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Chapter One



My eyes shifted away from the skeleton. They moved to the central nervous system, up along the spinal cord to the brain, the cerebellum and pituitary gland. They pinged across to the height charts, the nutrition pyramid and the posters saying Antibiotics won’t cure your cold! and Baby clinic every Wednesday 1 p.m. to 3 p.m.


I tried to relax.


God, how I hated going to the doctor. This one was particularly embarrassing.


A gravelly voice interrupted my thoughts. ‘He’s a grand wee young fella.’


‘Sorry, Jim?’


The old man seated opposite me leaned across. ‘I said, the new doctor – he’s a nice young fella.’ He winked. ‘But then you’d know that.’


I sighed. Glendara, where no private life was private. Having said that, I was glad to see that Jim was looking a lot better than the last time I’d seen him, despite us both being in a doctor’s waiting room. Three weeks earlier, I’d drafted his will and wondered at the time how long it would be before I was called upon to administer it. He’d had a sickly grey pallor and a hacking cough I was sure would do for him before the year was out. But now his eyes were bright and there was colour in his lined cheeks. And a distinctly mischievous grin on his face.


‘And sure, a few more months around here and he’ll soon lose the accent,’ he added.


I gave in and smiled. ‘No doubt.’


Jim returned to clicking his teeth and I reopened the three-year-old copy of Woman’s Way I’d been reading. I wondered whose stash Harry had raided – the practice had only been open a few months.


Dr Harry, as he’d quickly become known, had arrived in Glendara in the spring and taken over the practice of old Dr O’Doherty – or ‘Needles’ as he was known, his nickname derived not from the injections he administered, but because his grandmother was an obsessive knitter, never seen without her needles and a ball of wool. Harry didn’t have a nickname. His mother was a local but had married a French Canadian with the relatively unusual name (in Inishowen, at least) of Dubois, which was deemed sufficient to distinguish him from the raft of Dohertys and McLaughlins in the area. But he was firmly Dr Harry rather than Dr Dubois, and I suspected that would not change.


He was also Leah’s cousin. When he had arrived in town, my trusty legal assistant had persuaded me to help show him around, and eventually to double-date with her and her fiancé Kevin. It was casual and fun, and it was something I’d badly needed.


But the past few weeks I’d been feeling a bit off. I had a lump in my throat that came and went, and there were times when my throat felt constricted, as if it was being squeezed by an invisible hand. But if I had a glass of wine – I’d had quite a few this summer – the symptoms seemed to disappear, which convinced me that the problem was psychosomatic.


Psychosomatic or not, I’d been unable to conceal it from Leah, who had nagged me into speaking to Harry about it. And since Harry was now Glendara’s only GP, and Leah’s wedding, at which I was due to read, was imminent, I was left with little choice. I’d finally caved in and had some blood tests done. Now I was back to get the results.


I looked up again from my magazine, stifling a yawn. I was distracted and tired. I’d been in Buncrana Garda Station until the early hours of the morning with a client who’d been arrested for a vicious assault in the back room of a pub called the Drunken Piglet. I hadn’t managed to get to the bottom of it yet, but he was due to be brought before a special sitting of Glendara District Court at half past twelve.


I checked my watch. It was twelve o’clock. The waiting room had been full when I’d arrived. Now, at midday, nearing the end of morning surgery, only Jim and I remained. The long, narrow window that ran along the top of the front wall was open, and the screech of seagulls diving for leftovers from the lunchtime takeaway trade drifted in from the square. Despite that, the room was uncomfortably warm. It was early August and one of the hottest summers on record in Inishowen.


‘Wild warm, so it is,’ Jim offered, reading my thoughts. He pulled a grubby-looking handkerchief from his pocket and wiped his brow with it. ‘It’s not good for us, you know.’


‘No, we’re not really cut out for heat in this part of the world, are we?’


Jim shook his head in agreement while using the same handkerchief to vigorously blow his nose.


The door of the waiting room opened and the receptionist stuck her head in. ‘Jim? The doctor is ready for you now.’


Jim stuffed the hanky back into his pocket, hauled himself to his feet and shuffled towards the door, raising his right hand in salute. ‘Right, solicitor. I’ll be seeing you.’


The door clicked shut. I massaged the muscles in my neck and tried not to think about the likely cause of my symptoms. I was pretty sure it was all in my head, and not just because a glass of wine seemed to improve it. Several months earlier, I’d survived an attempt on my life by one Luke Kirby, the man who had killed my sister. Luke was now dead. I’d thought his death would mean I could finally get on with my life, but the relief was short-lived. Sleep had been erratic and elusive over the past few months, and it was hard not to make the connection between the throat problems I was having now and almost being strangled in reality. I’d survived Kirby’s attack, but the memory of his hands around my throat in a filthy boatshed in Culdaff was one I was unlikely to forget. I glanced again at the wall opposite, with its posters on nutrition and exercise, and thought how little it all meant if one didn’t have peace of mind.


I was lost in these cheerful thoughts when the door opened again.


The receptionist smiled. ‘Ben?’


I followed her out of the waiting room, past her desk and through the door of the bright, freshly painted and very blue surgery.


Harry stood up from his desk. ‘Hi.’


At well over six foot, he towered over me. I smiled as I remembered Jim’s description of him as a ‘wee young fella’.


‘Any better?’ he asked.


‘Ah yeah,’ I lied. ‘It’s nothing really. I’m sure it’ll just go away on its own at some stage.’


Harry closed the door behind me with a soft click and indicated the chair beside his desk, which I took, bag resting on my knee. He sat down, tapped at a few keys on his computer and peered at the screen. His light-blue striped shirt matched his eyes, and the walls. Not for the first time, I could see why he’d become such a hit in town, particularly with his female patients. Dr Harry was decidedly easy on the eye.


He looked up at me, eyebrows raised. ‘Well, all the bloods are back, and everything seems to be clear. We’ve tested for thyroid, coeliac disease and infection, but all are negative. Your iron levels are good, there’s no vitamin B deficiency . . .’ He shook his head, looking back at the screen. ‘All in all you seem pretty healthy.’


‘Great.’ I stood up to go. ‘So that’s it?’


‘Hold on,’ he said, motioning for me to sit back down. ‘I’d like to refer you on to an ENT guy in Letterkenny.’


I obeyed, sinking back into the seat. ‘Do you think that’s necessary?’


‘I think it’s a good idea, just to rule out anything nasty.’


‘Okay,’ I said slowly.


‘It’ll take a few weeks. But . . .’ he hesitated, ‘there is also the possibility that you have something known as globus hystericus.’


‘What on earth’s that?’ I raised my eyebrows.


He crossed his arms and leaned back in his chair. ‘Simply put, it manifests itself as a choking sensation, or a feeling of having a lump in the throat.’


‘Which is what I have. Periodically,’ I added.


‘It’s certainly something similar to what you’ve described.’


I paused. ‘Hang on. You said “a feeling of having a lump in the throat”. So you mean the lump isn’t really there?’


‘Exactly,’ he said. ‘I’m not suggesting that the feeling isn’t perfectly real to you, but it’s a condition that’s thought to be connected with anxiety.’


I smiled suddenly, putting two and two together. ‘Globus hystericus. Hysteria. You mean “lady madness”.’


Harry had the grace to look uncomfortable, and then he grinned too. ‘Actually, I shouldn’t have said that. It’s not called hystericus any longer. It has the more PC term globus pharyngeus now. The good thing is, it’s nothing to worry about. Have you had anything worrying you lately? Stress at work or anything?’


‘Some, I suppose.’


I’d have been surprised if Harry hadn’t heard about the events at Christmas. News travels quickly in Inishowen, and Leah would have told him if no one else had. But he didn’t mention it; just turned back to his screen.


‘Look, I’ll refer you to an ENT in Letterkenny anyway.’ He looked up. ‘In the meantime, there are some exercises you can do that might help. Throat stretching and exercises for your voice. They’re on the net.’


‘Great. I’ll have a look.’


‘Yoga and meditation might help too. The problem is, if it is globus, it’s quite difficult to shift.’


‘I’d noticed that.’


I stood again, pulling the straps of my bag onto my shoulder. Harry stood too, his hands in the pockets of his white coat. His face softened, signalling that the professional bit was over.


‘Ready for Saturday?’


I smiled. ‘I’m reading a poem, assuming my throat holds up.’


‘Lovely. This will be my first Donegal wedding in a while.’ His eyes creased in amusement. ‘Are they still gigantic? I came back for another cousin’s about ten years ago. I’d swear that one had about four hundred guests.’


I laughed. ‘Leah’s won’t be that big. Greysbridge is too small.’


Harry crossed his arms. ‘That’s right. Greysbridge.’ His voice changed to a mock whisper. ‘My mother tells me that house is haunted. She was amazed to hear it was reopening as a hotel.’


My eyes widened. ‘I wonder if Leah knows that.’


‘Maybe leave it till after the ceremony to tell her.’ He paused. ‘You sure you don’t want to travel together?’


I shook my head. Handsome as he was, I sure as hell wasn’t ready for that kind of public declaration. ‘I’m going up tomorrow night with Maeve. Your parents still aren’t coming over?’


‘No. My dad’s not a great traveller any more and my mother’s happy to stay with him. So, I’ll see you there.’


He made his way over to the door and held it open for me. As I was leaving, he gave me a surprise kiss on the cheek.


I paid at the desk and walked out into the square, momentarily blinded by bright sunshine. I reached into my bag for sunglasses, put them on and checked my watch – it was twenty-five past twelve. I barrelled up the street towards the courthouse.


The man I was representing was being led in in handcuffs just ahead of me. I tapped the guard accompanying him on the shoulder and asked that he be taken to the small anteroom off the main court so I could speak to him before we got started.


Once inside, I closed the door and perched on the only piece of furniture in the room, an old kitchen table with peeling green paint. My client, one Eamonn McShelley, stood in front of me, handcuffs removed, gaze firmly fixed on the wall opposite.


‘How are you doing this morning?’ I asked. ‘All right?’


He grunted something resembling an assent. He was more subdued than he had been last night, but the stench of stale booze was undeniable, his hair was greasy and his skin had a sheen that indicated he hadn’t had the benefit of a shower today. I’d met Mr McShelley for the first time at midnight the night before, after a call from the Garda station asking me to come and represent him. He’d requested me by name, I was told, but I still wasn’t sure why. He was no more communicative this morning than he had been last night.


I took his charge sheet from my bag. ‘Okay, as you know, you’ve been charged under section 3 of the Non-Fatal Offences against the Person Act, which is assault causing harm. It’s a serious offence. But all that will happen this morning is that the guard will give evidence of arrest, charge and caution and I will have an opportunity to apply for bail on your behalf. Do you understand?’


He nodded, still not meeting my eye. I sighed. This wasn’t going to be easy. The night before, I’d been told he’d resisted arrest, but he’d refused to tell me anything then either. I recalled my exchange with the arresting guard. What are you saying he did? I’d asked. Chained a guy to a radiator and then proceeded to get pissed for two hours. I’d raised my eyebrows. But you’re charging him with assault causing harm, not false imprisonment? The guard had narrowed his eyes. The radiator was on. Full pelt. We have a victim in intensive care with second-degree burns.


I crossed my arms. ‘As I told you last night, the guards have said they will be objecting to bail on the basis that you may interfere with witnesses. Last night you said that you didn’t want me to apply for bail. Is that still your position?’


McShelley nodded again, staring at the ground with a surly expression on his face.


‘Are you sure?’ I paused. No further response. ‘Okay. That means you will be remanded in custody and taken to Castlerea prison. The case will be put back for one week.’ I took a blank Statement of Means from my bag. ‘What about your circumstances? Are you working?’


He shook his head.


I stood up. ‘Give me a minute and I’ll come back to you.’


I made my way into the courtroom. As was typical for the summer months, the heating was on and the place was like a sauna. The thought of being chained to a radiator made the skin on the back of my neck prickle.


An inspector from Letterkenny was speaking to the court clerk, but other than that the courtroom was empty. The inspector turned when he heard my footsteps and I made my way over. He nodded a good morning.


‘Eamonn McShelley,’ I said, counting off the issues on my fingers. ‘No application for bail. We’ll consent to a remand in custody for one week.’


The inspector nodded. ‘In case you were considering an application for legal aid, there’ll be an objection to that too.’


I raised my eyebrows. ‘Any reason? He tells me he’s unemployed.’


The inspector smiled. ‘He might be claiming the dole, but there’s a hefty pay packet coming from somewhere.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘He’s from Castleblaney. He’s in a pub in Inishowen with keys to a lorry but no vehicle. And quite an amount of cash on his person.’ The man’s tone was sarcastic. ‘What would you think?’


I had some ideas, but I wasn’t about to suggest them to the inspector. The high rate of tax on cigarettes and alcohol meant that smuggling of those goods was rife. Red diesel used in agricultural machinery had a significantly lower rate of tax than ordinary diesel but its use in road vehicles was illegal, meaning that fuel laundering, the removal of the red dye, was pretty profitable. There were any number of offences he could have been referring to.


I shrugged. ‘I don’t know. You’ll have to tell me what you’re thinking.’


Unsurprisingly, the inspector wasn’t prepared to share his suspicions with me either. ‘I think you’ll have to ask your client about that.’


‘You do know you haven’t charged him with anything in that regard? It’s a straightforward Section 3.’


‘I’m aware of that,’ he said coolly. ‘I’m simply marking your card that that is unlikely to remain the position. What I’m saying now is that despite what he may be telling you, your client is on someone’s payroll, which means we’ll be rigorously objecting to any application for legal aid.’


The clerk called, ‘All rise,’ and the judge walked into the courtroom.





Chapter Two



A line of sweat was running down my back within seconds of leaving the courthouse; my suit was way too warm. The sun beat down and it hadn’t rained for over a week, a major phenomenon in Donegal. As old Jim had remarked, we weren’t really cut out for it. For the first few days people had embraced the good weather, leaving work early to go to the beach, dragging chairs from the Oak pub to drink afternoon pints outside. But now, after a month of almost solid sunshine, they were beginning to complain, sporting sunburned skin and red eyes, claiming they were too hot to sleep and that animals were suffering and plants were dying. And as I walked through the square, I saw that the flower beds, usually a blaze of colour at this time of year, were a sorry sight, despite the Tidy Towns committee’s attempts to water them more regularly than usual.


Crossing the road in the direction of the office, I spotted Phyllis Kettle fanning herself with a paperback in the doorway of her bookshop. She waved, and I walked towards her. Her Border collie Fred was flopped down beside her on the mat, tongue lolling from the side of his mouth. The bookseller hadn’t made too many concessions to the heat – she was wearing an ankle-length purple linen dress with long sleeves.


She looked at me curiously as I approached. ‘Everything okay?’ she asked.


‘Fine, why?’


She nodded towards the doctor’s surgery, from where she must have seen me emerge earlier. Not much escapes Phyllis. ‘Now I know you’ve been out and about with the handsome doctor, but you were in there a long time. During morning surgery. Looked more like a professional visit to me.’


‘I’m grand,’ I said, using the universal Irish response to any enquiry about health.


But her eyes narrowed as they always did when she was ferreting information, and I gave in. ‘I have a throat thing I can’t seem to get rid of.’


I took off my jacket and hooked it over my arm, and tried to remember if I had a clean shirt in the office; I’d taken to bringing one in most days.


‘A paste with honey, lemon, ginger, garlic and cayenne pepper,’ Phyllis pronounced. ‘Only thing for a throat. Tastes disgusting, but it works. Or gargle with salty water.’ She fanned herself again. ‘If it wasn’t so warm, I’d suggest a hot whiskey.’


‘Noted,’ I said, bowing my head.


I hadn’t the energy to explain that I’d already tried every cure I could think of the past few weeks and none of the traditional remedies had worked. Whatever I had, it was no ordinary sore throat.


‘All set for Saturday?’ I asked, changing the subject. ‘Got your inspirational words ready?’


Phyllis’s face creased into a smile. ‘Ach, it’ll be great. I can’t wait.’


A few months earlier, Phyllis had announced that for some reason best known to herself she’d been secretly training as a marriage celebrant, and when Leah had heard, she’d asked if she and Kevin could be her first official couple. If nothing else, Phyllis was guaranteed to bring a spot of colour to the proceedings.


‘The first one was always going to be special,’ Phyllis said, beaming. ‘But the fact that I know Leah and Kevin makes it all the better.’


‘I’m sure it will be lovely. They’ve been together a long time.’ I swallowed. I really needed a drink. ‘Speaking of which, I’d better get back and let the bride-to-be head off.’


Phyllis looked at me curiously, screwing her face up against the sun. ‘Is she working today? I thought she’d be off all week.’


‘She starts her wedding leave this afternoon, so I’d better get back to man the phones.’


I inhaled too quickly and coughed, finding it difficult to speak. But Phyllis wasn’t letting me go so easily.


‘When are you heading up to Greysbridge?’


‘Tomorrow evening. Maeve’s coming with me. There’s a barbecue the night before the wedding.’


‘Well, make sure you get an early night tonight with that throat thing. It’ll be a long weekend.’ Phyllis leaned down to pat Fred, who gazed up at her. ‘Now I’d better get this poor creature and myself something to drink before we pass out.’


I walked on, relieved to be able to do the same, dropping into the Oak to pick up a sandwich and some water. Glendara’s pub had been rebuilt in the spring after it was burned down at Christmas. Tony Craig, the owner, had done Trojan work and somehow managed to re-create the atmosphere of the original, triumphantly reopening for the August Bank Holiday weekend just past. The only dark spot was that his daughter Susanne had been absent, serving a nine-month sentence for arson of the same pub. But the opening had coincided with the town carnival and the square had been full of stilt walkers and strange costumes, giving the town a much-needed lift. And lots of sunburn the week after.


Armed with my takeaway lunch, I pushed open the door of O’Keeffe & Co., Solicitors. The cool interior was a relief; one of the advantages of working in an old, slightly damp terraced house. Leah was standing waiting at reception, bag and phone in hand, computer switched off. I dumped my purchases on the counter with a groan.


‘Well?’ she demanded.


‘Remanded in custody till next week. They think he’s involved in some kind of smuggling. Not that he’s admitted anything to me. I can barely get two words out of him.’


‘I meant Dr Harry! What did he say?’


‘Oh. Blood tests were all clear, but he’s referred me on to a consultant just in case.’


She frowned, looking worried.


‘I’ll be fine,’ I added quickly. ‘I’m sure it’s psychosomatic. I just need a holiday.’


She regarded me doubtfully before sighing. ‘I know what you mean about the holiday. I’m beginning to wonder why Kevin and I didn’t just elope. My mother’s all stressed because his family are landing over from the island tonight. And although she’s got used to the idea, she’s not sure what they’ll think of us having a civil ceremony rather than a church one. And with a female celebrant.’


Leah’s fiancé had grown up on a small island called Inishathair, which lay off the north coast of Inishowen. Though I’d been to other islands, such as Rathlin and Tory, I’d never been to Inishathair and, oddly, had never met anyone from there other than Kevin. I’d been told the population was less than sixty, so maybe that was why.


‘Well there’s not much they can do about it now, is there?’ I flopped down at Leah’s desk. My legs felt shaky all of a sudden. It must have been the heat.


‘No,’ she admitted. ‘Except make their feelings known. Loudly. Which they are perfectly capable of doing after a few pints.’


‘Do you think that’s likely?’ I asked with a grin.


She raised her eyes to heaven. ‘Oh yes. God knows what Saturday is going to be like.’


‘Things always get a little fraught when families get together,’ I said soothingly. ‘Maybe you can get all the rows out of the way tomorrow and then Saturday will be the calm after the storm.’


She grinned suddenly. ‘Actually, that’s not such a bad idea. Maybe I’ll do a bit of stirring tonight on purpose.’ She picked up her keys. ‘Anyway, I’d better get to this hair appointment or Stan will kill me. I’ll see you tomorrow evening.’


I gave her a hug. ‘Good luck. I’m sure it will all go swimmingly. And you have Greece to look forward to after it’s all over.’


Her face softened as she turned to go. ‘Is there any way I could skip straight to that bit?’


I unwrapped my sandwich, but before I could take my first bite, the phone rang. The phone was going to be the most difficult part of running the office without Leah, I realised. I took a sip of water before I answered.


‘Hi.’ A male voice with an American accent was followed by a momentary hesitation. ‘Is that you, Ben?’


I glanced nervously at the door. Leah could easily come back for something. ‘Yes. Hello, Mitch.’


‘I hope you don’t mind my ringing your office. I found the number online. It’s easier than calling your cell.’


There was a smile in his voice, but I didn’t respond. He was checking up on me. I should have expected it.


‘Answering your own phone – you won’t have to do that over here, you know. And I’m sure you’ll be glad of a bit of sunshine, won’t you?’


I couldn’t help but smile at that, glancing towards the window and the perfectly blue sky. ‘You’re not going to believe it, but it’s twenty-seven degrees here at the moment. And sunny.’


‘You’re kidding. I thought it did nothing but rain over there.’ There was a pause. ‘You’ve been missed, you know.’


‘That’s nice to hear.’


‘I have good news. We’ve sorted a locum for you. There’s a Monaghan man who is dying to get home for a bit, would take the leave in a heartbeat.’ He paused as if checking something. ‘Castleblaney’s not that far away from you, is it?’


I hung up feeling uneasy. Mitch was the managing partner of the firm I’d worked for in the States before I’d come to Inishowen. We’d stayed in touch with the odd email at Christmas and St Patrick’s Day. But then, a month earlier, he’d phoned me out of the blue to say that the firm’s Irish-American client base was growing, and they liked the idea of having another ‘real’ Irish lawyer on their staff and would I be interested in being that lawyer? I’d immediately said no, but I’d been feeling low when I’d taken the call and he could hear it in my voice.


The problem was, when he rang back a week later, that hadn’t changed. And Mitch knew it. Mitch was a trial attorney – he was trained to smell weakness and exploit it, even over the phone, thousands of miles away. And somehow I’d found myself agreeing to do a few months, a year at the most, though only if I could find a locum for my practice in Donegal, which I’d thought was unlikely. I wasn’t due to start until January, five months away, but I still hadn’t told Leah. It seemed too much to land on her just before her wedding.


I pulled myself together, ate the sandwich at my desk and worked through lunch. The afternoon was busy. Managing the phone and seeing clients required a high degree of co-ordination, so when my last appointment was over, I left on the dot of half five, locking the door behind me with a sigh of relief.


The Mini was like an oven when I sat into the driver’s seat, reminding me of hire cars on foreign holidays. I drove out of the car park with the window fully down, relishing the breeze, passing the Garda station, boarded up now, looking morose and unloved. It had been closed for almost six months. Garda Andy McFadden had been re-stationed in Letterkenny after a stint in rehab for his gambling addiction and I’d run into him in court a few weeks back looking a lot better than the last time I’d seen him. He’d asked after his old sergeant, but I had nothing to tell him.


Driving along the coast, inhaling the sea air, I allowed myself to think about Molloy, something I generally resisted these days. Tom Molloy, Glendara’s old sergeant and my ex, had left for Cork in February, having been put on enforced leave pending an investigation into Kirby’s death. At first there’d been regular texts and phone calls between us. We’d even attempted to get together on a few occasions, with some vaguely romantic notion about meeting halfway. But Cork is a six-hour drive from Inishowen, and once the investigation was concluded, clearing Molloy of any wrongdoing, he’d been stationed in Clonakilty, which is a further hour.


With his shifts and my practice, whatever we had seemed impossible to sustain. He’d sounded tired when I’d rung, and so we’d spoken less and resorted to texts. Never the most open of individuals, he’d become more and more distant, causing me to send terse replies, until eventually I’d stopped responding altogether. It was too hard. In my mind he’d been the one to pull back, again. He had saved my life and left.


And then Harry had asked me out. I’d said no at first and rung Molloy in some pathetic last-ditch attempt to retrieve whatever we’d had. I was greeted with a foreign ringtone. It was the final straw. I didn’t leave a message. And I said yes to Harry. It was easy and uncomplicated and fun.





Chapter Three



The water gave me a shock when I lowered my shoulders in at Lagg the following morning. Heatwave or not, the sea in Donegal is cold; bracing an understatement. Since the warm weather, I’d got into the habit of an early-morning dip before work. It helped my throat, although that was probably because it was all I could do to keep breathing while my heart raced in the icy water, leaving no room for other concerns.


It was still only seven, so I stayed in longer than I usually did, although, as always, within my depth and close to shore. Five Fingers Strand or Lagg as the locals call it, is not safe for swimming. For the third night running I’d had difficulty sleeping, waking at three a.m. to toss and turn for hours. At half past five I’d risen, made myself a coffee and curled up on the couch with a book and Guinness, my grouchy black tomcat. At half past six I’d grabbed a towel and swimming togs and climbed into the car.


I hauled myself out of the water and wrapped myself in the towel, standing for a moment to stare at the view that I loved: the water, the rocks, the green mystery of Glashedy Island, its beach a golden gash in the morning light.


I looked down, enjoying the sensation of the cold sand between my toes, and made myself think about the job in the States, wondering if I’d done the right thing. It wasn’t as if Mitch was asking me to move there permanently – he was asking me to take a year out, do something different. Maybe that wasn’t such a bad idea. I needed a break after the trauma of what had happened. But if I left, would I return? Inishowen was my home, but something had changed in the past few months. The events of Christmas had taken their toll, and Molloy’s absence hadn’t helped. But the notion that my happiness should be dependent on his presence or absence irritated me. Though our working relationship stretched further back, our romantic one had been short-lived and certainly not worth basing longterm decisions on.


I felt my throat close over, the effects of the swim wearing off, and I breathed in deeply. I’d followed Harry’s suggestion and found some exercises on the net, so I gave them a go now. Raising my face to the sky, the gulls swooping and diving above, I rolled my head slowly from left to right, counting the beats. I felt a stretch in the muscles in my neck and it was oddly calming. When I’d finished the first exercise, I moved on to a second, called ‘kiss the sky’. It made me feel pretty foolish, but I did it just the same.


I heard my name being called and I lowered my chin, surprised and embarrassed; I’d assumed I’d be alone on the beach at this hour. A runner was approaching in red singlet and shorts, his long strides propelling him quickly across the damp sand. It was Harry.


He reached me, breathing heavily. I said good morning and he raised his hands in silent greeting before leaning forward, hands on knees, catching his breath. After a few seconds, he straightened.


‘Sorry. Trying to push myself.’ He looked exhausted, with dark circles under his eyes. I wondered how far he’d run. ‘So, you found the throat exercises?’


I grinned. ‘You saw me then.’


‘I did. I’m sorry, I hadn’t realised what you were doing or I wouldn’t have disturbed you. But they should help.’ He brushed the sweat from his forehead. ‘You’ve certainly nothing to lose by doing them.’


I saluted ‘Okay, Doc. Will do. I’m prepared to do anything at this stage.’


He glanced at the water and frowned. ‘Are you sure you should be swimming here? I thought this beach wasn’t safe.’


‘It’s not, but I don’t think you could call what I do swimming. More of a shock immersion. I just dip myself in. I do it all year round.’


He gazed at me with an amused smile. ‘You’re quite the strange little creature, aren’t you?’


I flushed. Harry had a way of looking at you that made you want to giggle idiotically. Not my style usually.


‘Be careful, though, won’t you?’ he said, his expression suddenly sober. ‘Don’t take any risks.’


‘Always am. Never do.’


‘Good.’ He wiped his face with his sleeve again. ‘Although I must admit, it’s looking pretty attractive even to me at the moment.’


I followed his gaze to the water, its deceiving Caribbean blue. ‘Believe me, it’s still pretty chilly.’


He grinned. ‘I’ll bet.’ He looked up at the sky; there was heat in the sun even at this hour. ‘How long is it going to last, do you think – this weather?’


‘Oh, it’ll probably break soon. It has to,’ I added unconvincingly.


‘I’ll be glad when it does.’ Harry checked his watch. ‘Anyway, I’d better go – early surgery.’


‘Okay.’


He turned back. ‘That was a nice surprise,’ he said, his eyes meeting mine flirtatiously. ‘Rather a good start to the day.’


I smiled. ‘See you tomorrow.’


‘For sure.’


He walked towards the dunes, stopping to stretch his muscles along the way. I waited till he had disappeared through the gap in the eroded rocks before walking on a little, intending to resume my contemplation. But I’d lost my train of thought, so I picked up my towel and headed back to the car. I’d decided on one thing at least – no decisions until after the weekend. This weekend was for Leah.


The office was quiet, and without Leah to chat to, the day fairly dragged. I finally lost momentum about four o’clock, when, conceding defeat, I made myself a coffee, grabbed a Kit Kat from the jar and a magazine from the rack and sat at Leah’s desk to kill the last hour. I reckoned I’d better stay on the premises at least.


At twenty past four, having drained the last of my coffee, I heard the door open. I looked up, heart sinking; I’d been so close to escape. Two teenagers burst in, shoving one another and laughing: a girl and a boy of about fourteen. They walked down the narrow hallway shoulder to shoulder, not easy in such a limited space. When they emerged into the reception area, they looked up and stopped laughing, as if resentful of my presence. The girl was Niamh, Leah’s youngest sister.


I greeted them. ‘Hello.’


They glanced at each other uncomfortably.


Niamh spoke. ‘Leah left cufflinks here.’


‘Oh yes,’ I said. ‘She had them made up for Kevin to match her bouquet, didn’t she?’


Niamh nodded.


She was not unlike Leah, pretty and clear-skinned, with smart green glasses framing blue eyes, and blonde hair in a high ponytail. She was wearing a purple hoodie, unzipped to reveal a similar-coloured T-shirt and black jeans. The boy was baby-faced, with a touch of acne on his forehead, marginally taller than Niamh, with a long fringe, paint-splattered shoes and a battered rucksack on his shoulders. He looked at me, unblinking, with a defiance I found amusing, since he was the one who had entered my space rather than the other way around. There was no offer of introduction.


‘I’ll have a look. They’re probably around here somewhere.’ I rummaged in a drawer without success, feeling their eyes on me.


‘She said they’re in with the Post-its and things,’ Niamh offered eventually.


I followed her suggestion and found a small blue box, which I held aloft. ‘Do you think this is it?’


Niamh nodded again. I handed it over and she put it into her bag.


I sat back in Leah’s chair. ‘Are you looking forward to your bridesmaid duties tomorrow?’


Niamh smiled a little, her eyes flickering towards the boy. But before she could reply, he cut across her. ‘We’d better go.’


Her smile faded. She nodded her thanks, and as if obeying some siren they both could hear but I couldn’t, they turned and left without a word.


When the door clicked shut, I went to the front room and the window that looked out onto the street. Holding the blind to one side, I watched as they crossed the road, arms linked, heads inclined towards one another as they talked. They stopped at two bikes locked together at a telegraph pole, still deep in chat until suddenly the boy reached for Niamh and kissed her on the lips, pushing her head back just that little bit too far. When he released her, she smiled shyly and put her hand on his shoulder. I felt oddly disconcerted as they cycled away.


When I drove back to Malin, the village a few miles from Glendara where I live, the sun was still hot, the sky a deep, clear blue. The village had a summer Friday feel to it, with people sitting outside the pubs on benches on the green, having early pints and gin and tonics. Despite the complaints, it was strange how quickly we’d become accustomed to this unaccustomed weather, when it came to outdoor drinking at least.


I waved to some neighbours I spotted, including Charlie from next door, who’d promised to feed Guinness while I was gone for the weekend. He returned the wave and came over, followed by his little corgi, Ash. Poor Ash was beginning to look his age, with greying whiskers and a touch of arthritis in his gait. Charlie was dressed in a pair of unflattering Hawaiian shorts and was rather red-faced. Whether from the sun or the pint in his hand, I couldn’t be sure, but it clearly wasn’t his first.


‘Is it this evening you’re away?’ he asked as I bent down to tickle Ash’s ears.


I nodded. ‘Heading shortly.’ I rooted in my bag for the spare key I’d had cut and handed it over. ‘Thanks for this. It makes me feel better knowing you’ll be feeding him.’ The year before, Guinness had nearly died from poisoning, so I wasn’t taking any chances.


Charlie took the key, examined it and put it in his shirt pocket. ‘Aye, well, I hope you have a grand weekend. Enjoy the wedding.’


‘Thanks, Charlie. I’ll be back on Sunday evening.’ I walked across to my cottage, pushing open the gate and making my way up the path.


The cat in question was sunning himself on the doorstep, tail wrapped neatly around himself. I bent down to rub him, and he stretched luxuriously and rolled onto his back.


I straightened myself with a groan. ‘Sorry, Guinness, I haven’t time for that. I’m in a hurry.’


My phone buzzed in my bag. It was a text from Maeve, my friend and the local vet. You ready to go? I can be over in half an hour.


I texted back, Give me forty minutes, as the cat dragged himself to his feet and followed me in through the door.


I raced upstairs taking the steps two at a time. After my shower, I changed into jeans and sandals and a T-shirt and started to pack, something I definitely should have done the day before. Now I was doing it all in a rush, picking things up and dropping them, covering one item with another and forgetting where I’d left others. To add to the chaos, I was followed from room to room by Guinness, who could tell that I was going away. Somehow he managed to be both clingy and stand-offish at the same time, a gift possessed only by felines. He tripped me up repeatedly, but when I attempted to rub his head, he walked away with his tail in the air and sat with his back firmly turned on me.


I hadn’t reached a decision on which dress to wear to the wedding, so I put two into the bag – a red vintage one, which I loved because it had pockets, and a more simple black shift with a wrap. As an afterthought, I threw in some old jeans and boots too. I might go for a walk at some stage over the weekend, I thought.


I was chucking shampoo and shower gel into a washbag when I heard Maeve’s voice from the hallway downstairs. I’d left the door open for her.


‘You ready?’


‘I’ll be five minutes,’ I called down. ‘Make yourself a coffee if you like.’


‘God, no, it’s too hot, thanks all the same. I’ll have some water.’


I heard the tap in the kitchen going as Guinness finally walked away from me in disgust and padded down the stairs. And as I threw the last few things into the bag, I heard Maeve chatting to him.


Five minutes later, we were in the Mini, a mournful-looking Guinness gazing at us reproachfully from the doorstep.


‘That cat can sure do a guilt trip.’ Maeve laughed.


‘Don’t I know it,’ I said. ‘Yet he’s allowed to wander off for days on end without a by-your-leave.’


‘That’s a tomcat for you. Anyway,’ she rubbed her hands together, ‘let’s get going. Road trip!’


I put the key in the ignition. ‘Why do I feel like Thelma and Louise?’


Maeve frowned. ‘Oh Jesus, don’t say that – you’re not intending driving us off a cliff, are you? No shortage of them up that end of Inishowen.’


I started the car with a grin. ‘I was thinking more of the giving-Brad-Pitt-a-lift end of things.’





Chapter Four



I drove on up the coast, passed the turn for Lagg as if heading for Malin Head, then crossed to the east side of the peninsula. I wore sunglasses: light was streaming into the car as if it was midday rather than half past six. It was rare for Maeve to be in my car; usually we travelled in her jeep if we went somewhere together, but today I’d volunteered, since her husband was away and she was going to the wedding on her own. It didn’t take long for me to question the wisdom of that decision. My old Mini doesn’t have air conditioning; in fact it barely has heat, which makes it a little like the courthouse in Glendara – freezing in winter and warm in summer. So the windows remained open for the entire journey, which didn’t help Maeve’s newly done hair, and though the drive was short, the road was twisty and meandering and full of potholes, which provoked regular complaints about suspension and springs.


After one particularly bumpy section, she hinged forward in some kind of yoga stretch. ‘How the hell do you travel in this car all the time? I’m really stiff.’


‘It’s probably more suitable for short people,’ I conceded. ‘You’re just not used to being so low to the ground.’


‘You’re joking, aren’t you? It’s designed for people under five foot.’ She leaned back, massaging her neck.


I slowed down, but it didn’t seem to help much.


‘So who is going to be at this wedding?’ she asked. ‘Who will we know?’


‘I think there are about fifty coming. Leah and Kevin’s families will make up the bulk of the numbers. There’ll be all the islanders, of course . . .’


Maeve grinned over at me suddenly. ‘That’s right, Kevin is from Inishathair, isn’t he? I’d forgotten that.’


‘Yes.’ I was slightly distracted, glancing around me. ‘Keep your eyes peeled and watch out for a sign, will you? I reckon we must be nearly here.’


Obediently, Maeve shielded her eyes from the sun to look. ‘They’re a strange lot, those islanders. Keep very much to themselves.’


‘Kevin’s the only one I’ve met. And he only spent a few years there in his teens after his parents died. Have you been there?’


Maeve shook her head. ‘I get the impression they don’t really welcome visitors. Not like Rathlin or Tory. They have their own version of Irish, I’ve heard, that they slip in along with the English. And they like a drink. Long, dark winters with not much else to do, I guess.’ She grinned. ‘Be prepared for a hangover this weekend at the very least.’


I groaned inwardly. The dryness in my throat was bad enough without a hangover. I took a gulp from the bottle of water I’d left on the dashboard. As I replaced it, I caught sight of a brown and white sign I couldn’t yet read.


Maeve clocked it at the same time. ‘Is that it, do you think?’ she asked.


‘Should be,’ I replied, slowing down to get a closer look.


And it was. Greysbridge House Hotel 500m, the sign read. After the suggested half-kilometre, I slowed at a set of grey pillars framing black iron gates.


‘That’s a bit unusual,’ Maeve remarked.


I looked to where she was pointing. The pillars were like Roman columns, but each had deep cracks, one in particular travelling its whole length, making it look as if it might collapse at any moment.


‘Cripes. I think I’d be inclined to remove them entirely. They look a bit precarious.’


The gates were open, but I groaned when I saw the cattle grid, another obstacle for the Mini to negotiate.


‘Greysbridge,’ Maeve said, glancing around her as we turned in. ‘Where’s the bridge, I wonder?’


I shook my head. ‘No idea. I presume there’s one somewhere. We’ll have to ask the Greys.’


Ian and Abby Grey were the Dublin couple I’d acted for in buying Greysbridge the previous year, which was how Leah had come to hear of it and choose it as her wedding venue. Although the Greys had bought it to run as a small hotel, it turned out that the house and lands had originally been owned by Ian’s grandfather, who’d lost it in a card game in the thirties. I’d been impressed by the estate agent’s brochure, but I hadn’t seen Greysbridge in the flesh, so was looking forward to seeing it now.


The Mini managed the cattle grid, but the rough gravel drive wasn’t so easy on the car’s low undercarriage. And it was a long drive. A couple of hundred yards through sun-dappled ash, lime and sycamore trees, and the house still wasn’t visible. Maeve groaned, her hand on the roof to steady herself as we bumped along. Then the drive took a turn to the left and a group of riders on horseback came into view.


I pulled in to allow them to pass, and the woman leading the group smiled and waved. It was Abby Grey. She came over to speak to us through the open window, leaning forward and tipping her hat.


‘Hello, and welcome. I hope you have a lovely weekend.’


‘Thank you,’ I said. ‘I’m excited to see the house, finally.’


‘We’re pretty excited ourselves. It’s our first wedding.’ Abby put her hand to her mouth in a mock whisper. ‘I hope there are no disasters.’


Maeve leaned across to say hello. ‘There won’t be. It’ll be great. Have we taken over the whole house?’


Abby nodded. ‘Just about. There are two extra guests who’ve been here a few days. But the bride very kindly said she didn’t mind them staying on, as we’ve enough rooms to cater for everyone else.’ She shot us a wry look. ‘Which isn’t a problem since some of her future in-laws decided that they’d rather sleep on their boats.’


‘Boats?’ Maeve and I chorused in surprise.


Abby’s smile hinted that there was more to that particular story than she was prepared to divulge, while Maeve shot me a sidelong look.


‘I presume you’re both here till Sunday?’ Abby asked, and we nodded in reply. ‘Any interest in a ride in the morning? The wedding doesn’t start till two and I was thinking of heading up to the old fort.’


Before I could say anything, Maeve replied for both of us. ‘Aye, absolutely. Count us in. If you can supply this one with a hat, that is. I brought my own just in case.’


I swivelled towards her. ‘This one?’


‘Not a problem,’ Abby said with a broad smile. ‘We’ve loads of spares. I’m sure we’ll find one to fit you.’


‘Excellent,’ Maeve said, giving me a nudge. ‘We’ll look forward to it. Won’t we, Ben?’


‘Yes,’ I said reluctantly. Abby had tried to get me to come on a ride when she’d been working in a stables near Glendara, but it hadn’t happened. Which meant that the last time I’d actually ridden a horse, I’d been a teenager.


‘Right,’ Abby said, sensing the horses’ impatience to get going; the large black cob she was riding had begun to paw at the ground. ‘Go on up to the house. Get settled in and we’ll see you later.’ She tapped her crop on the roof of the Mini and trotted off with her group following her.


I turned to Maeve before I started the car again. ‘I haven’t ridden in about twenty years. I’m not sure I’ll be able to stay on, let alone ride up to some fort.’


‘Ach, you’ll be grand,’ she grinned. ‘It’ll all come back to you. She’ll give you some quiet old mare to start you off.’ She nodded towards the departing group. ‘If the hotel’s empty other than the wedding guests, who are those other riders?’


‘Maybe she takes people who aren’t staying here.’


‘She’d probably need to. Big outlay, all those horses. Especially when they’re only starting out.’


We drove another hundred yards through the trees before emerging at what looked like the back of a very large residence. The drive snaked to the right of the house, where a glimpse of blue was visible through the green. It seemed the place had been built to face the shore, creating a strange first impression for a hotel, as if it were turning its back on visitors. I drove on past the gable end, where a small door was almost completely hidden by a huge pear tree, laurels to our right, and azaleas flaming in cerise and orange. When they’d bought the house, the Greys had told me it had been allowed to fall into disrepair, but it seemed the garden had not. Despite the heat, it was mature and lush.


As we rounded the building, the shore came dramatically into view, the water blue and welcoming in the evening sunshine. An expansive lawn with sprinklers and flower beds of pampas grass and hydrangeas sloped down towards a little beach and a pier. Two large boats that looked like fishing trawlers were moored there – the guests’ accommodation that Abby had referred to, I assumed. I stopped the car and simultaneously Maeve and I turned to look at the house.
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