower arrangement provided by Ballytorne Blooms and a cooked ham from O’Keefe’s. It wasn’t clear which of them was the top prize. A woman standing close to Lizzie and Angela won the large basket of what appeared to be mostly dried grasses. When she brought it back and shoved it behind her on one of the high, narrow windowsills, the girls nudged each other and sniggered. Lizzie blew bubbles in her lemonade with her straw. 

By nine thirty the crowd had increased threefold and the place was packed. The smell of sweat and cheap perfume mixed with cigarettes filled the air. Realising that Brian would be on soon and they couldn’t see the stage at all, Angela grabbed Lizzie by the hand and dragged her through the throng towards the stage. They stopped about three people back from the front. The stage was surrounded by a group of girls who clearly weren’t from Ballytorne. Their hair was backcombed and lacquered, their dresses were sleeveless and they sounded like they might be from the city. Angela and Lizzie silently agreed that they had come as far as they were going to. 

Within minutes the main lights were turned off and the beams of blue and red began pulsing through the smoke. The women at the very front began to scream like the girls Lizzie had seen in films. Through the dense fog on the stage they could make out bodies taking up their positions behind the drums and at the microphones on either side. The Diamond Dust had arrived. The dull thump of the drums started, closely followed by the deafening twang of the electric guitars. Lizzie could feel the music vibrating in her bones. The girls’ screeching had increased in volume and pitch. Angela squeezed Lizzie’s hand. This was it!

A flash of white light bathed the stage and then there he was, standing just feet from them. They gasped and found themselves joining in with the screaming. It was the only way they could express their excitement. He was even more beautiful than he appeared in pictures. Yes, he was shorter than they’d expected, but so slim. He was wearing a pale grey suit that had narrow tapered trousers. His shirt was white and his skinny tie was red. He pushed his hair back from a forehead already bathed in sweat, and then with a single smooth gesture unbuttoned his jacket, revealing a thin leather belt the same colour as his tie. The crowd of girls were jumping up and down now with excitement, and Angela and Lizzie joined them. It felt wonderful. So wild and exciting. Neither of them had ever experienced anything like this.

After three songs Lizzie felt herself getting hoarse, but she didn’t care. She drained the last of her lemonade and, with only a moment’s hesitation, let the bottle fall to the floor. This was mad and brilliant and she had never been so happy in her entire life.

The whole crowd was dancing now and she was aware of being pushed nearer to the stage. She was pressed right into the group of girls and felt very hot. She felt too hot. Her vision was becoming a little blurry and she felt … she wasn’t sure. Was she dizzy? Was she going to be sick? Too late she realised she was going to fall to the ground. She reached out for Angela’s hand but it wasn’t there. The lights and music disappeared into a small white dot and then vanished completely.

When she came to, she found herself sitting on a wooden chair with her head between her knees. A wide hand was stroking her back and she heard a woman’s voice. 

‘You’re all right. You’re all right. Big breaths, love. That’s it. Good girl.’

She looked sideways and recognised the woman from the bakery who had been taking the tickets at the door. She heard a door open and a wave of music came rushing in followed by a man’s voice.

‘How is she?’

‘She’ll be grand. Won’t you, pet?’

‘I’m fine,’ Lizzie managed to say.

The woman’s veiny red face loomed in front of hers.

‘There you are. Welcome back to us.’

‘Where am I?’

‘You fainted, love. We brought you in here to the side office till you were feeling better.’

Lizzie nodded her head. ‘Thank you.’ Her throat felt sore and dry. ‘Can I have a drink, please?’

‘Of course. I got you a little brandy there. It’ll make you feel better.’

Lizzie either didn’t hear her properly or hadn’t understood, because she took the glass and downed its golden contents in a single swig. Her throat was on fire and her stomach was heaving. She spluttered and coughed and spat on the concrete floor.

The man was laughing! ‘Jesus. She likes a drop!’

‘Ah, it’ll do her no harm,’ the woman replied, and then, turning to Lizzie, she said, ‘Wait there till you’re feeling strong enough to get up.’

After the brandy Lizzie doubted that she would ever want to get up again. She leaned into the bony bentwood back of the chair. She saw her cardigan draped over piles of messy paperwork on the desk beside her. Reaching out for it, she could see that the milky-white mohair was now streaked with cigarette ash and mystery stains from the dance floor. She presumed it had happened when she fell. She gave a weary sigh. All she wanted to do was go home. Where was Angela?

The door opened, letting in another blast of music. The woman from the bakery was carrying a cup of tea perched on a saucer. She handed the steaming cup to Lizzie. 

‘There you go, love.’

‘Thank you.’ She held the saucer with both hands and blew at the steam. ‘What time is it?’

The woman glanced at the tiny gold watch that pinched into the flesh around her wrist.

‘Nearly eleven. Not long now.’

Lizzie jumped to her feet, slopping tea into the saucer. She put it down on the desk and then leaned on the back of the chair to steady herself.

‘I have to go. My friend will be waiting. Her father got here ages ago.’

‘Oh, right. You can get out just here.’ She indicated a second door with a Yale lock and two small panes of glass. ‘Put your cardigan on.’

‘It’s all dirty,’ Lizzie said and realised she sounded pathetic.

‘That’ll wash out. Everything will be better in the morning. You go home and have a good sleep.’

The gust of chilled air that hit Lizzie’s face felt refreshing. She stepped out into the night.

‘Thanks for taking care of me.’

‘Not a problem. Safe home now, love.’

Lizzie walked down the side of the building and found the wide gravel area at the front where Angela’s father had dropped them. A few cars were loitering with their lights on. She got closer and peered at them, but none of them were the right car. Maybe he was late. She looked around at the people smoking and laughing. A few couples were standing in the shadows kissing. Where was Angela? Could she have met someone? Trying to look casual as her heart began beating faster, she walked back and forth inspecting the dresses of the girls. No Angela. However, with a sickening jolt she realised that one of the couples was Fiona and Ger. Fiona mustn’t see her like this. Lost and alone, like the little baby she had accused her of being. She dashed back to hide behind the side of the porch. She would see the car from there. 

The welcome chill had turned to cold night air. What had been in that drink? She rested the back of her head against the wall and felt a little better. She looked up into the stars and watched her breath float upwards.

Time passed and various cars arrived and left. Each time she looked up full of hope, only to be disappointed. He must be really late now. She was beginning to get worried. What if he never came? What would she do then? She suddenly remembered that there was a phone box just beyond the Stella Ballroom on the side of the road. She had no change because she’d given it all to Angela, but surely she could reverse the charges. This was an emergency. 

When she got to the phone box, the smell of piss hit her before she had even opened the door. She pulled her cardigan up over her nose and stepped inside. The cord fell limply down to the side of the phone. Some idiot had ripped out the receiver. She could feel herself getting close to tears. She stumbled out of the phone box and headed back to the Stella. Something must have happened, but she was sure he’d come for her. They wouldn’t just leave her here at the side of the road.

Back at the ballroom, streams of people were coming out and getting into waiting cars. Clearly the show was over. She ran the last few yards expectantly. With so many cars, surely one of them contained Angela and her father. Was that him? No. Over there? Different colour. Car after car was not her golden carriage. Soon the front of the ballroom was deserted. Even the chip van had shut up shop and driven away. Lizzie wrapped her arms around herself and whimpered. She had no idea what she was going to do. She realised she had been a fool. Why had she let all the cars drive away? One of them would have given her a lift back into town. But then what if Angela’s father did come? He’d be looking for her and she’d get in trouble for going off with strangers. 

The lights in the porch had been switched off, but Lizzie could see a glow coming from the back of the building. He’d never be back there, she reasoned, but with nothing to lose, she decided to go and check. When she got there, she found a van with its back doors open. Before she could investigate any further, a man came out of the building carrying a large electric speaker. After it had been stowed in the van he turned and noticed Lizzie.

‘Hello, missy.’ His voice was deep and it sounded like he was from up the country. Dublin maybe.

‘I can’t find my friend.’ 

‘A girl, is it?’

‘Yes. Angela.’

‘Well I’d say we know where your Angela is.’

‘Really?’ Lizzie’s eyes widened. ‘Where?’

‘She’s getting a ride somewhere.’

‘Well her father was supposed to give us a lift.’

‘I don’t mean that sort of …’ He laughed until he made himself cough. ‘Where are you trying to get to, missy?’

‘Back into Ballytorne.’

‘Well if you can wait ten minutes I can drop you off in the van. I’m heading back to Cork with the equipment.’

‘Really? Thank you so much.’ A wave of relief swept over her. Everything was going to be all right. Wasn’t God wonderful? Wasn’t he looking after her tonight?

‘Sit in there.’ He indicated the passenger door. ‘I won’t be long.’

Lizzie opened the door with a creak and a clunk. She lifted her skirt a little and stepped up into the van. It stank of cigarettes and the ashtray on the dashboard was overflowing with extinguished butts. She pulled the door shut and waited in the darkness.

It wasn’t long before the other door opened and the man slid behind the steering wheel. With the cab light on she got her first good look at him. He wasn’t as old as she had first thought. His hair was curly and dark and nearly touched the collar of his leather jacket. 

‘I’m Barry,’ he said and smiled at her. His teeth looked white against his dark stubble. 

‘I’m Lizzie.’

‘Dizzy Miss Lizzie.’

‘What?’

‘The Beatles, love. Have you heard of them?’ He chuckled and started the engine. 

‘Of course. I know that song, I just didn’t …’ Her voice trailed off. She giggled too. She felt warm inside. Maybe it was the brandy. ‘Are you in the band?’

‘Me? Jesus, no. They’re all in the minibus. I’m the roadie. I just follow them around with all the kit. Do you like them, Dizzy Miss Lizzie?’

Lizzie felt herself blush. ‘I like Brian Bello. That’s who we came to see.’

‘Well I reckon Angela saw some fellow she liked more.’

‘No. Angela would never …’ Lizzie wasn’t sure what Angela wouldn’t do, but she knew that she wouldn’t.

‘Mark my words, we’ll see Angela’s arse sticking out of a bush somewhere along here.’ Barry laughed.

Lizzie was shocked. She had overheard boys saying things like that before, but nobody had ever talked like that to her.

‘The joke of it is, all you young ones love Brian, and he’s a big fairy.’

‘A fairy?’ Lizzie thought she knew what that meant, but it must mean something else, because there was no way that Brian Bello could be one of those sorts of men. ‘Are you sure?’

‘Well I’ve never actually seen him with a dong in his mouth, but no girlfriend? Come on. All those girls throwing themselves at him, and nothing. Not one girl in the three years I’ve been working with them. If that isn’t a fairy, then I don’t know what is.’

Silently Lizzie thought that just made Brian Bello sound like a very nice man, but she imagined Barry might not agree and said nothing.

Soon the lights of Ballytorne came into view. Lizzie had never imagined that the sight of some street lights outside the ESB offices could make her so happy.

‘Nearly home,’ she said.

‘You just tell me where.’

They drove on past the cinema and down into the main square. Lizzie thought she would get Barry to drop her at O’Keefe’s corner and then she could walk up the hill to Angela’s house. She hoped they wouldn’t all be in bed.

‘Just here, please. This is fine.’

Barry pulled the van up to the deserted footpath and turned off the engine.

‘There you are now.’

‘Thank you so much.’ Lizzie was struggling with the handle.

‘Sorry. It sometimes does that. I’ll come round and let you out.’

Barry jumped from his side of the van and then walked around to open Lizzie’s door. As she turned to get out, he grabbed her waist and lifted her up before placing her on the pavement. He slammed the van door shut behind her and looked down into her face expectantly. Lizzie pushed her hair behind her ears, but it immediately fell forward again.

‘Thanks again. Thank you so much.’

Barry cocked his head to one side and grinned.

‘Have you no little thank-you kiss for me?’

Lizzie froze. She didn’t know what to say. Of course she shouldn’t kiss this man, but he had been very nice to her, so she knew he wasn’t bad. 

Barry leaned down. ‘Just one kiss,’ he whispered. His left hand was back on her waist. Lizzie could feel her heart beating frantically. 

‘I … I don’t know.’

He put his other hand gently under her chin so that she was gazing up at him. He leaned in even closer and spoke in a soft growl. ‘A little goodnight kiss.’ And then his lips were on hers and he pulled her whole body against him. 

Lizzie knew this was all very wrong, but she liked the feel of his strong arm around her back and the pressure of his lips. He was nuzzling her hair now, and the roughness of his stubble scraped against her cheek. She winced but made no sound. She felt herself being pushed backwards by the weight of his body. She took a couple of steps back but he kept hold of her and steered them both into the deep doorway of O’Keefe’s butchers. She wriggled and tried to speak but his mouth was on hers again. She felt the wetness of his tongue probing her lips and she decided she didn’t like this kissing. His breath smelt strong and acrid and he was making low grunting sounds. His left hand slipped down and grabbed her bum. She raised both her hands and pressed against his chest, but he was leaning heavily down on her.

‘Shhh.’ His hot breath was in her ear. ‘You’re a good girl.’ He moved his mouth down to her neck and started to kiss it. 

Lizzie felt sick. This was such a very bad, bad thing, but she couldn’t stop it. His legs straddled hers and she was pinned against the shop door. His hand ran down the back of her leg and then was travelling up underneath her skirt, rubbing her bare skin.

‘Please … please. I have to go home.’ But even as she said the words, she knew that he wasn’t going to release her. 

He put his right hand around her throat. ‘Good girl. Good girl.’ Then he pressed his face against hers, his big hot wet tongue going everywhere, and moved both his hands underneath her skirt, where they grabbed at her knickers and started to pull them down. Lizzie leaned her head back as far as she could and twisted her body from side to side, but it was useless. 

‘Please God, no. Please let me go home. Dear God. Please stop.’ She whispered her prayers over and over again, while Barry began to rub himself against her. 

‘Good girl. Good girl.’ 

Her tears had started to fall. She felt his fingers between her legs, doing things, awful things. The glass of the shop door was cold against her buttocks, then there was the sound of a zip and she could feel his thing against her thigh. It was clammy and warm. She shuddered but made no sound. It became more difficult to know what he was doing. She could feel the knuckles of the hand holding his penis moving back and forth against her skin. He centred himself and moved it between her legs, still pumping furiously. His breathing was fast. ‘You’re all right, love, I’m not going to …’ He pushed his face very hard into the side of her head and let out a series of little gasps followed by a groan. Lizzie could feel a warm stickiness between her legs. Barry had stopped moving. His full weight was against her and he was breathing heavily. She began to shiver violently. 

Barry stepped back and turned away. He bent down to fumble with his flies. She stared at him but he wouldn’t look at her. Not raising his eyes from the ground he just said, ‘You got me all hot and bothered, didn’t you?’

Lizzie didn’t answer. Her legs felt weak and she found herself sliding down the door till she was crouched on the ground. After a moment or two, Barry just walked around the van, got in and drove off.

As the sound of the engine faded away, Lizzie thought about God looking down at her. Was he floating high above the market square, with the lights from the shops spilling out on to the deserted streets? Could he see the frail little girl with messed hair and lipstick smeared across her face slumped in the doorway? Her skirt was rolled up around her waist and her knickers stretched between her knees. She squeezed her eyes shut. She wasn’t sure what had just happened to her, but she was in no doubt that it was the worst sort of sin. 

She stood up. She had to get back to Angela’s. She took off her knickers and wiped herself as clean as she could with them, though she could still feel the damp stickiness between her legs as she walked up the hill. She shoved her underwear in a bin, making sure the pale blue cotton was hidden beneath some old newspapers.

There were lights on in the house. Thank God. She paused to make one final effort to look more presentable before she rang the bell, but the expression on Angela’s mother’s face when she opened the door suggested it had not been enough.

‘Lizzie! We’ve been worried sick. What happened to you?’ She found herself being pulled into a hug, her face nestled in the ample bosom of Angela’s mother, and the relief at being warm and safe brought on another wave of muffled sobbing tears.

‘There, there. You’re home now. John, put the kettle on!’

‘Lizzie!’ It was Angela in a pink and white nightdress at the top of the stairs. Making her way down as quickly as she could, she tried to hug her friend from the other side. Through her sobs, Lizzie wondered if they could smell Barry on her. Could they tell what had happened?

The four of them gathered in the front room and Lizzie drank a cup of sweet tea. It transpired that Angela had been told by someone at the Stella that Lizzie had left, so she and her father had expected to come home to find her waiting. When she wasn’t there, they decided they would wait to hear something. There was no point driving round half the night. Lizzie was sensible and would phone them. When she hadn’t, they had got very concerned and Angela’s father had been all set to go out looking for her when she had rung the bell.

Lizzie told her side of the story without mentioning the doorway of O’Keefe’s, and everyone went to bed relieved and happy. Everyone apart from Lizzie. She lay under the covers and touched her skin where his hands had been. She still had the metallic taste of his tongue in her mouth. She spat into the candlewick bedspread.

The next few weeks were hard. Life returned to normal and yet Lizzie knew that for her, things could never be the same again. She thought about that night all the time. The graze of his stubble, the heat of his hands, the animal noises pressed against her ear. What could she have done differently? Should she have called out, bitten him, run away? She longed to have that night to live again so that none of it would have happened. She couldn’t concentrate on anything; her schoolwork suffered, and of course the nuns just assumed she had fallen in love with some lad. They had seen it all before. 

It was about a month later that she had started to feel sick. On more than one occasion she was forced to run out of the classroom, and once she hadn’t made it to the toilets and was just sick in a waste-paper bin she found in a corridor. Of course her mother noticed and encouraged her to see the doctor, but Lizzie refused. She didn’t know exactly how, but somehow this illness had to be something to do with what had happened the night of Brian Bello and the Diamond Dust. 

A few weeks later, she found she couldn’t zip up her school uniform skirt, and counting back to her last period she realised that she had missed one. She couldn’t be sure, but she had a horrible dread that somehow she had become pregnant. She knew she should talk to someone, but who? Angela would probably just panic and tell the whole convent, so she was useless. Her mother would kill her because she had been so stupid. The doctor would tell her mother and that would just lead to her being killed a little later. In the end, Lizzie decided that the only person who could help her was the priest.

She sat in the confessional, breathing in the familiar smell of dusty wood and wax polish. Father Mulcahy listened patiently behind the screen as she spoke. A list of minor sins went on at length while she tried desperately to summon up the courage to say what she needed to. Finally she blurted out her confession.

‘A man did things to me.’

It was such a relief to at last tell another living person what had happened to her, to speak the words out loud. She gave him a version of events that she felt was suitable for a priest to hear, and finished by explaining why she was there. ‘I think I’m going to have a baby, Father.’ The words hung in the air and she lowered her head in the darkness of the confessional and began to cry. ‘What am I going to do?’ she asked between sobs.

Father Mulcahy was a man of the world. He had worked with the missions and had even spent six months as a young deacon in north London. He had talked to girls like Lizzie before. He tried to calm her down. He asked her simple questions, leading her through what exactly had happened, but even after she had described to him in as much detail as she could the events of that night in Ballytorne, he still wasn’t clear if it was a possibility that she was expecting a child. Erring on the side of caution, he arranged for her to see a doctor he knew up in Cork. The girl on the other side of the grille from him did not deserve to have her reputation ruined by local tittle-tattle.

Lizzie’s worst fears were proven to be correct, and she found herself sitting on a hard leather chair opposite Father Mulcahy up in the priest’s house. Her world had ended and she sat with her head bowed, twisting a hankie soaked with her tears between her thin, trembling fingers.

Father Mulcahy had an idea. Did she know Mr and Mrs Burke? She didn’t. The priest explained that Mrs Burke was having a very difficult pregnancy. She had been confined to bed and they needed help around the house. He would speak to them, but if they agreed, Lizzie would go and live on their farm. When the time came, he would take the baby from her and find it a home. Lizzie began to consider the possibility that she might get her life back. The end of the world had been postponed.

Father Mulcahy was wonderful. He arranged everything. With his help she left the convent, though it was agreed that it was only temporary; she could go back. Her parents were surprised, but accepted the priest’s explanation. Lizzie was doing her Christian duty by going to help Mrs Burke for a few months. Had they guessed what was really happening? Afterwards they had never spoken about her returning to the convent. It was as if they knew their little girl was damaged goods. She didn’t like to think about it, but she had to admit that it seemed likely they had seen through the priest’s plan and just been relieved that they didn’t have to deal with any of it. In just a couple of weeks she was sitting beside Mr Burke with a small suitcase on her lap, being driven up the hill to the farm, where her life would change in ways she could not know.

Mrs Meany stopped speaking. By now PJ had reached over and was holding the old lady’s hands. Her skin felt like waxy brown paper, and her tears had formed a shallow puddle on the surface of the table.

‘So that’s your baby buried up there?’ he asked tentatively, his voice little more than a whisper.

The old woman looked up, her brow creased.

‘No. No, that’s Mrs Burke’s baby. They found Patricia Burke’s little boy. He only lived for a couple of days before he was taken. It was such an awful time. I kept looking at Mrs Burke howling into her pillow and I thought about how I’d feel when the priest came to take my baby. I suppose that’s why I went along with the plan.’

‘Plan? What plan?’

‘My baby was due in a few weeks, though no one from the village knew, of course. Mr Burke sat me down the afternoon their little boy died and explained that my baby could stay on the farm with them. Nobody would know it was mine, because nobody knew yet that they had lost their own baby. I remember I was nervous because of what Father Mulcahy would say, but at the same time I was so happy because my baby would be staying. Not with me, but in Duneen.’

‘And is that what happened?’

‘Yes. I had an easy birth, thank God, and Mrs Burke just wrapped my little boy in a blanket and carried him back to their bedroom.’

‘But what about birth certificates? Health visitors? Did no one notice that the baby was still so small?’

‘Mr Burke thought of that. He changed doctors and the new midwife helped fill in the forms, and that was that.’

PJ’s mind was working fast. 

‘So your baby …’

‘My baby is Tommy Burke.’
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A heavy grey mist lay low over the whole valley. Brid could hardly see the trees at the other end of the yard. She decided that they had better leave soon. Crossing the kitchen to get the packed lunches out of the fridge, she shouted through the open door into the hall to tell the children to hurry up. 

‘You won’t get much done today,’ she commented to Anthony, who was sat at the table with his second mug of tea and his iPad.

‘Sure it might lift, and I’m only planning to put out a bit of top dressing. I’d say I’ll get it all done.’

‘I thought you did the top dressing yesterday,’ Brid said distractedly as she tried to scrub a stubborn piece of porridge from a spoon.

Anthony didn’t speak. Brid turned to find him staring intently at the screen of his iPad.

‘Anthony?’

He looked up.

‘I was supposed to, but I ended up having to go out to Maher’s for a few more sacks …’

A pair of anoraks and heavy schoolbags burst into the room. Between them they were carrying a large square of plywood, with various model houses and cars stuck to the surface.

‘What in God’s name have you got there?’ asked Brid.

‘It’s my geography project,’ said Carmel. ‘The one about the farm. It’s due today.’

‘Look! The tractor is bigger than the barn!’ Cathal said laughing.

‘Shut your face.’

‘All right, you two. We don’t have time for that. Are you planning to bring that thing now, because I’m telling you, it won’t fit in my car.’

‘I have to bring it. It has to be handed in today or I’ll lose marks.’

Brid approached the plywood square that was now resting against one end of the kitchen table and measured it with her arms.

‘No. There’s no way. Anthony, do you need your car, or could I use it to get this thing into school?’

Anthony looked up as if he hadn’t been listening to any of the conversation. ‘The car? Sure. I can use yours and we can swap back at lunchtime. The keys are on the hook.’

‘Great. Thanks. Right, come on, you two.’

‘Bye, Dad,’ the children chimed in unison. 

‘Goodbye,’ he called without looking up from the small screen in front of him on the table.

The fog wasn’t lifting, so after Brid had dropped off the children and what remained of the plywood farm, she thought she’d get a bit of shopping done. She drove the mile or so outside the town to where they had built the new supermarket. It had been open for about seven years, but everyone still referred to it as new. The car park was fairly empty, so she got a space near the door. She was about to climb out of the car when she remembered that she’d need a euro for the trolley. Impatiently she grabbed her handbag off the passenger seat and went through the various pockets and zipped pouches where she normally kept her change. A few coins, but no euros. She wondered if Anthony kept any change in the car: nothing in the little well beside the gearstick or in the bottom of the door, but the glove compartment maybe? 

Leaning across, she pressed the small chrome button and the flap fell forward. Dozens of white squares of paper were stuffed in the compartment. She pulled one out and examined it. It was a parking ticket from the hospital car park. She reached in and took another one. The hospital car park. She grabbed a handful of them. All for the hospital car park. 

Her mouth was dry. What was wrong with him? What terrible disease did Anthony have that meant he couldn’t tell her? She noticed the date on the ticket she was still holding. Yesterday. She sat perfectly still, trying to decide what to do next. She’d have to say something. It wasn’t as if she’d been snooping, and whatever it was, surely it was better she knew. She suddenly felt a huge surge of affection for Anthony. That poor man, suffering all alone, trying to protect her feelings.

Bobby’s barking sounded muted and distant through the fog, making Evelyn feel nervous. She couldn’t afford to waste time this morning tramping across fields looking for him. Abigail was going into the operating theatre at three and both the sisters wanted to see her before then. They had been warned that afterwards she would probably be groggy or asleep till the next morning. Evelyn had made a list of personal things she was going to pack in a small weekend bag to take into the hospital for her.

‘Bobby! Bobby, come! Good boy …’ She peered into the thick milky air. Nothing. She sighed. She would have to go back into the house and change her shoes if she was going to go looking for him. She debated how long to wait for him to appear of his own volition. She tried calling again: ‘Bobby, come!’ She thought she heard something moving through the foliage, and then there he was, like a shadow set free moving along the fence back up towards the house. ‘Good boy!’ As he drew closer, however, Evelyn realised that any praise was premature. His golden fur was caked in dark, wet mud. 

Once he was close enough, she grabbed the dog by his collar and, bristling with anger, frogmarched him up into the yard. As they approached the hose, Bobby realised what was going to happen and began to wriggle and pull away. Evelyn struggled to keep hold of him while also trying to turn on the outside tap. Her grey and white tartan skirt was now nearly as dirty as the dog, and the water from the hose splashed up off the concrete on to her legs. 

As she pleaded with Bobby to stand still, she was overcome by a profound loneliness. There was something pathetic-seeming about a woman struggling by herself to wash a dog that had no interest in being clean. She allowed herself to imagine for a moment that PJ was here with her, helping to hold Bobby still. They would both be laughing as they got drenched by the unruly hose. Ridiculous, she chided herself. She got the feeling that PJ wasn’t that keen on Bobby, and besides, he might have a heart attack attempting to wrestle a big wet dog. She let go of the collar.

‘Fuck it,’ she said out loud. ‘Fuck you.’ And even she wasn’t sure if she was addressing the dog, PJ or herself, but there was a certain satisfaction in saying the words. She turned off the tap and watched Bobby doing a victory lap of the yard before stopping beside her and shaking himself vigorously. She felt utterly defeated.

Leaving Bobby locked in the yard to dry off, she headed upstairs to collect Abigail’s things. In the bathroom she picked out some toiletries, then headed across the landing into her sister’s room. It felt strange being in here alone. The bed was neatly made and a half-drunk glass of water sat on the bedside table next to a brightly coloured seed catalogue. She took the dressing gown off the back of the door and then went over to the chest of drawers. As she slid open the top drawer, the smell of lavender and wood polish reminded her of when she had come to visit her sick mother in this room. She took a few pairs of underwear and tried to remember the rest of her list. No bra – Abigail could wear the one she’d had on – but a clean top for when she was discharged; something nice and warm. She opened the bottom drawer, thinking it was the most likely place to find her sister’s knitwear, but the contents were not what she was expecting. On one side were plain grey blankets and on the other a stack of photo albums. 

Without picking it up, Evelyn opened the album on top of the pile. There was a black and white photograph she never remembered seeing before. It was her mother and father, very young and smiling up at her. They were standing on a bridge – was that Patrick’s Bridge in Cork? – with their arms linked against the breeze that was whipping her mother’s coat out to one side. She turned the page. Her father as a young man on a tractor. Another page. Her parents and another couple sitting on a blanket in some sand dunes. Her father had taken off his shoes and socks and all four of them seemed to be finding it hilarious. It was their life before the three girls came along, but why was it hidden away here? Did Abigail think these photographs would have upset herself and Florence? 

She shut the album and was about to close the drawer when something else caught her eye. It was a small corner of material sticking out from under the stack of books. Evelyn froze. She slowly reached out her hand and tugged at the fabric. It was really nothing more than a tattered rag, stained black by what looked like oil. She smoothed it out on the floor. In one corner, where the oil stain was lightest, she could make out the faint remains of a pink rose. Her heart was thumping and her mind swirled in a confusion of unanswered questions, but one thing was certain. She was holding the remains of Tommy’s scarf.

Brid had made some cheese and pickle sandwiches and put them on a plate in the middle of the table. Two empty mugs sat opposite each other. The kettle was boiled but she was waiting for Anthony before she made the tea. She darted around the kitchen like a goldfish in a bowl, wiping a mark on the counter top, tearing up an old envelope, folding a tea towel. Finally she heard her own car drive into the yard. She took deep breaths.

It had been her intention that when he got back, she would immediately ask him what was wrong. She wanted to unburden him of his secret as soon as possible. She had a small speech prepared in her mind, but when he walked in and threw his cap on the dresser, there was something about him. A twinkle in his eye? A bounce in his step? She couldn’t put her finger on it, but in that moment she knew with complete certainty that this was not an ill man. She switched on the kettle.

Lunch was eaten in the usual manner, Brid asking a few questions about the farm and letting Anthony know about some parents’ evening up at the school. He mostly communicated in grunts as he scrolled down the screen on his iPad. About half an hour after he had sat down, he wiped his mouth with a bit of paper towel, pushed away from the table and announced, ‘Right.’ This was his signal that lunch was over and he was going back out to work.

‘Do you still need my car?’

‘No.’

‘Right. I’ll see you about seven, so.’ 

She watched him go to the back door and put his boots on. Out of the kitchen window she saw him stride towards his car in his dirty blue overalls. All through lunch she had been looking at him surreptitiously and asking herself a question: if this man wasn’t ill, what the hell was he doing at the hospital every day? She flung a wet dishcloth into the sink and grabbed her coat off the hook by the door. She was going to follow him. 

Brid had never followed anyone before, but she had seen enough movies to know the basics. Don’t get too close. She saw that he had turned left out of the gates, so she did the same. At the bottom of the hill she just caught a glimpse of his car turning left again. He was heading on to the main Ballytorne road. She felt almost relieved. This was not just the product of her imagination. Whatever he was doing, it wasn’t top dressing. Something was up.

Keeping her distance, she followed him into Ballytorne. He made his way slowly around the main square and took a right up the side of the hotel. When Brid took the same turning, the car had disappeared. She slowed down before spotting it again – he had pulled into the car park at the back of the hotel and was getting out. There was nothing behind her, so she sat for a moment and watched as he took a bag out of the boot of his car and headed towards the hotel. He didn’t go into the main entrance; instead, he took the metal stairs off to one side. 

Brid drove further up the street and found a parking space. Then she walked back to the car park and went over to the metal steps. A small sign with an arrow pointing upwards said Health Centre. Brid was puzzled. There was nothing up there but the gym. What the hell was going on? She certainly hadn’t noticed him getting any fitter. His small, neat belly was the same size it had been for years. 

Feeling like a spy, she pulled up her collar and went to stand opposite the entrance to the car park, where she could keep an eye on things. There was a bookshop on that side of the street and whenever a car passed by, she endeavoured to look like the sort of woman who had a keen interest in local history or Neven Maguire’s new healthy recipes. Her heart was beating fast, and she had to admit that she was enjoying all this. It was exhilarating and strange.

She had only been waiting twenty minutes or so when she heard loud footsteps clanging on the metal steps. She sneaked a look over her shoulder. It took her a second to realise it was Anthony. He was transformed. He had changed out of his old overalls into his good navy trousers and the nice blue-and-white-striped shirt she had given him at Christmas. He’d clearly had a shower, and what hair he had left was slicked back. She had to admit that he looked quite good. She hurried back to her car and sat watching in the rear-view mirror as he nosed out of the car park and turned left. She slid low in her seat as he drove past, then rushed to get into gear so that she could continue her pursuit.

Within a few minutes it was clear that he was heading for the hospital. Brid began to feel uneasy. What if she was wrong and he really was here being treated for something? Not only was he lovely for trying to protect his family, but she was an awful human being for doubting him. She watched him drive to the end of the car park nearest the hospital, while she pulled into a space down by the road. He bought his ticket and put it in the car before setting off towards the back of the hospital.

She jumped from her car and half walked, half skipped along the wall towards the hospital building. As she rounded the corner at the back, she stopped and threw herself into reverse. Anthony was standing by himself, leaning against the railing alongside the wheelchair ramp. She risked another look. He was still there, picking at his nails. Clearly he hadn’t spotted her. Brid realised how ridiculous she must look hunched against the wall like some overgrown schoolgirl playing hide-and-seek, so she stood up straight and tried to give off the air of someone waiting for a friend or a lift. She heard voices and warily poked her head around the corner once more.

This time Anthony was not alone. A young nurse with dark hair was standing at the top of the wheelchair ramp. Brid noticed that her uniform was slightly too small, catching her under the arms and pressing her breasts together. The nurse made her way down the ramp and threw herself against Anthony, who wrapped his arms around her and began kissing her in a way he had never once in all their years together kissed Brid. Whatever attention Anthony was getting at the hospital, it certainly wasn’t medical.

Was Florence deliberately trying to annoy her? It didn’t seem to matter what Evelyn said, her sister had some opinion to add or a fact to correct. The leaves weren’t early this year. Town was no busier than usual. She was such a teacher. Evelyn gripped the handles of the small overnight case on her lap a little tighter and stared out of the car window as the hedges blurred past.

Abigail was in much better spirits and almost seemed to be looking forward to the surgery. She and Florence chatted happily, but Evelyn sat mute. All she could think about was the silk scarf, and the last time she had seen it, neatly folded on the table up at the farm the day Tommy went missing. She was desperate to ask Abigail how she came to have it; there had to be a good reason why she had kept its existence a secret from her all these years. Evelyn felt she needed in some way to respect that and not bring it up in front of Florence. She sat willing her sister to leave the room till she could bear it no longer.

‘Florence, why don’t you go and get us all some tea and I can unpack Abigail’s things?’

Florence stood up and Evelyn let out a sigh of relief, but then Abigail spoke.

‘I’m not allowed anything before the operation.’

Florence hesitated. ‘Do you want anything?’ she asked Evelyn.

‘Oh yes please. A cup of tea would be lovely, thanks.’

‘Right, two teas coming up. I’ll be back in a minute.’

Evelyn smiled and gave a little wave goodbye. The moment her sister had gone out the door, she pulled her chair to the edge of the bed and clutched Abigail’s arm.

‘What is it, you silly girl?’

Evelyn spoke quickly and in a whisper.

‘Abigail. I wasn’t snooping. I was just packing the bits and pieces that you needed and I found … I found the old photo albums.’

‘Photo albums?’

‘Pictures of Mam and Dad.’

The clouds of confusion passed from Abigail’s face as she realised what her sister was talking about. ‘Oh, the old albums in the bottom drawer. I haven’t looked at them in years. I hid them there to get them away from Florence. After Daddy died she became obsessed with them. It wasn’t healthy. But we should get them out. Maybe frame a few of them.’

Evelyn said nothing but squeezed Abigail’s arm a little tighter.

‘What is it?’ she asked uneasily.

Evelyn swallowed hard. ‘At the bottom of the drawer I found … I found a bit of Tommy’s scarf. The scarf he gave me.’

Abigail’s face froze. She turned and looked at the wall for a beat, and then back to Evelyn.

‘Oh God.’

Evelyn waited for her to say more, but she remained silent.

‘How? How do you have it?’

‘Evelyn, I never wanted to upset you. I did see Tommy Burke getting on the bus to Cork. It was Tommy. He gave me the scarf.’

Evelyn tried to process what she was hearing. Her sister, this woman she had been with every day for the last twenty-five years, had seen Tommy. She had spoken to him and never said anything to her. 

‘What did he say?’ she implored. This was no distant memory to her. She felt it all as urgently as if it had happened only days ago.

‘He … he wanted you to have it. He said it was his gift to you and that you should have it.’

‘Is that all he said?’

‘Yes. He wasn’t exactly my favourite person that day, if you recall. I was hardly going to engage him in conversation.’

‘But why … why didn’t you give it to me?’

‘I thought it was for the best. I wanted you to get over him.’ Abigail reached out and stroked Evelyn’s cheek. ‘I didn’t want you moping around the house holding that scarf like some sort of holy relic.’

‘What happened to it? Why is it—’

‘Two teas! The finest Ballytorne Hospital has to offer.’

The three Ross sisters were reunited.

Brid felt like she was drowning. She stood behind her car, gasping for air. One hand steadied her against the roof of the car and her head was bowed. Every detail of the tarmac was unnaturally vivid. The green of a weed. The yellow of a discarded chewing gum wrapper. The shades of black in the tarmac itself. The material world was making itself so clear just as her inner feelings were collapsing into a jumbled mess. There was rage, but there was also fear. A sort of panic gripped her and she had no idea what she should do next. Part of her wanted to run at Anthony and his nurse like a deranged warrior, screaming and pounding them with her fists till they both lay on the ground in a bleeding, broken heap. But more than that, she wanted her children. 

She stood back from the car, still struggling to get enough air. She couldn’t drive like this. She’d crash. A clanging sound made her look up. It was the rope slapping against the flag pole standing at the entrance to the car park. A blue and white flag announced that this was Ballytorne Hospital. The material flapped carelessly around in the breeze. Stupid fucking flag. What did it have to be so happy about? She put her hands in her hair and pulled hard. She needed to feel something, anything, that she could understand. That bastard. That sanctimonious prick. Judging her. Making her feel like a piece of shit on his shoe and all the time … all the time he was fucking some floozy in a nurse’s uniform. A nurse? Could it be any more tawdry or pathetic? Her husband was Benny fucking Hill. 

She began to walk back towards the hospital. She wasn’t clear in her own mind why, but it felt good to be walking. Her breathing came easier. She was about fifty feet from the corner when she stopped. Were they still there? Was he still rubbing his hands across her? Was his tongue still deep in her mouth? She decided she didn’t want to know and was about to turn back to her car when a figure emerged from behind the wall.

No. Not her. Anyone but Evelyn Ross. Brid imagined how she must look with her wild hair and dishevelled clothes.

The moment Evelyn spotted her, she stopped. Her face was wet with tears and in her hand a dirty rag fluttered in the breeze. 

The two women stared at each other, neither of them knowing what to do, both wondering how they had ended up face to face like unwilling time travellers.

Brid suddenly felt weary. So very tired. She wanted to sink to her knees and sleep. The years. All those years. All that time had passed by, and for what? Here she was once more standing beneath a wide-open sky confronted by Evelyn Ross, and for the second time in her life it appeared that she had lost a husband.
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It felt strange, Mrs Meany sitting at the kitchen table and PJ putting the mug of tea down in front of her. He was embarrassed to admit that he had no idea if she took milk or sugar, so he just nudged the jug and sugar bowl towards her. He glanced at the clock. He’d be here soon.

After Mrs Meany had shared her story, PJ had promised her that he would try to keep her secret for as long as he could, but he did warn her that if there was ever a trial then it might come out. Mrs Meany had shaken her head. It didn’t matter. And that was the truth. After all those years of secrecy, it seemed so pointless. Fifty years of fear had come to an end in an hour sat in the darkened kitchen. She felt hollow and so light she thought she might float away. After PJ had driven her back to her cottage, she had slipped between the cold sheets of her bed and fallen into a deep, dreamless sleep.

The next morning she had stepped outside to walk to the Garda barracks as she did every day. She looked left and right as if expecting the world to seem different, but no. She wondered if the people driving past or out walking their dogs could tell that she was utterly changed. She felt transparent without the dark cloud of the past trapped inside her. She prepared breakfast as normal. The left side of the pan was hotter than the right. She had to press the toaster down twice. It seemed her emotional earthquake had not created a single ripple. The world was the same.

PJ explained that he would need to tell Detective Superintendent Dunne what she had revealed and he’d probably want to ask her a few questions. They’d also want to take a sample of her DNA so that they could find out if the remains were those of Tommy Burke. She nodded. Whatever happened over the next few days, she knew she had relinquished control. Things would unfold; she felt very calm.

Sitting with her tea, though, everything felt unfamiliar. This was where she worked, but now she was here as somebody else. A woman helping the guards with their enquiries. PJ saw her differently too. The night before, he had watched her slight frame get out of his car and walk down the path at the side of her cottage, and he had felt ashamed. So much for his enquiring mind. He realised that he had known almost nothing about Mrs Meany before that evening. Discovering what she had gone through and what she had lived with for all those years made him admire her as much as it made him sad.

When Linus arrived, PJ had to admit he was impressed with how he handled Mrs Meany. He could be quite brusque and businesslike in interviews, but this time he lowered his voice and only took occasional notes. Mrs Meany didn’t have much to add to her tale of the night before. She explained how she had gone to work for Father Mulcahy because it became too difficult to be around the baby. Watching Mrs Burke pick him up when he was crying, or handing her the bottle to feed him when she longed to reach out and hold him herself was all too much for her. She left the farm and, without ever deciding to, walked away from life as well. She had tried it and it hadn’t agreed with her. The years that followed were lived as a sort of penance for her one monumental mistake.

Listening to her speak, PJ began to understand what a torment her life must have been. To see Tommy holding Mrs Burke’s hand, to watch him grow into a man, trying not to stare at him in mass. All those years of not being allowed to be the only thing she actually was: somebody’s mother. He felt the urge to give her a hug, but of course he didn’t. He just sat on the far side of the room watching this familiar woman turning into someone he didn’t recognise at all.

When Linus was finished, he fetched a small plastic pack out of his briefcase and explained that he was going to take a sample of DNA. He put on some thin rubber gloves and took a swab from inside Mrs Meany’s mouth. She sat passively with her mouth open. It reminded her of taking communion.

PJ showed Linus to the door.

‘Why do you think she’s telling us all this now?’ the superintendent asked.

‘I don’t really know. The baby? She can’t know who the other body is, but she knew exactly who the child was, so I suppose she felt it was her duty to help.’

‘I’m not saying I don’t, but do you think we can believe her?’

PJ was taken aback. It hadn’t crossed his mind that Mrs Meany was lying.

‘Definitely. There’d be no reason for her to lie. Not about this.’

‘Right.’ Linus held up his sample kit. ‘Well I’ll put this in and then we wait.’

Brid and Evelyn’s agony had ended when Florence appeared round the corner of the hospital.

‘Mrs Riordan!’ she had called cheerfully, and Evelyn had simply followed her away. Brid decided not to move. If she turned to go back to her car, it looked as if she was following the Ross women, and if she went forward, she might have to confront the nurse situation. She waited until she heard an engine starting up, and then turned to watch the sisters’ car pulling out into the street.

Back in her own car, she considered her options. Leave him? Kick him out? Forgive him? Ignore the whole thing? She had dreamed of change for so long, but not like this. She glanced at her watch. The kids. It was time to pick them up. She smoothed her hair down in the rear-view mirror, plastered on a calm smile and turned the key in the ignition.

Evelyn was sitting in her room. The oil-stained material was draped across the end of her bed. She had been holding it against her cheek and stroking it, but then she had caught a glimpse of her reflection in the wardrobe door mirror and realised how foolish she looked. She reached out and traced the outline of a rose with her forefinger.

A message. She had been given a message from Tommy. He did have feelings for her. She wondered where he was at that very moment. Was he sitting on a bed thinking about her? The discovery of the body had stopped her pointless games, but now she found her mind was playing them again. He was driving a taxi in New York. Maybe he was working on an oil rig in the North Sea. On a horse doing something on a sheep ranch in Australia. Sometimes when she was feeling very low she would populate his life with a wife and children. The marriages were never very happy but he was a wonderful father. One of her favourite scenarios was where he was a widower raising three small children by himself. 

These fantasies had begun about a year after he had disappeared. With her hopes of his return fading, she had created places where she could find him but somehow had never managed to go and look. There had been times when she had seriously considered it, but in the end she knew it was pointless. Like a person lost in the woods, she had decided to stay where she was so he wouldn’t miss her when he came back to find her. If he could, he would, of that Evelyn was certain. 

Now here was his love token on the bed. He had sent it to her and finally she had received it. She knew she was being ridiculous. She felt like the princess in the stories her mother had read to her as a little girl. The prince was battling through swamps and walls of thorns to find her. She touched the silky material again and wondered if maybe, just maybe, this was the beginning of her happy ending.

Alone now that the children had gone upstairs to do their homework, Brid moved swiftly. She took a can of Coke from the fridge, opened it and poured its contents into the sink. Returning to the fridge, she removed a bottle of white wine, twisting the lid open with a satisfying crack before carefully pouring the pale yellow liquid into the can. Her hand was shaking slightly and wine slopped on to the counter top. Once the can was full, she put the bottle down. She stared at the wet can in her hand and hesitated before taking a couple of deep breaths and putting it down beside the wine bottle. With a few sheets of kitchen roll she wiped up the wine that had spilled. Paper in the bin, she returned to the kitchen counter and wrapped her hand around the cold can. She held it to her nose and took a long sniff of the sweet aroma. What did it matter? Nobody could deny she deserved this drink. It didn’t mean she was back to her old ways. This was a special … not a special occasion … special circumstances. 

She held the opening of the can to her lips. The brief gap between before and after, and then she shut her eyes and drank. It was cold, and it tasted so very familiar. It was like putting on her favourite blouse. The navy one with the white collar. God, it was good. She took another long slurp. She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. This was the right thing to do. She was going to cope with all of this. She was going to get through it.

Back to the fridge, where she returned the bottle to the door shelf and took out a ham in its thick plastic bag. It was the easiest thing to cook for dinner. She could have made this in her sleep. A pan of water was on the stove. The ham was in. That’s that, she thought, and sat heavily on one of the kitchen chairs. She pressed the Coke can to her lips. The clock said six. One hour. In sixty minutes he would walk through that door.

Looking around the kitchen, she took in every detail. These were her final moments in her old life. She had no idea what might come next, but Anthony had given her a gift. He had handed her the key to a future without him. She took a couple of small sips from her can. Spuds. She got up, went over to the vegetable rack and filled a colander with a couple of handfuls of potatoes, enjoying the slight fog of the wine swirling around her brain after so long with no drink. Peeled and chopped, the potatoes went in the pan of boiling water. Two more sips of wine. Christ, she had missed it.

Like a domestic robot she went through the motions of peeling and slicing carrots, and then making a thick white parsley sauce. The potatoes were done, so she mashed them in the saucepan, the steam billowing up into her face. She breathed in all the smells. This was her favourite dinner. She smiled. The last supper.

The table was laid and the plates were in the warming drawer when the lights from Anthony’s car made the steamed-up kitchen window glow bright white. A slightly bigger gulp of her wine.

The back door opened and Anthony came in wearing his dirty overalls; she assumed the other outfit was now neatly folded in the boot of the car. His sparse hair was no longer slicked back but looked almost deliberately ruffled.

‘That smells great!’

‘I’m doing a ham.’

‘Lovely. I’ll just go wash up.’

She watched him walk across the kitchen in his stockinged feet and go out the door into the hall. She heard him turn the light on in the downstairs toilet. The sound of the running tap. What was he washing away? Where had he been for the last few hours? What exactly had he been doing? Images of pink flesh being scooped out of the crisp white uniform flashed into her head. She hurried over to the fridge and topped up the Coke can.

The dinner was like any other. Carmel and Cathal told their parents about their day at school, the really funny thing their friend had said, the rumours about the school trip, the window no one would admit to breaking. Anthony spoke about what he had to do the next day. Apparently the top dressing wasn’t finished. It was a longer job than he’d thought. Brid smiled and nodded. She sliced ham and handed around parsley sauce. She cleared the plates and stacked them in the dishwasher. Carmel and Cathal were offered a scoop of ice cream each. The minute it was finished, they both scraped back their chairs to return upstairs to their rooms. They shut the kitchen door behind them and a stillness descended on Brid and Anthony.

Her finger was resting on the top of the Coke can, and she looked at Anthony, who was once more busy scrolling the screen on his iPad. She wondered how long she would let the silence continue. After a few minutes, he glanced up and caught her gaze. He raised his eyebrows in a silent ‘What?’

Brid blinked slowly and then said, ‘Are you all right?’

‘Me? Yes. I’m fine. Why?’

‘Well, with you visiting the hospital, I just wondered how you were.’

Anthony put the iPad down on the table.

‘The hospital?’

‘Yes. Where you were today.’

‘Who saw me at the hospital?’

‘I don’t think it really matters who saw you there, does it? You and little nursey so caught up in your own lovely world.’

‘What are you talking about, Brid?’

‘Seriously? You’re going to try and deny it? Don’t waste any more of my time, Anthony. You’re having an affair with some little nurse.’

Anthony stared at her.

‘Well? That’s true, isn’t it? Isn’t it?’

‘She’s … a friend. That’s all.’

‘Christ. I wish I had friends like that. Fierce friendly, isn’t she?’ Brid spat the words out.

‘Look, I don’t know what people have been telling you …’

‘Nobody has been telling me a fucking thing,’ she said, getting to her feet. ‘I saw you. I saw you with that bitch of a nurse. And don’t you dare try to tell me that little whore is your friend.’

Anthony got to his feet and reached out towards his wife. ‘Shush, will you. The kids can hear you.’ He continued in a hoarse whisper. ‘Look. Nothing has happened. I’m sorry. It was stupid. I’ll stop it.’

Brid spoke in a low growl. ‘Oh it was stupid all right, just not as stupid as me. I’ve been such a fucking fool. Trying to please you. Trying to be the wife you wanted. You never wanted me. You never loved me.’

‘Brid, that’s not true.’ His right arm was stretched out, his hand patting the air, trying to calm the beast that had come between them. ‘I’m so very fond of you.’

‘Fond? Fond? You giant fuck! The only thing you ever loved was my farm. Well it is my farm. Mine! And you can fuck off.’

‘Brid. You’re overreacting. We can work this out.’

‘Oh I’ve worked it out. You’re leaving here. Thank you. Thanks for opening my eyes to what a moron I’ve been. I felt guilty that I wasn’t a better wife when all the time you were off fucking someone else. Just get out!’

She gestured towards the door with her hand and knocked over the Coca-Cola can. A thin puddle of pale liquid spread across the table. They both looked at it. Anthony dipped a finger in the wet pool and tasted it.

‘Of course you are. Of course you’re drinking! You really are pathetic.’ 

‘No. No, no, no. You don’t get to judge me. You left the moral high ground when you decided to stick your cock in that nurse. Yes, I’m drinking. I’m drinking because of you, and you will not make me feel bad about it. Now get out.’

‘No, Brid. I won’t leave you in this state with the children.’

‘Then I’m leaving.’ She lunged for her coat that was hung by the door. ‘I’m going, but when I come back, I want you out of here. This is my family home. My farm. You don’t want me, then you don’t get to have this land. This land. This fucking land!’ She buried her head in the other coats and began to cry. ‘Why could nobody love me? Me? Just me?’ She looked over at Anthony. ‘Am I really that hideous?’

‘You’re drunk, Brid, and every single thing about you disgusts me.’

Brid felt as if he’d punched her. She opened her mouth, but no words came. Her hand flailed at the handle of the door and then she was outside, running towards her car.

The headlights lit up the back of the house and she could see the dark silhouette of Anthony standing in the kitchen window. Soon he would be gone. She would rip that dark stain from the house and it would be hers once more. The car took off with a shudder and then she was hurtling down the hill.

Duneen was deserted. The lights were out in O’Driscoll’s and both the pubs only had a couple of cars outside. She drove down to the bridge and parked. Standing leaning against the rough stone of the wall, she could hear the water rushing by in the darkness below. She stared into the blackness and shakily breathed in. The sour, earthy smell of the hogweed reminded her of being a little girl. She would pick the broad, flat white flowers and squeeze them together to form a makeshift bouquet. Sometimes she draped the grey cardigan from her school uniform over her head and pretended she was walking down the aisle. A car drove by. The wine had made her restless. She didn’t want to stand. 

Back in her car, she didn’t know where she was going. Stupid notions struck her. Ard Carraig. The Burke farm. The cliffs beyond Ballytorne. But no, she’d had enough drama for one night. Without ever deciding that it was her final destination, she found her car sliding to a halt outside the Garda barracks. A light glowed through the dimpled glass of the front door. With the slow, steady pace of a sleepwalker, she approached the porch. Before she had even reached it, PJ was standing by the open door. Brid stood before him. Neither one of them felt the need to speak. He stepped back and she squeezed past him into the hall. 
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A missed call and a voicemail. PJ groaned. It was Linus. He picked up the phone and listened to the message.

‘Dunne here. Just wanted to let you know, we have a victim. The DNA was a match. Tommy Burke is our man. I’ll be down before lunchtime. I want to interview the other Ross sisters and anyone else you think is worth another stab at.’

PJ rolled on to his back and stared up at the ceiling. For a moment he felt as if the case was solved, then he remembered that this was just the beginning. The blow to the skull. Someone had killed Tommy Burke.

He turned his head to the right and looked at Tommy’s former fiancée sleeping peacefully. Her lips were slightly apart and in the half-light he studied her face. The delicate eyelashes, the broken veins, the single hair on her chin. He leaned over and kissed her softly. Brid opened her eyes and gave a half-smile. 

They had not made love the night before. When she came into the house, they sat and had a glass of whiskey each while Brid told him about Anthony and what had happened up at the farm. PJ debated telling her that he already knew about the nurse but decided it was simpler not to. There was no point upsetting her further. He had held her in his arms as she had stretched out on the little sofa and rested her head on his belly. He’d stroked her hair and Brid had wondered aloud about what the future would hold. He reassured her that everything would be all right, but he was worried for her. A divorce and a custody battle could leave her with nothing. 

He’d led her to his bedroom and undressed her, but not in a sexual way. As she sat on the edge of the bed, it was more like caring for a sick child. He lifted back the covers and she lay down. Once he had stripped down to his T-shirt and underpants he got in beside her and let her fall asleep in his arms. He took deep breaths, drinking in the smell and heat of another human being in his bed. 

Brid asked him what time it was. It was nearly a quarter to eight.

‘I must go. I want to make sure the kids get off to school.’

PJ didn’t envy her going back to that house. Who knew what Anthony had told the children.

‘Promise me you’ll see a solicitor.’

‘I will.’ She reached across and pinched his ear lobe.

‘You have to be sensible. You have a lot at stake.’

Brid was out of bed now and putting on her clothes. 

‘I know.’ She smiled.

‘It turns out it was Tommy Burke’s body up above.’

‘What?’ Brid’s head sprung around, her eyes wide.

PJ silently cursed himself. Why had he told her that? She was bound to be upset, and besides, he was sure that he shouldn’t be giving details of the case to a woman who was still on a list of suspects. He decided not to be so forthcoming with the rest of the facts.

‘We’ve identified the body and it turns out it was Tommy Burke after all.’

‘How can that be? I thought …’

‘It’s a long story. Look, the prick from Cork’s coming down and … well, he may want to come out to the farm and ask some more questions.’

‘Right.’ She sounded hesitant. She suspected that she mightn’t like this long story that the prick from Cork was going to tell her.

PJ propped himself up on his elbows. ‘It’s just that I think we should … you know?’

Brid smiled. ‘Don’t worry. This is our secret.’

There was a noise in the hall and the sound of a door closing. ‘Good morning, Sergeant!’ It was the voice of Mrs Meany.

Brid sniggered and PJ let out a long, low groan. This was all too much for this hour of the morning. He pushed himself off the bed.

‘Good morning, Mrs Meany!’ he called through the closed door. Christ, he thought, in a moment I’m going to have to break it to her that her son is dead. He raised his index finger to his mouth and made a shushing sound towards Brid. He could hear Mrs Meany going into the kitchen.

‘Who owns that car outside?’ 

The car! They might as well have hung up a sign by the roadside.

He hastily pulled on his trousers and went to the door. Opening it a fraction, he peered outside to check if Mrs Meany was still in the kitchen. She was. He opened the door fully and encouraged Brid towards the hall. Once there, he suddenly spoke in a loud, clear voice.

‘Well thank you very much, Mrs Riordan. That was very useful. Thanks for popping in.’

Brid’s shoulders shook with a silent laugh. ‘You’re very welcome, Sergeant. Goodbye now.’

She went out the front door and PJ closed it behind her. Going back down the hall towards his bedroom, he called out to Mrs Meany, ‘Early visitor there. Mrs Riordan had remembered a few more facts’ 

‘Oh, I see.’ Mrs Meany appeared at the kitchen door holding the two used whiskey glasses. As PJ stared at them and then at her, unsure how to react, the doorbell rang, breaking the tension. That couldn’t be Dunne already. He hadn’t even cleaned his teeth!

There were two figures waiting. PJ could hardly mask his look of dismay when he opened the door and discovered them to be Susan Hickey and her sister. What was her name? God, his memory.

‘You remember my sister Vera.’

‘Of course, of course. Are you enjoying your stay?’

Before Vera could speak, her sister interjected. ‘She’s leaving today. I’m just driving her up to Cork airport, but we were talking last night and she told me something you should know.’

‘Oh, right. Will you come in?’

Vera looked at Susan, who made the decision for them. 

‘No, we really ought to be on the road already, but I remembered that you had been asking around about the people who had seen Tommy Burke. Well, Vera has something to tell you.’

PJ’s mind began to whir. If this woman had seen Burke in London, then that meant he must have left and come back. 

‘When was this?’ he asked Vera.

‘When was what?’

‘How many years ago did you see Tommy Burke in London?’

‘Oh no!’ Susan practically shrieked. ‘She didn’t see him in London. Tell the sergeant what you told me.’

Vera looked at her sister to check if she was really giving her permission to speak.

‘Susan mentioned you’d been asking who had seen him leave, and I remembered who it was told me that they had seen him getting on the bus.’

‘It was Abigail Ross!’ Susan couldn’t hide her excitement. 

‘Abigail Ross? You’re sure? It was a long time ago.’

‘It was definitely her,’ Vera said. ‘I remember because it was so strange that she chose to speak to me. She’s older than me and we were never friends, but she made a point of crossing the road just to talk to me.’

‘I still can’t believe you didn’t tell me!’ Susan obviously felt the slight keenly even all these years later.

‘She made it sound like a secret, so I didn’t tell anyone.’ Vera was clearly trying to justify herself; not for the first time, PJ was guessing.

‘Well thank you very much,’ he said. ‘I appreciate you coming to tell me.’

‘Not at all. I immediately understood how keen you would be to hear what she had to say.’ Susan slipped her arm around her sister, and the two women turned to walk back to their car. 

PJ shut the door and rubbed his eyes. If Abigail had seen Tommy getting on the bus, then why would she deny it now? If you told the landlady of the pub and the sister of the biggest gossip in Duneen, it was as if you wanted everyone to know. And if Tommy had left, why had nobody seen him come back? Something didn’t add up.

‘Breakfast is on the table!’

Sometimes he felt himself just going through the motions of eating Mrs Meany’s cooked breakfast, but this morning PJ relished every bite. Things were beginning to shift. It was like undoing a very tight knot and sensing a tiny amount of movement. Soon they were going to unravel this mess.

After breakfast he had a shower and then sat at his desk reading and deleting emails. He wondered how Brid was getting on and why she had come to find him last night. He liked her and was happy to see her when he had opened the door, but that wasn’t enough. He couldn’t be with someone simply because they were willing to be with him. Besides, her life was in turmoil and was about to get even worse. Did he really want to take on all of that? He thought about Linus and his marriage woes. There were no happy endings in this life, he decided, so why bother looking for one?

He checked the clock. Half past ten. Should he wait for Dunne or head up to Ard Carraig by himself? He was impatient to have a showdown with Abigail Ross. The attitude she had given him the last time he was up there! Well, Vera Hickey was not suffering from dementia. It would be harder to dismiss this bit of information. He felt the key this time was to talk to her away from Evelyn; he couldn’t pinpoint it, but there was something strange about the Ross sisters when they were together. He had seen it in the hospital the other day. A closeness but at the same time an awkwardness, a resentment between them. 

He grabbed his coat off the chair. He was going to head up to Ard Carraig now. In the hall he called to Mrs Meany. ‘I’m just going out. If the detective superintendent from Cork shows up, tell him I’m at Ard Carraig.’

‘Oh, Sergeant Collins!’

PJ turned to see the old woman’s grey-haired head poking out from the kitchen.

‘Yes?’ He hoped his voice didn’t sound as impatient as he felt.

‘I was just wondering if you’d heard anything about the NDA?’

‘The … Oh, Mrs Meany.’ He dropped his arms to his sides and looked at the little face in the doorway. He was ashamed of himself. This poor woman was waiting to find out the fate of her only child and all he could think about was charging around the country being the big cop who solved the crime. 

He walked slowly down the hall and led Mrs Meany back into the kitchen.

‘Well I did get some news, but I wasn’t sure if you’d prefer to hear it from Detective Dunne.’

She looked up at PJ and a flicker of fear danced across her face.

‘Oh no, Sergeant. I want you to tell me.’

‘All right then.’ He pulled out a chair for the old lady. ‘The tests we carried out prove that the remains found on the old farm are …’ He hated how this was coming out. Surely there were kinder words, softer ones to tell this woman the fate of her baby? He ploughed on. ‘… are those of your child.’

Mrs Meany slowly raised her right hand to her mouth and lightly drummed her fingers on her upper lip.

‘Poor Tommy.’

‘I’m very sorry, but I suppose it is better to know.’

Her faded blue eyes filled with tears.

‘Yes. Yes. Of course.’ Her cheeks were wet now. She wiped the tears away with the back of her hand. PJ handed her a roll of kitchen paper and she tore off a couple of sheets to dab her eyes.

She sighed. ‘It was a bad business. I should never have agreed to any of it.’

‘You did what you thought was best.’

‘I knew it was wrong. We all knew. If it was right, why did those two babies both end up buried on that farm, without a prayer, without a flower?’

PJ didn’t know what to say. How could anyone explain why bad things happened? He looked across the table at the little old lady wiping her eyes and thought about Lizzie Meany all those years ago. Why had evil been visited on that small defenceless girl? Why had she spent her whole life punishing herself for a sin she didn’t even commit? He felt utterly useless and at the same time a strange affinity with Mrs Meany. Somehow life had conspired against them both. If, as it seemed to PJ, the world was divided into winners and losers, he knew which group the two people sat across from each other at this kitchen table were in. He spoke softly. ‘It’s not fair. That’s what it is. Not fair. But it was a different time and at least you saw him grow up into a man. Not many girls like you got to do that.’

Mrs Meany pushed her hair back from her face. 

‘You’re a good man, Sergeant, but if you don’t mind I’m going to go home now.’

‘Of course. Can I give you a lift?’

‘No. No, the walk will do me good.’
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Brid wasn’t surprised. The wide grey expanse of the deserted yard was exactly as she’d expected to find it. Inside, there was no note, just three washed cereal bowls leaning against each other in the dish rack. They were still wet. Brid pulled the door of the dishwasher open. Last night’s dinner dishes, still dirty. She took one of the detergent tablets from under the sink, slid it into place and slammed the door shut. The familiar sloshing and whirring sound that she heard nearly every day began. She felt very calm.

Upstairs she laid a suitcase on the bed and started packing a small selection of clothes. Where was she going? For how long? She didn’t know. Suddenly she froze. No. She mustn’t do this. Some shadowy corner of her brain was telling her that she shouldn’t abandon the family home. Why? She couldn’t remember that, but she was fairly certain she should stay. She thought of PJ. He was right. She really should see a solicitor.

The sun was high and bright as Brid drove towards Ballytorne. It felt good to see the unbroken blue sky and feel the warmth of the light hitting her face through the windscreen. Everything seemed possible. After she checked that Carmel and Cathal were in school – they were; Anthony hadn’t done anything crazy – she drove through the town and up the long, slow hill that led to the coast road. Bungalows and detached houses sat in their neat gardens. Each one had something that made the person who lived there think it was truly special. The dormer window, the cut-stone facade, the hacienda arch that joined the house to the garage. She thought of Anthony and of driving as a family through the countryside. Every new house they passed sitting squat and square in the middle of a bare field prompted him to say, ‘Somebody’s pride and joy.’ The words were meaningless, a simple verbal tic, but today Brid wondered if they could be true. Could bricks and mortar piled up in a field really bring someone pride and joy? She imagined that for Anthony they actually could. Brid wondered if she had ever in her whole life felt like that. Of course she had. Carmel and Cathal. Holding their small, wriggling bodies had filled her with pride and joy. She could feel like that again. She was sure of it.

She began to slow down and checked the driveway on the right. She was almost disappointed that it had been so easy. There, sitting outside her mother-in-law’s own slice of bungalow bliss, was Anthony’s car. She parked on the street and walked up the short drive. A small cherry tree sat in the middle of the blanket of lawn bursting with eager pink blossom against the wash of blue. Brid felt a little jolt of confidence. She had a plan.

Her mother-in-law opened the door and stared at her. Her face wore the expression she reserved for buskers and the groups of schoolgirls shrieking at the bus stop at four o’clock each afternoon. She raised an eyebrow. Brid swallowed. She would not rise to the bait.

‘No,’ she said firmly.

‘No? What do you mean?’

‘I’m saying no to your attitude today. I want to speak to your son.’

A silence. Brid wondered if she was about to get a door slammed in her face, then, ‘Anthony, your wife is at the front door.’ With that her mother-in-law turned and walked back into the house, leaving Brid to wait on the narrow concrete path. High above her a jet heading out towards the Atlantic had left a long white arch smudged across the sky. She heard a door open and close, followed by whispering, and then Anthony stepped forward.

‘So you’re alive then.’

‘Yes.’

‘We were all very worried about you.’

‘Well I’m sorry about that, but quite honestly, you are not the injured party here. I only left because you refused to.’

Anthony lowered his voice. ‘I was not going to leave you in that state, not with the kids.’

Brid felt herself becoming irritated. She didn’t want to get bogged down in all of this. This was the past. She didn’t want to waste time with the same tired squabbles. She had a plan. She must stick to it. Raising both her palms in front of her to signal a full stop, she decided to start again.

‘Look, Anthony. Can I come in? I want to talk to you. I have a proposal.’

Anthony stepped back in a silent invitation to enter the house. Brid walked down the short hall and then to the right towards the front room. She knew it would be empty. Anthony followed. He shut the door behind them. They stood looking at each other, both remembering the last time they had been in this room. The tears. The begging. Brid had a twinge of regret that this was where they were going to have this conversation.

‘Shall we sit?’ she said. 

He nodded and they took either end of the stiff sofa. Brid smoothed her skirt and then looked Anthony in the face. 

‘This is over.’

‘Brid, I—’

‘Anthony, please. I don’t want to argue. We don’t need to fight any more. Here’s what I want to happen. Let me finish and then you can tell me what you think. Agreed?’ 

He gave a small nod.

‘Right. I think our marriage is over. I know it is. We both know that. And that can be a good thing. I suggest that we don’t try and get divorced – not yet, anyway. If we go to court, it’ll be lawyers and judges and money and custody. OK. So what’s really important to us? You want the farm, and you’d like it if Cathal could farm it after you, if that’s what he wants. I want to keep the house and the children together. So my plan is that we sell a few sites – maybe the bottom half of the lower paddock – to raise some cash. We use that to build you somewhere to live on the farm. The four of us can sort out some sort of rota for when the children stay with you, and I’ll draw an allowance from the farm income. We both get what we want, and if the kids don’t want the farm, then we can think again when you retire.’ She folded her hands in her lap. ‘What do you think?’

Anthony rubbed the back of his neck and squeezed his eyes shut. A long sigh and then he looked at her. ‘I don’t know what to think. It seems so final. Should we not be talking about trying to make things work? I don’t know, Brid. This is going to be so hard on the kids.’

‘It’s going to be hard on all of us, but not as bad as a divorce. If you want to fight me on this, then we will fight, and surely that’s worse. This way they sleep in their own beds and they still have a mammy and a daddy who at least pretend to like each other.’

‘What about your drinking?’

‘What about it? It is just that – my drinking. I’ve shown you I can control it. I don’t want to throw myself some pity party or try to blame you, but when I need a drink it’s because I’m unhappy. I’m not happy. You’re not happy. That’s why something has to change.’

Anthony held his head in his hands, breathing deeply. 

‘What would we tell people?’

‘Tell people?’

‘You know. People will ask questions. What would we say?’

So much of the plan was very clear to Brid, but she hadn’t considered this. It surprised her that this was the first thing that concerned Anthony.

‘Well, we’d tell them that we’re separated, because that would be the truth. An amicable separation.’ She liked the sound of that.

‘It just feels so strange.’

‘People break up all the time, Anthony. I don’t want to start a slagging match, I really don’t, but if you were happy in this marriage, you wouldn’t be off fucking some nurse.’

‘Ah Brid. I never even … It was a mistake. I felt flattered, and one thing led to another.’

‘I don’t care, Anthony, I really don’t, but if you refuse to agree to what I’m proposing, then I will go ahead and divorce you.’

He looked at her blankly.

‘And if we get divorced, the farm, the house, it will all have to be sold.’

‘Not necessarily. I might be able to raise the money.’

‘And what? Send me packing into the night with a suitcase full of cash? It’s my family home, where I’m raising our children. If anyone is sent packing, it’ll be you. All that work for nothing. No inheritance for the kids. My plan is a good one. It’s the best offer you’re going to get, Anthony Riordan.’

Brid felt pleased. She hadn’t become emotional, and looking over at Anthony, she could see that he looked frightened. He knew that these were not idle threats. She was surprised by how detached she felt; this was just some man she was negotiating with. She couldn’t imagine that this person had ever touched her or licked her neck or stroked her breasts, and yet she knew he had. This was the father of her children.

‘I’m going to give you some time to think things over. I’ll pick up the kids and I think it’s best if you stay here for the next couple of nights.’ She stood up.

Anthony clearly hadn’t thought this far ahead. 

‘But why don’t I just sleep in—’

Brid was at the door. ‘Stay here, Anthony.’ As she stepped into the corridor, she turned. ‘What have you told the children, by the way?’

‘I said you were sick. I said you’d gone to stay with a friend.’

‘Right.’

He stood and quickly called after her, ‘Where did you go last night, Brid?’ 

‘Goodbye, Anthony.’ 

The sound of the front door shutting, and then silence.
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The house looked different today. It was the first time PJ had seen it in sunshine, and somehow the bland grey exterior seemed to rise to the occasion. The small panes of glass flashed, the door looked wide and effusive, and the dark slate roof had a sheen to it that he hadn’t noticed before. 

He could hear the bell jangling deep inside the house, but nobody came to the door. He tried again. Nothing, just the jaded caws of a few crows perched in the trees that lined the driveway. There was no car, but PJ knew that didn’t mean that nobody was at home. He crunched his way across the gravel to the door in the low wall that led away from the house to the left. He let himself into the yard and was greeted by Bobby the dog. PJ wrestled him away, trying to avoid muddy paw prints on his uniform. ‘Good dog. Down, boy. Down, boy.’ 

He edged forward and checked to his right. There were no lights on in the kitchen. He decided to look behind the outhouses where he had first found Evelyn all those months earlier. In the far corner of the yard one door was slightly ajar. For some reason it made PJ wary. He walked across the cobbles and gave it a small push. ‘Hello?’ The door swung open fully and the morning sunshine flooded in to reveal a figure sitting on some old wooden pallets in the corner.

‘Evelyn?’ PJ felt compelled to speak in a whisper.

She looked up and gave him a weak smile. ‘PJ. Hello.’

‘Are you all right? What are you doing out here?’

She ran her hand through her hair and shook her head. 

‘I really don’t know. Just being a sentimental fool, I suppose.’

‘Right.’ PJ stood awkwardly, unsure of how to respond. Bobby was sniffing at his feet.

‘This is where I found Daddy, you know.’

‘Oh.’ PJ had heard the story. Was there something appropriate to say to a woman sitting in the room where her father had hanged himself? ‘That must have been a very hard time for you all’ was the best he could muster.

‘Yes. Yes it was.’ She sounded distracted, as if her mind was on something else. ‘Why am I like this, PJ? Do you think I’m half mad?’

Finding her sitting alone in the gloom made PJ consider that maybe she was, but he reassured her with ‘No. You’re bound to be finding this very upsetting.’

‘Things happen to everyone, don’t they? Everyone. Bad, awful things, but people get over things. They manage to move on.’ Evelyn spoke slowly, stressing each word like a teacher explaining the key points of her lesson. ‘Why can’t I? Why am I still sat here?’ 

PJ knew better than to try and answer that question, so he just stood and looked around the old storeroom. The cobweb-covered stone walls, the rough rafters overhead with old hooks and pulleys, their purpose long forgotten. 

‘Daddy left. Tommy left. I just don’t think I could … You know, this morning I beat the poor dog.’

‘Bobby?’

‘He ran away. I don’t know, rabbits or a fox or something, but he just ignored me calling his name. It was like he had forgotten my existence. Everything in the world was more important to him than me. When I finally caught him, I was so angry and upset I frightened myself. I beat him with my fists. I felt awful afterwards. He’s just a dog being a dog.’

PJ felt uneasy. He didn’t really know how he could respond to any of this. He inched backwards towards the brightness of the yard. ‘Is Abigail around?’

‘No. No, they kept her in for an extra night. She should be back after lunch.’

‘Great. Thanks.’

‘She did see Tommy, you know.’

PJ froze.

‘What? She told you that?’

‘She had to. I found this.’ Evelyn held up a small pile of material that had been bunched in her hands. ‘It’s a scarf. Tommy gave it to me.’

‘Sorry. I don’t understand. Where did you find it?’

‘Abigail had it. I left it at the Burkes’, but Tommy wanted me to have it, so he gave it to her when she saw him in Ballytorne.’

PJ hesitated before he spoke.

‘Why did she never say that she’d seen him that day?’

‘She didn’t want to upset me. She was just trying to protect me, that’s all. I’m sure she’ll tell you everything now when you ask her.’ Evelyn looked up at him and slowly balled the piece of material into her fist.

PJ looked down at her. He didn’t want to upset her either. He wanted to protect her, but he knew he couldn’t.

‘Evelyn, there’s something you should know.’

‘Yes?’ There was something in the way she had leaned forward on the pallets that made her seem much younger. She looked like a girl.

‘The body. The first body that was found has now been identified as Tommy Burke’s.’

Her face went blank and then a look of horror crept over it. 

‘How? You told us that it wasn’t.’

PJ thought of how best to explain it to her. ‘More tests were carried out and … it’s definitely Tommy.’

Evelyn sprang to her feet.

‘But if he came back, then surely he would have … Why didn’t he …’ 

She sank back down on the pallets and pressed what remained of the scarf to her mouth to muffle her sobs. PJ wondered if he should try to give her a hug or even place a hand on her shoulder, but the figure hunched in the corner seemed beyond any comfort. He opened his mouth to say something but thought better of it. Instead he slipped away silently, knowing it was the right thing to do but still feeling like a coward. Halfway across the yard, he noticed Bobby at his heels. PJ glanced back at the door of the outbuilding. Evelyn was all alone.

Back in his car, he looked at his watch. It was nearly twelve. He knew he should probably wait for Linus, but he wanted to speak to Abigail before she was discharged. He liked the idea of her being confined to bed. It made her seem weak and vulnerable. He felt that if he waited till she got back to Ard Carraig she would have regained her strength and would be able to bat away his questions with her familiar haughtiness. He really did not like that woman.

At Ballytorne Hospital, PJ was just going up the steps to the main entrance when Abigail herself appeared at the doors holding a small overnight bag. 

‘The very woman I was coming to see!’ he called. Abigail looked down at him with a confused expression on her face, almost as if she didn’t recognise him, or, if she did, couldn’t fathom why he had chosen to address her. PJ climbed the last couple of steps so that he was standing beside her.

‘I needed to ask you some more questions about Tommy Burke now that we know it was him buried on the site.’

Abigail’s eyebrows arched, opening her eyes wide and literally gave PJ a sideways glance. ‘Really? Are you sure this time?’

‘Yes, Miss Ross, we’re certain.’

‘Well what a pity you didn’t figure that out months ago. It might have saved a great deal of upset. I wonder who messed that up?’ Abigail asked in a tone that suggested she knew exactly whose incompetence it had been. 

PJ took a deep breath. ‘Are you heading back to Ard Carraig? I can give you a lift in the Garda car.’

‘Thank you but I have my own car. One of the Lyons boys dropped it in for me last night.’ She took a step down as if the subject was now closed. PJ put a hand on her arm and she stopped sharply. ‘Sergeant?’ She glared at him.

‘I think it’s best if you come with me. One of the Ballytorne uniformed lads can drop your car out later.’ 

Their eyes were locked and PJ wondered what his next move would be if she refused, but then Abigail broke her stare and said with a studied nonchalance, ‘Well, if you insist.’ She continued down the steps and PJ followed her.

Once they were in his car, she began to rummage through her bag with increasing agitation. 

‘Anything wrong?’ PJ enquired.

‘They must be here somewhere. My keys.’

PJ watched her churning through the contents of the small bag.

‘Isn’t that infuriating? I don’t think I have them. Sergeant, I wonder, could you run in to the reception desk and ask someone to check the little bedside locker?’ She turned and gave him a warm smile. It struck him that he had never seen her actually smile before. It didn’t suit her. 

‘I’ll be back in a minute,’ he said.

The nurse behind the desk looked familiar. Was she the one he’d seen with Anthony Riordan? He couldn’t be certain; they all looked the same to him really. A call was made to the ward and instructions were given for the search. PJ waited, leaning on the reception desk, idly glancing at the small piles of leaflets. Cancer support groups. Montessori schools. Sponsored runs for the hospice. So many people trying to make the world a better place; it made him feel weary. The nurse was talking to him. No sign of the keys. 

‘Well, thanks for looking.’ 

He made his way back to the car, wondering how this news would go down with Abigail. He imagined that he wouldn’t be seeing her smile again any time soon, but as he got to the door, he could see that that was precisely what she was doing. He sat behind the wheel and she held up a little key ring and rattled it in front of his face. ‘I’m a fool. They were here the whole time. I’d put them in the little zip pocket and forgotten.’

‘Great.’

PJ put his own key into the ignition to start the engine, but it didn’t respond. He checked he was in neutral and pressed the clutch, but still there was nothing. 

‘That’s odd.’

‘What?’

‘The car doesn’t want to start.’ He jiggled the key and made sure the steering wheel wasn’t locked. No response. He could feel Abigail staring at him. Of course this would happen with her in the car. He considered getting out and looking at the engine, but what was the point? He would have no idea what he was looking at, and it would just give his passenger more opportunity to think less of him. 

‘Sorry about this. I’m going to phone the barracks here in town and see if they can lend me a car. It shouldn’t take too long.’

‘All right. Though of course I do have the solution right here.’ Abigail held up her key ring. ‘We could go in my car.’

PJ hesitated. That would be the quickest way out. He had visions of a very impatient Linus waiting at Ard Carraig.

‘What’s the matter? Are you too nervous to let me drive you?’ Abigail was smiling again. God, it was unsettling.

‘Fine. We’ll take yours.’

PJ would never have admitted it to her face, but he was quietly impressed by Abigail’s driving. She was confident behind the wheel and responded well in the traffic as they made their way through the busy lunchtime streets of Ballytorne.

He felt he should ease into his enquiries, so he began by asking her how she was feeling.

‘Much better. It’s a very simple procedure. It’s all done with some sort of scope. I was a little uncomfortable afterwards, but really I’m fine.’

‘Good. Good.’

They drove in silence for a mile or so, and then Abigail spoke.

‘So have you been talking to Evelyn?’

‘I have, yes.’ PJ wondered what direction this conversation was going to take.

‘Did you tell her your new theory that it was Tommy that was found after all?’

‘I did.’

‘And how did that go? She was upset, I imagine.’

‘A little, yes. She told me about you seeing him getting on the bus.’

‘Yes. Sorry about that, Sergeant. I just didn’t think it was that important, and she must have explained why I didn’t tell her back then.’

‘Yes. Yes she did.’

More silence. They were coming down the hill into Duneen now. PJ spoke.

‘It seems odd that we can’t find anyone else who saw him leaving that day.’

‘Really? It was a long time ago. Why would anyone remember?’

‘What’s stranger still is that not one person mentioned that he came back.’

‘Came back? What do you mean?’

‘You saw him go, but his remains were found here in Duneen, so at some point he must have returned.’

‘Oh yes. I see. Yes, that must be what happened.’

‘And nobody noticed. Even though the whole village must have been talking about him running off.’

The entrance to Ard Carraig was coming up on the left-hand side. PJ waited for Abigail to slow down, but instead she pressed her foot against the accelerator and drove straight past the old grey walls and narrow gates.

‘What?’ PJ looked helplessly out of the window. ‘Where are you going?’ 

‘Sorry, Sergeant. It’s just that if we’re going to talk about this, I’d prefer to do it in the car. I don’t want Evelyn having to hear it all again.’ 

PJ didn’t like this turn of events, but nor was he sure what he should do. Insisting that she turn the car around or stop seemed somewhat heavy-handed, and if she refused, he’d be in an even worse situation than he was already in.

‘What were you saying, Sergeant?’

‘I was wondering why nobody saw Burke’s big homecoming.’

‘I know that, Sergeant, but what is it you’re really saying?’ The atmosphere in the car had changed. Abigail’s voice had an icy tone. PJ looked at her. A small muscle was twitching in her jaw and her eyes were staring straight ahead. 

‘I’m saying that maybe Tommy Burke never went anywhere. You must admit, everything makes more sense if he never got on that bus.’

Abigail didn’t respond. The road had become steeper as it climbed to the top of the headland.

PJ felt as if he finally had the upper hand. ‘It would make complete sense if you had invented his departure in order to protect your sister. A lot of people would have done the same.’

‘Evelyn?’ She shot him a look. ‘You think Evelyn was capable of dispatching Tommy Burke?’

‘At first I didn’t, but she is very …’ he had to choose his words carefully, ‘emotional. It’s not hard to imagine her having an extreme response to something or someone.’

‘Oh for God’s sake. Evelyn didn’t kill Tommy Burke.’

‘You sound very sure.’

‘I am very sure, Sergeant. I know for a fact that my sister didn’t kill that arrogant boy.’

PJ’s heart was beating fast and he was aware of a dryness in his mouth.

‘So who are you covering for? If you know who committed the murder, you … well you must, you have to tell us.’ He hated how weak and ineffectual he sounded.

‘You’re really not a very clever man, are you? Waddling up and down the village meddling in things that are best left alone. There was no need for any of this. None.’ She hit the steering wheel with her right hand to emphasise her frustration. ‘You stupid, fat, sweaty fool. No need. There was absolutely no need.’

PJ clutched the sides of his seat to stop himself from slapping her across the face. He hadn’t been spoken to like that for years, and even then it was only by drunks he was taking into the station to sleep it off on a Saturday night. He took a deep breath. ‘Insult me all you want, Miss Ross, but if you know what happened to Tommy Burke, you are going to have to tell us.’

Abigail threw her head back and barked out a single laugh. 

‘You want to know what happened? All right, I’ll tell you what happened. That day the engagement was in the paper … well, I hadn’t fully realised how deeply Evelyn felt for the boy. I had just assumed it was a silly schoolgirl crush. Then when she came back from Burke’s she was so distraught. I hated it. I hated to see her crying. After our parents died I was forced to take charge, and seeing her like that I just felt like it was my fault, my failure. I was furious with that little Burke boy. We had rented our land to him and it had been my idea for Evelyn to help him in the house, and after all that, this was how he was repaying us. 

‘I went up to the farm to confront him. There was no way he was still going to rent our land, and I wanted to tell him myself. When I got to the house, the door was open. I called out a few times but eventually just went in. There on the table was the scarf that had made Evelyn so happy. I remembered the sobbing mess back at Ard Carraig and my blood was boiling. I grabbed the scarf and went around the back of the house to see if he was in the yard. He wasn’t, but I heard a tractor up the hill so I decided to head up there to see if it was him. It was. Not a bother on him, just sat up straight on the tractor seat, pulling a harrow across the ploughed field. It was business as usual for him. I remember looking at the back of his head as he drove away from me down the field, and how unconcerned he seemed. He had broken a girl’s heart that morning and he was harrowing. I was shaking with anger. 

‘He was about halfway back up the field when he saw me. He waved, but I stood my ground inside the gate. He tried talking to me from the seat of the tractor but I was having none of it. I called him down. I don’t remember exactly what I said. I shouted at him. I told him about the farm and I thrust Evelyn’s scarf into his hand. He looked at it as if he didn’t even recognise it. He blustered and began to explain that Evelyn was just a young girl and he’d done nothing to encourage her, and then …’

PJ sat perfectly still. He felt as if Abigail had almost forgotten that he was still in the car with her. She was telling this story to herself.

‘And then the wind caught the end of the scarf. It wasn’t even a windy day. A breeze, that’s all it was. The scarf furled out behind him like a long, thin flame. It was all so fast. The power drive on the back of the tractor was still spinning around and in just one moment it had caught the scarf. Tommy was yanked back off his feet and smashed his head against the side of the harrow. I’ll never forget that sound: a loud, wet crack. He lay completely still and the scarf, now he’d let it go, just flapped harmlessly around the power drive. It was all so sudden. I had been so angry and now this horrible scene lay before me. It was as if I’d made it happen but I knew that wasn’t true. I checked the body, but he was dead. It’s strange to think back and remember how calm I was. I stepped up on the tractor and turned off the engine, and then I dragged Tommy away from the harrow.’

Abigail stopped speaking. Her lips formed a small grin. PJ wondered if she was going to laugh.

‘I know what you’re thinking, Sergeant.’

PJ felt strangely uneasy now that she had acknowledged his presence once more. 

‘What?’ he asked quietly. He wasn’t sure how he should be handling this woman. The mood in the car felt brittle and dangerous. They were moving quite fast now, coming down the hill, and as the car sped around each tight bend, PJ caught glimpses of Aikeen Bay, all piebald blues and shimmering beneath the sun.

‘You’re wondering why I didn’t come straight down to the village and tell someone what had happened. Of course I considered it, but then I thought about Evelyn. You know it was her who found our father’s body? I thought that the news of Tommy’s death might have killed her. Everyone would be talking about her. She was already one of the tragic Ross sisters; I couldn’t heap this misery on her as well. 

‘Everything seemed very clear and simple to me then. I went down to the yard and found a shovel. The ground was ploughed, so it wasn’t that difficult. I rolled him in and I remember he fell face down and for some reason that bothered me, so I turned him over to face skywards. After he was buried, I drove the tractor down to the barn and cleaned the blood off the side of the harrow with a bit of straw. What remained of the scarf I picked out of the power drive, and then I was done. I used the keys from the tractor to lock up the house and went home. Tommy had run away. 

‘That night I went down to the village and told a few people about the bus. It was as simple as that, Sergeant. And for twenty-five years everything was fine. Nobody cared and Evelyn got her life back.’

PJ stared at her. Was she serious? Did she really think her sister had got on with the rest of her life? Didn’t she realise that she might as well have buried Evelyn along with Tommy? The woman was probably still sobbing into that fucking scarf up at Ard Carraig.

‘I do wish – God, how I wish – that the builders’ JCB had just angled its bucket to the left or right, then none of this would have had to happen.’

PJ didn’t like her tone as she spoke. It was as if she still knew more than he did. Was there more to her story? He opened his mouth and found that he just told her the truth.

‘I don’t know what to say. I’m shocked.’

‘Why? Because I’m a woman?’

‘No. Not at all. I expected it to be a crime of passion, not a simple accident that for some reason you saw fit to make look like a murder. Did you not think about confessing after a day or two?’

‘It was a good plan. A solid plan. It worked for twenty-five years. It’s not like anyone cared about him.’

PJ thought of Mrs Meany with her head bowed over his kitchen table.

‘Why tell me everything now? Why not just brazen it out? You must know that we could never get any sort of conviction with the evidence we have.’

‘Why now? Because, Sergeant, it doesn’t matter.’

‘Doesn’t matter?’

‘Nothing matters any more.’

The car took a sharp right on to a small road with thick hedges and a ridge of grass ripping through the tarmac in the centre of the lane.

‘I don’t understand.’

‘I’m a dead woman, Sergeant. Tumours. That’s what they found when they went in. Stage Four. As one nurse with not the best bedside manner put it, I’m riddled with it. I have weeks, months at most. Like mother like daughter. I’m the chosen one.’

The hedges were whipping past now in a green blur, and PJ realised that they were heading down to Dromore Pier. The car was going far too fast and he was gripped by an awful fear.

‘I’m sure there must be something they can do.’

Silence. He glanced across at her. She was staring straight ahead, her hands pressing on the steering wheel so that her body was pushed back against her seat.

‘Miss Ross. Where are we going?’

She didn’t reply.

‘Don’t do anything stupid, Miss Ross.’

Abigail reached over and switched the radio on, turning the volume high. Lyric FM blared out some jaunty light operetta. Gilbert and Sullivan maybe? PJ undid his seat belt. The car had cleared the hedges and was hurtling towards the pier. 

‘For the love of God, woman!’ PJ shouted above the music and reached across to grab the steering wheel. Abigail fought back, stronger than he had expected. The low wall of the pier was just feet away. He yanked the steering wheel as hard as he could to the left, and the car veered away from the pier, bouncing across the rough grass. Desperate, he seized the handbrake and pulled. The car spun once, twice, and then on the third turn everything went eerily quiet as they flew off the edge of the cliff into the air above the churning sea below. 

As PJ clawed at the door handle, time seemed to stop. Moments from his life flashed into his mind. Emma Fitzmaurice’s laughing face in the darkness of the cinema. His mother crying with pride the first time he put on his uniform. The sweat falling from his face on to Brid’s pale skin. Then he was engulfed by a sudden deafening roar as the car hit the waves.

The cliff was deserted. There was no one to see the car being swallowed whole by the ocean. No one to hear the strains of ‘The Queen of the Night’ coming from beneath the waves that slapped the cold rocks at the foot of the cliff.
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Two funerals in one week. The weather had turned and a dark gloom had descended on Duneen. Petra looked at the digital clock on her till. They’d all be up there now, she thought. So strange that the whole village wanted to pay their last respects to that woman. She was a killer. Maybe that was why Mrs O’Driscoll had decided not to shut the shop. Petra chewed the end of her long bleached hair. Ireland was a mysterious country. 

Up in the cemetery, Evelyn leaned against Florence as the priest finished his prayers. Both women remembered the last time they had stood by this grave. Then it had been their father and his death by misadventure. Abigail had stood between them, her arms like angels’ wings draped over their shoulders to shelter them from the large crowd of mourners that surrounded the grave. Now it was Abigail who lay before them. Florence had wondered if the village would come given the circumstances, but she needn’t have doubted them. A funeral was always going to be more important than the person who was being buried. 

Mrs O’Driscoll joined the long line of mourners. When it was her turn, she shook hands with the sisters. ‘Sorry for your loss.’ Florence gave her a small smile and mouthed ‘thank you’, but Evelyn didn’t even raise her head. As she turned away from the two women and began to descend the steps, she wondered what they’d do now. Sell up? She knew that was what she would have done. Ard Carraig was cursed. They’d find no happiness there. 

Back at Ard Carraig, the ticking of a clock and the motor in the fridge suddenly starting up were the only sounds. Florence fussed around Evelyn, making her cups of tea that went undrunk and meals that went uneaten. She read or marked exercise books, stealing glances at her sister. Evelyn just sat with her hands in her lap, sometimes staring at the floor, at other times into the middle distance. Bobby had quickly learnt that crying or pawing at her leg no longer resulted in a treat or even a stroking of his ears. He transferred his affection to Florence and curled up beside her, his chin resting on her foot. 

Evelyn felt numb and defeated. What was the point in caring or trying or believing or loving when the odds were so clearly stacked against her? All of this couldn’t have just randomly happened to her; somehow, she reasoned, it must be her fault. To try was to fail. To care was to get hurt. 

The darkness of early evening had crept over them and Florence put down her book and walked across to switch on a light. Evelyn didn’t flinch. It was as if she hadn’t seen it.

Linus wasn’t sure why he was here. There were heaps of paperwork on his desk and he had hoped he would never have to see Ballytorne again, and yet here he was driving into the hospital car park. 

He walked up the steps carrying the small bag of green grapes he had bought in the SuperValu on the square. Why did sick people get grapes? He felt like a fool. At least he had stopped short of bringing a bottle of Lucozade as well. He approached the nurse at reception.

‘I’m looking for Sergeant PJ Collins.’

There was something about the hospital bed with its side rails and high mound of pillows that made PJ look even more enormous than usual. Linus was reminded of those nature documentaries where they had to transport giant mammals under sedation back to their natural habitat. 

PJ’s head was thrown back and his eyes were closed. Linus hesitated, not sure what to do. Should he wake him? He decided to sit on the high-backed chair by the bed and wait. He picked absent-mindedly at the grapes.

After about ten minutes PJ raised his head and didn’t seem at all surprised to see the detective superintendent sitting beside his bed.

‘Hello.’

‘Hello, Sergeant. How are you feeling?’

‘Not too bad. I should be out soon. It’s good of you to come.’

‘Don’t be mad. We’re just glad that you’re alive. I brought you a few grapes.’ He held out the bag.

PJ peered down at the mixture of grapes and bare stalks.

‘Sorry. I had a few of them there when I was waiting for you to wake up.’

Both men chuckled. There was an easiness between them that had been absent before.

Linus had been genuinely happy when he found out that PJ had survived the crash. The alarm had been raised by a trawler that saw the car come off the cliff, but by the time the coastguard had arrived, PJ was already sitting in a shivering heap on the rocks. He had managed to open the door just before impact and been half out of the car as it sank to the bottom of the bay. He had broken his collarbone against the frame of the car and cracked three ribs. He now had a plate and screws holding his clavicle together.

During his days in hospital, as he drifted in and out of sleep induced by painkillers and the after-effects of his general anaesthetic, he thought a great deal about the accident. He wondered if he should have tried harder to save Abigail from the car. In fact he had made no effort whatsoever to return to the vehicle. He had sat huddled, his flesh stinging from the glacial salt water, grateful to be alive and cursing the woman who had tried so hard to kill him. It didn’t cross his mind at the time that he should risk his life to try and rescue her. 

He wondered too what he had done wrong. How as a guard he might have seen the warning signs; was there a way he could have avoided the situation? When the Ballytorne boys had recovered his car from the hospital car park, they had discovered that every wire below and around the steering wheel had been neatly cut. They guessed that someone had used something small like nail scissors. It shocked him to recall how long it was before he realised he was in real danger. Clearly she had been planning his demise from the moment they left the hospital.

‘When do you think you’ll be back at work?’ 

‘I don’t know.’ This was something else that PJ had spent a long time considering. ‘To be honest, I don’t know if I’ll be going back at all.’

Linus was taken aback. ‘Really? Why? I thought you liked the job.’

‘I do. I did. All of this has done my head in a bit, to be honest.’

‘The accident?’

‘No. No, the whole investigation really. I’ve been lying here thinking and remembering why I wanted to join the gardaí. I thought I could help. You know, be of service. The whole village thing appealed to me back then. I liked the idea that I’d be part of the community. Helping. Like I say, providing a service. But then I just got on with the job and somehow over the years didn’t notice that what I was doing day to day wasn’t like that at all. I just issue licences and check tax discs. A monkey could do it. Having you around – the technical guys – it made me realise what the job could be. I really don’t think I can go back to setting up checkpoints for speeding or getting people out of the pub. I’d lose my mind. Do you understand?’

‘Of course. I couldn’t stick all that when I joined first. Still, think about it. We’d be sorry to lose you.’

‘I will,’ PJ said, though he had in fact already made up his mind.

Linus stood. ‘Well, I should be getting back. Good to see you in one piece.’

‘Thanks for coming. I do appreciate it.’

‘Take care.’

Linus had his hand on the door when he turned. 

‘What about Cork?’

‘What?’

‘If I put in a word for you, would you consider moving up to Cork?’

PJ didn’t know what to say, but Linus was warming to his plan.

‘You’ve got the skills. I’d say you’d make detective without much bother.’

PJ flicked through the pages of a life not yet lived. He thought he liked the sound of this chapter.

‘Really? You could do that?’

‘No promises, like, but I could give it a shot. Do you want me to try?’

‘Yes. Yes please.’ PJ was beaming.

The second funeral had three mourners. Three women. Each one stood slightly apart from the others. Nearest the grave was Mrs Meany. She had borrowed a black coat from a neighbour. It was slightly too big for her, and just the tips of her fingers poked from the sleeves as she stood with her head bowed. Little Lizzie Meany was finally putting her baby to bed. 

At the end of the prayers she approached the graveside and threw a handful of the dark red soil on to the coffin lid. In her mind’s eye she saw Mrs Burke holding a gurgling bundle. This coffin seemed so big and cold.

Behind her, standing about ten feet apart, were Evelyn and Brid. As the old lady stood looking into the grave, Brid went over to Evelyn and gave her a hug. She felt she had enough going on in her life without holding on to her teenage anger at Evelyn Ross. Immediately she regretted it. Evelyn’s arms remained hanging limply at her sides and Brid had to force herself to maintain her hold for a second or two before stepping back. Evelyn looked awful. Her eyes had dark bags under them and she stared back at Brid with no flicker of recognition.

‘Are you all right?’

‘Yes.’ Her voice was a whisper.

‘Can I give you a lift home or anything?’

Before Evelyn could answer, Florence had come around the side of the chapel.

‘Hello, Mrs Riordan. I’ll take her. Don’t worry.’ She put her arm around Evelyn’s shoulders and began to lead her away. ‘Such a sad day.’

Mrs Meany was at Brid’s side now.

‘Oh, are the Ross girls leaving?’

‘Yes. I don’t think Evelyn is feeling very well.’

‘Oh. I see.’

The two women stood in silence, neither sure what to say next. The mother he never knew. The bride he never wed.

‘I don’t know if it’s the right thing, but if you wanted to come back to the house, I made a few sandwiches.’

‘Oh, thank you very much, but I’ve got to pick up the children now.’

‘Of course. Of course.’

Brid decided against attempting another hug so just shook the old lady’s hand.

Back in her cottage, Mrs Meany took off her borrowed coat and hung it carefully on the wooden hanger that was waiting on the back of the kitchen door. She stood and looked at the table. Her best china was laid out. Six cups and saucers, a small stack of plates. Beside them a damp tea towel was draped over two plates of sandwiches, and on the kitchen counter by the bread bin was a tin with a freshly iced carrot cake in it. 

She sat heavily in a chair by the table and peeled back the corner of the tea towel. She retrieved a small triangular sandwich with the crusts removed. It was ham. She nibbled at the corner, then put it down. With a deep sigh she stood and took the plates over to the bin. What a waste, she thought.

One large green suitcase and two small canvas bags was all he took with him. He looked at them squashed into the boot of his car. They were the same cases he had packed when he had headed off to training at Templemore all those years before. That was a lifetime ago. PJ wondered if he had done enough. Had he lived a life in those intervening years? He suspected that he hadn’t, but it didn’t matter because he was starting one now. He slammed the lid shut. It felt good to finally be leaving after the months of waiting.

At first the delay was because they were looking for someone to replace him, but eventually it was decided that the Garda barracks in Duneen would be closed and the village and surrounding townlands would be covered by the officers in Ballytorne. PJ had raised his eyebrows when he heard. It turned out he was irreplaceable, or else, he thought, trying to suppress any feelings of bitterness or regret, the job he had been doing for the last fifteen years had been pointless. He decided he was being too harsh on himself. Certainly the way people had spoken to him when the news of his transfer got out convinced him that his job had been worthwhile. He felt he would be missed. Would he miss them? He thought he might.

He locked the front door of the bungalow and got into his car. Every silly thing had taken on a ponderous sense of history; it didn’t matter what he did that day – brushing his teeth, boiling the kettle, lacing his shoes – everything was accompanied by a running commentary of ‘This is the last time I will …’

The leaves had already begun to turn, but there was still some heat in the sun that meant Duneen was looking its best for his departure. He drove slowly down Main Street, taking it all in. 

Will I ever be back here? he wondered.

Mrs O’Driscoll was outside her shop. He waved at her. She looked a bit puzzled and raised her hand in return. PJ smiled to himself. Clearly she had forgotten that today was the day. To his left was the hill that led up to the old Burke farm. The development was finished now and, in a move that had surprised many, Florence and Evelyn had sold Ard Carraig and bought one of the new houses. Of course it was very handy for the primary school, but people still questioned if it was the best place for them to be. PJ had called up the week before to tell the sisters that he was leaving, but Florence had said Evelyn wasn’t well so he hadn’t seen her to say goodbye. In fact very few people saw Evelyn any more. 

Florence had almost taken on the role of carer. Each evening she picked up a few things in O’Driscoll’s and headed back to the new house. She liked how clean everything was. The kitchen, the bathroom, the windows: nothing was covered in a thick layer of memories. She wasn’t sure what to do about Evelyn. Clearly she needed help, but she refused to go and see a specialist. The local doctor had called out a few times and prescribed some anti-anxiety medication, but it didn’t seem to make much difference. Occasionally someone would report having seen Evelyn out walking the dog either very early in the morning or after dark, but other than that she had vanished from village life. Her sister was no longer Florence. She was, and would remain, ‘poor Florence’.

Once through the village, PJ sped up and thought about his new life in Cork. He had rented a small one-bedroomed flat in a new development on the outskirts of the city. He was looking forward to having a home that was separate from where he worked. He wondered if he would maybe lose a bit of weight without Mrs Meany cooking all his meals. He hoped so.

He passed the turning that led up to Brid Riordan’s farm. He had wanted to go and say his farewells, but he knew that things weren’t easy for her. It would be just his luck that he would arrive at the same time as Anthony.

Anthony had been staying with his mother for a while, but once the work building him a small house on the farm was under way, Brid had relented and let him move back into the farmhouse. The children seemed happier with everyone under the one roof, even though they knew their father was sleeping in the spare bedroom. 

Brid had been surprised by their reaction at first. She had thought Cathal would be the most upset, but in fact it was Carmel who had taken it hardest. Brid and Anthony had told them together. Cathal had just nodded. Brid could tell he was trying very hard not to cry. She hated that she was doing something that hurt him. Carmel had decided that her father was leaving because her mother was so awful. She had screamed at Brid. Called her a bitch and a drunk. Anthony had tried to reprimand her and tell her that it was what Mummy and Daddy had both agreed, but she was having none of it. Mummy had driven her daddy away.

Over the months things had calmed down, and she was at least civil to Brid now. Sometimes it was tempting to tell her about Daddy and the nurse, but Brid knew she would probably blame her for that as well.

Another big change was that Brid was earning money. Apparently she had inherited her mother’s flair for baking, and after a few of the other mothers had asked her for her recipes, one of them offered to pay her to make a cake for a birthday. Other requests followed, and with her confidence riding high, Brid had gone into the little deli in Ballytorne called the Coffee Nook and showed them samples of muffins and cakes. She now had a regular order. It wasn’t enough money to live on, but she could tell Anthony was impressed and she liked the feeling of being busy.

Once, quite soon after he had moved back in, Anthony had tried to kiss her. Brid had come out of the bathroom ready for bed and found him standing on the landing. She wasn’t sure if it was planned or if he had just been waiting to brush his teeth and then the physical proximity had prompted him to lean in and plant his lips on hers. Brid hadn’t pushed him away, but somehow they had both just sensed that it was not the right thing to do. He drew back from her, closed the bathroom door and had never tried again.

The road curved around the side of the valley and left Duneen behind. The sun was getting lower in the sky and long shadows draped themselves across the fields. PJ felt strangely self-conscious. It was as if he was being watched guiding the car around the bends. He leaned back and spaced his hands evenly on the steering wheel. It felt like he was in a movie, but he couldn’t be sure if this was the beginning or the end. 


Epilogue

PJ hated this. Sitting alone in a restaurant was something he tried to avoid. The way the other diners looked at him when he walked in. They didn’t even try to disguise their amusement and disgust. What did this man want with any more food? 

Then there was trying to manoeuvre his way into his chair. There was never enough room and someone always had to shuffle their seat forward. Outwardly they assured him it was no trouble, but he knew they resented all the space he was taking up.

The waiter approached him and asked if he’d like any bread and butter. Had PJ imagined the young man was smirking? 

‘Yes please.’ This was even worse than he had been expecting. The thick carpet and starched tablecloths gave the room a hushed atmosphere. Was anybody speaking? All he could hear was the echo of cutlery on plates and his own breathing, which seemed to have been amplified somehow. He could feel a sheen of sweat forming on his brow. Could he use the napkin to wipe it away?

The bread basket with a small ramekin of butter was delivered. That waiter was definitely laughing at him. PJ waited till he had gone and then picked up a piece of bread and spread some of the butter on it. God, it was good. He allowed himself one more piece. Then another. Only one slice of bread remained. He would not have it. He wouldn’t give the smart-arse waiter the satisfaction of coming back to find the basket stripped of its contents. He stared straight ahead at a series of abstract paintings. How long had he been here? He looked at his watch. Five minutes. That was nothing.

Whenever the door opened he had to strain to see who it was; his table was just to the side of an alcove, so he could only see the bar area. An elderly pair obviously celebrating something, a group of three businessmen, a nervous young couple. PJ watched them hand their coats to the girl by the bar and then follow the waiter to their various tables. The place was almost full.

He heard the door open and saw the back of a woman wearing a camel-coloured coat. PJ didn’t recognise it. She slipped it off and revealed a navy blouse with a neat white collar. The woman touched her hair as she spoke to the maître d’. When she turned to follow him into the restaurant, her eyes found PJ’s. Brid Riordan gave him a small wave and smiled.

The last piece of bread was forgotten.
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BEFORE

He longed for silence. The roar of the wind churned with the rasping rhythm of the waves and filled his head. Every morning Edward woke to these sounds and when his aching arms pulled the blankets up at night the same wall of noise filled his dreams. When would he find peace?

Edward Foley was hunched on the small promontory of rocks that marked the border between the front paddock and the sea. Clouds had robbed the night sky of stars or a moon, which made the dark hood of sounds feel even thicker. His tears had dried but now his face was wet once more with the salty mist of spray from the pounding surf. Behind him he heard occasional voices and the thin slam of a car door.

If only he could think. He had to consider the future. What to do next? He wasn’t what anyone would have called young, but still, at forty-one you couldn’t declare your life was over. He thought of his brother James, claimed long ago by the waves. He didn’t have the luxury of giving up, but that was precisely what Edward wanted to do. To sit and hug his knees till the tide came to take him.

Through the wet crackle of the wind and waves he heard an engine start and the damp grass around him glowed red, then blue. He turned his head and watched the ambulance making its way slowly down the lane, past the orchard towards the road. He felt so foolish. What right had he to expect happiness? This suddenly seemed like the ending of the story that had been written for him all along.

He stood and looked back towards the house. Every light was burning, or so it seemed. A boat out at sea might have thought they were having a party. Behind the bright grid of windows, he could just make out the looming shadow of the castle ruins that gave the house its name. The countless decades of Foleys that had lived on this land. All that history, now hanging on to the future by a thread.

He knew he should go back, but he couldn’t bear the thought of seeing his mother. He pictured her sitting at the kitchen table. A cup and saucer in front of her. His mug of tea on the opposite side. Her endless stream of words would fill the silence, but it would be her face that told him what she really thought. Somehow this was all his fault. It would be the same look she had given him when James had died. An expression that told him that she still loved him but that she could never forgive him.

His mother was not the sort of woman to bounce you on her knee or pull you into the comfort of her breast when everything seemed too much, but she was strong, resourceful and determined. He knew that if he was to get through this he would need her. He lifted his collar against the howl of the night and started across the field towards the lights of the house. Of one thing, he was certain.

His mother would have a plan.


  Don't miss the new novel by Graham Norton ...


  
    [image: Image]
  


   


  The truth drifts out to sea, riding the waves out of sight. And then the tide turns.


  Elizabeth Keane returns to Ireland after her mother's death. There is nothing here for her; the house of her childhood is stuffed full of useless things.

Then, she finds a small stash of letters ...
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