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        To my husband Sean

        

        With love

        

        Thank you for your support through the rough and the smooth, for the cups of coffee that always arrive at the right time, and for listening to my convoluted plots that are sharpened by your words of advice, caution and wisdom.
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      His wife collects mirrors. So many shapes and sizes on the walls: oval, round, square, star-shaped, bevelled, one studded with red stones and a tiny mirror sunk in crystal. The cold glitter of glass traps him when he enters her bedroom. Candles have guttered and gone cold. The uneven stalactites hanging from the holders suggest that they burned late into the night and the faint smell of wax still lingers in the air.

      Voices chant softly from the CD player on her bedside locker. An obscure Russian recording of male choral singers she picked up on one of her trips abroad. The tenor’s voice soars, as if lifted high on the stanchions of bass and baritone. He has always disliked the recording, too dirge-like, yet, in a chilling jolt of awareness, he understands why Sara listens to it with an almost trance-like rapture. These voices, unaccompanied by music, have the power to elevate the listener, each chant one step closer to heaven. He shivers, knowing that this harmonious chorus is playing on repeat but she can no longer hear their sacred song. The mosaic of mirrors glints as he drags his gaze away from his reflection and he is conscious of a shift in the air, as if something terrifying but as yet undefined is rushing towards him.

      He approaches the bed where she rests. She appears to be sleeping, yet her stillness tells him everything he needs to know. Her slender fingers are bruised to a purple hue. Her skin is alabaster, frozen.

      Sara… Sara. Does he call out her name? Or breathe it as a soft accusation? He has no memory of doing either as he lifts her in his arms and shudders into her hair.

      She did not leave a note. No explanation. As in life, the death of Sara Wallace will remain a private business.
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            Chapter 1

          

          Anaskeagh – the early years

        

      

    

    
      Her father was a magical musician. Mr Music Man.

      ‘Dance, Beth, dance!’ he shouted. ‘Dance, my pretty girl.’ He played for Beth, tapping his big black boots on the kitchen floor. It was dark outside and Beth wanted to keep dancing on her toes… on and on and on… until the sun came up again and chased the monster away.

      The monster lived upstairs in the wardrobe with the mothball smell and the old clothes Mammy didn’t wear any more, hiding small and mean until the light went out and Beth was left alone. He hid behind the red dress with the velvet buttons and made noise when he touched it, soft as trees whispering in her room. She knew he would carry her away in his arms as soon as she fell asleep.

      ‘Your mother was the talk of the town when she wore that dress to the Emerald Ballroom.’ Her father winked when he told her the story of the red dress. His words made pictures in Beth’s mind. The spotlight spinning rainbow colours across the ballroom and the feet of the dancers crashing thunder as they spun up and down, in and out, round and round to his music. Her mother was a bright flame and the dancers whirled her away from the stage where Mr Music Man stood tall and handsome, playing magical tunes only for her.

      ‘All the boys whistled at her, Beth. But I was the only one she heard.’ He moved his fingers up and down the keyboard and the accordion sang sweet and high. ‘I danced my pretty lady the whole way home and changed her name to Tyrell.’

      ‘A pity I bothered listening.’ Beth’s mother tossed her hair and frowned. ‘Will you stop filling the child’s head with nonsense, Barry Tyrell? It’s way past her bedtime.’ She took out her knitting and clicked the needles. She wrapped pale pink wool around her fingers. Beside the fire Sara lay in her Moses basket, tiny under the pink blanket. She had little fingers and a bump where her belly button should be. Her mother powdered it and shouted if Beth touched the soft place on top of her head.

      ‘Bold, bold girl! I told you to leave the baby alone. You’ll hurt her.’

      Beth’s father put his accordion in the cubbyhole under the stairs and she felt herself growing smaller, curled up tight inside, when he lifted her onto his shoulders and carried her up the stairs. He blew kisses with his fingers and turned out the light. The darkness sighed around her.

      In the Emerald Ballroom the dancers were waiting for Mr Music Man. The van with ‘Anaskeagh Ceili Band’ written on the side and shamrocks for dots above each ‘I’ stopped outside the house and off he went. Her mother climbed the stairs, making shushing noises when Sara cried. Their bedroom door closed and Beth could no longer hear the love noises. She wanted to be with them, snuggled warm and cosy under the eiderdown with only the clock ticking in the dark and the baby smells.

      On the road outside she heard a van. Maybe her father was coming home to chase the monster away. He would chop the wardrobe into matchsticks. She waited for the squeaky sound he made when he whistled but the van went by the house… away… away… and the light went chasing along the wall and along the wardrobe and the monster was free.

      She could see his devil face. His breath tickled her cheeks. Her hair lifted when he put his claws on her head. Even when she hid under the pillow she could see his bold eyes watching.

      She cried, quietly at first. But the sound kept coming up her throat and bursting right out of her mouth. Her mother was sleepy-cross when she came into the room. She wore a nightdress to her toes and her hair hung over her face. ‘How often must I tell you? There’s no monster. Stop being such a silly girl. If I hear any more of your nonsense I’ll have to bring up Charlie.’ She pulled down Beth’s pyjama bottoms and slapped her bummy. Stingy pains down her legs and the door closed hard.

      Charlie hung on a hook behind the kitchen door. A bamboo cane that her father called ‘an instrument of torture’. He threatened to break it in half. He never did. Nor did he chop the wardrobe into matchsticks. Charlie hurt more than her mother’s hand so Beth did not make a sound when the monster sighed and growled and crept to the wall, watching her, ready to carry her away if she fell asleep.
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      The doorbell never stopped ringing throughout the week before Christmas. Beth, who was responsible for answering the door, wondered if it was possible for anyone in Anaskeagh to buy a coat, dress, trousers or skirt that would fit without being altered. Marjory Tyrell was a genius with a needle and pins, the women said as they marched down the hall to her sewing room. She knew where to place a tuck, release a seam, rest a hemline on the most flattering part of the knee. They crowded her small sewing room with their ill-fitting clothes until Beth wanted to scream with annoyance.

      Her Christmas dress was still not ready. The sleeves had to be inserted and it lay forgotten on the shelf, alongside the material for her new coat. If she asked when it would be ready her mother got cross and said Christmas was not just about new dresses or presents from Santa Claus. It was the birthday of the baby Jesus and Beth should remember that He was born in a manger and wrapped only in swaddling clothes. He didn’t go on and on about green velvet dresses or demand expensive presents because he understood the meaning of money and how difficult it was to earn it.

      Sara’s dress was finished. So was her navy coat with the silver buttons down the front and across the shoulders. At the children’s Mass on Christmas Day, she would carry the baby Jesus in her arms up the aisle of the church. Beth fell into a sulk every time she thought about it. Usually the girl chosen to carry the baby Jesus was older than Sara, who was only four. Uncle Albi said she was a natural born angel and Father Breen agreed.

      ‘That brother of yours is a right fixer,’ Beth’s father said when he heard the news. Beth could see he was really pleased but her mother’s mouth tightened as if he had said something mean. Marjory told him he should be proud of his youngest daughter instead of making his usual smart remarks about Albert Grant, who was the most successful businessman in Anaskeagh. Sometimes she called him Albert Harrison-Grant in a posh voice but her father always called him a ‘chancer’.

      He winked at Beth. ‘He may be able to pull the wool over the eyes of the world but Barry Tyrell can spot a chancer a mile away. Isn’t that a fact, Beth?’ He winked again, but she was afraid to smile at him in case her mother saw and took down Charlie.

      On Christmas Eve Marjory was still snipping, hemming and speaking to her customers with her mouth full of pins. Barry carried the turkey from the garden shed into the kitchen. It had been hanging there since Uncle Albi had given it to them the previous Saturday. He won it playing golf. His third turkey since the competition began, he said, smiling at Beth with his big, strong teeth. What else would he do with it except give it to his favourite sweetheart?

      ‘Right you are then, my fine girls,’ her father said. ‘We’ve got a turkey to pluck.’

      He cut off the feet and pulled the sinews so that the turkey’s claws wiggled. When it seemed as if they were dancing, he chased the girls around the kitchen. Beth didn’t want to make any noise in case it disturbed their mother but Sara shrieked. She ran round the table with her father chasing her, pretending he couldn’t catch her. Beth’s heart thumped. She knew her mother would hear and say it was her fault for not setting a good example. She imagined Charlie on her legs, the pain running hot to her toes. When Marjory came out of the sewing room she was as angry as Beth expected, but she used her hand instead of Charlie.

      Afterwards, she said: ‘Let that be a warning to you, young madam. Next time I have to come out you’ll feel the full weight of my cane on your fat backside.’

      ‘Don’t be so hard on her,’ Barry shouted. ‘It’s Christmas, for Christ’s sake. All we’re doing is having a bit of fun.’

      ‘I wish I had time for fun,’ she shouted and slammed the sewing-room door behind her.

      He put cold water on Beth’s legs and said the magic chant that made pain go away. Only the pain wouldn’t go away. She wanted him to go into the sewing room and tell her mother she had been quiet, as good as gold. Even when the horrible sharp claws scraped her cheek she had hugged the shout into herself. Sara was too excited about the baby Jesus to care, showing off with her doll in her arms and marching up and down the stairs, not helping to make the breadcrumbs for the stuffing or putting the feathers into the sack.

      It was dark when Beth was called into the sewing room. The floor was covered with pieces of material and empty thread spools. Marjory pulled the dress over her head and stood behind her, staring into the long mirror. The dress was green and had a lace collar that could be taken off and washed separately. The dress was identical to the one she had made for Sara but it looked different on Beth, too tight at her waist where the wide white sash tied in a bow. Her ankles looked as thin as sticks peering from beneath the hem.

      ‘That will do fine.’ Marjory snipped a loose thread.

      She sounded so relieved that Beth was afraid to say anything about her new coat. The material was still on the shelf. Her mother followed her gaze and frowned.

      ‘You’ll have to manage with your old coat, Beth. It’ll be fine after a good brushing.’ She grabbed Beth’s hand and swung her arm up in the air. ‘I’ve escaped from prison!’ she said and laughed out loud, forgetting all about Charlie and the turkey claws until she entered the kitchen and saw the feathers and breadcrumbs all over the floor and the giblets leaking blood on the draining board, and Beth’s father sitting in front of the fire with a glass of stout in his hand.

      ‘You lazy, good-for-nothing slob,’ she shouted and burst into tears.

      ‘Oh for Christ’s sake, you’re not the only one who’s tired around here,’ he cried and banged the glass of stout on the arm of the chair so hard that foam shot out over his hand. ‘Can’t you get it through your head, woman, that I have to work at night?’

      Beth wanted to hide from their anger and the sight of her mother’s crumpled face. Her father noticed Beth and ordered her up to her bedroom. She ran upstairs, followed by Sara, running as fast as they could but still they could hear the voices rising and a chair crashing on the kitchen floor.

      Sara kept talking about Santa. She put her hands over her ears and asked if Beth had ever heard sleigh bells or saw him flying with his reindeer across the sky. They peered out the window. At first, all they could see were the street lights on Fatima Parade and Christmas trees winking in windows. Then Beth saw a light streaking across the sky. It could have been a shooting star and stars always shone bright on Christmas Eve to guide the three wise men to the stable. The only other possible explanation was that a sleigh, guided by Santa and his reindeer, was on its way to Fatima Parade to bring joy and peace to everyone.

      

      At the children’s Mass on Christmas Day the choir sang ‘Away in a Manger’ as Sara walked up the aisle carrying the baby Jesus. Beth knew the baby was only a doll but it seemed so real when her sister walked past, her face not laughing or pulled into funny shapes but serious, as if she was doing the most important thing ever. She laid the baby in the centre of the crib with the snow and the straw and the silver star shining overhead, and Marjory sighed, as if she had been holding her breath all the time her daughter had been walking up the aisle.

      When Christmas dinner was over and Barry had had a snooze, they visited Cherry Vale. Uncle Albi’s house had big bay windows and steps up to the front door. The angel on the Christmas tree had golden wings and blonde hair like Sara, so small and dainty, her tiny feet in poms, ready for dancing.

      ‘Don’t you dare touch anything, Beth.’ Marjory started fidgeting as soon as they entered the drawing room where all the precious ornaments were made of glass and china, and would break if Beth stood too close to them.

      ‘Guess what Santa Claus put into my stocking?’ Aunty May giggled and flashed her arm, showing off a charm bracelet. Tiny figures glinted every time they caught the light. Her lips looked bigger than they really were because she had drawn a bright red line over the top one. Uncle Albi had a pet name for May. She was his ‘Blossom’, he said, as fair as the fields of May. He kissed her on the lips when people were looking, which, Marjory said, puckering up her mouth as if she had seen something bold, was a very rude thing to do. A bad example to set in front of the children.

      ‘And how’s the accordion business, Mr Music Man?’ Uncle Albi poured whiskey into a glass and handed it to Beth’s father.

      ‘Excellent!’ Barry smacked his lips and stared into the sparkling glass as if he could see pictures swirling inside it.

      ‘Wait until the new year is over and then there’ll be a different story to tell,’ said Marjory.

      Beth’s heart gave a little hurting kick. That was the sort of remark that made her father angry and she would hear them shouting in the night, even when she pulled the blankets over her head.

      Her cousins sat beneath the Christmas tree, playing with a train set laid out on tracks. Conor was ten, big for his age. Kieran was eight, Beth’s age but smaller, which he hated. He looked up as she approached and brought the engine to a halt.

      ‘What did you get from Santa?’ Kieran asked.

      ‘A book and a tennis racquet,’ she replied.

      ‘You’ll be able to make a racket then,’ said Conor. He waited for everyone to laugh. When the adults did not turn around he repeated his remark in a louder voice. Beth stuck her tongue out at him, hating him because he was always making fun of her and doing Chinese burns on her arm worse than anyone she knew.

      The previous summer, the back garden of Cherry Vale had been as smooth as a carpet, marked with white lines, with a net stretched across the centre.

      ‘Lady Muck, showing off as usual,’ said Marjory, sounding cross when Aunty May invited them over to see the new tennis court and have tea on the lawn. Her cousins, dressed in white shorts and tops, were hitting balls at each other across the net.

      ‘You could play with Kieran and Conor if you had your own racquet,’ Aunty May said.

      Beth told her she was not allowed to make a racket and everyone except her mother laughed.

      ‘Really, Marjory, does the poor child know anything?’ Her aunt’s thin brown eyebrows disappeared under her fringe and Uncle Albi lifted Beth high up in the air. He said she was a great one for making a racket wherever she went but she was still his favourite sweetheart.

      When Christmas tea was over, Barry played his accordion. Sara danced a reel, her hair bobbing around her face, light on her toes, and when she bowed, everyone clapped as if they were never going to stop. She would have danced again only her father said it was Beth’s turn. He squeezed the accordion and the notes seemed to dance with her. In her head she could hear his voice saying, ‘Listen to the beat, Beth.’ She felt herself rising, moving into the rhythm, her legs swinging high, her arms stiff beside her green velvet dress. Her mother frowned, saying something with her hand over her mouth to Aunty May. They laughed together, a silent sound buried under the music. The accordion raced away in front of Beth, her feet no longer able to find the notes. Her father slowed down and stopped. He told her to start again and not to be nervous – she was a terrific dancer. She felt hot and cross, her cheeks heavy as if she was going to cry.

      ‘I’ve got the very thing to cheer her up,’ said Uncle Albi. ‘Come with me, Beth.’

      The back garden was cold and dark. Beth could hardly see Anaskeagh Head, the big mountain behind Cherry Vale. Her father said it was higher than Mount Everest. Fairies lived under the rocks where they spun the magic gorse blossom and covered the mountain in a coat of gold. Uncle Albi switched on a torch. It shone on the tennis court and the high bushes that bent like crouching animals, reminding her of monsters in wardrobes, silly things she had imagined when she was only a kid.

      He opened the door of the garden shed. ‘Look at what we have here,’ he said, shining the torch over Sadie. His voice made goosebumps on Beth’s skin. The dog lifted her head and growled but did not move.

      ‘Don’t go too close,’ he warned Beth. ‘She’ll snap if you touch her babies.’

      The pups had golden coats and floppy ears. They tugged at Sadie’s belly, making thin yelping noises and swiping at each other with their paws.

      ‘We’re not supposed to go near the puppies.’ Uncle Albi looked cross, as if it was Beth’s fault they were in the shed where it was cold and smelly from the dogs.

      ‘Blossom will murder us if she finds out. So we must keep this our secret. Do you understand me, Beth?’ He crouched down in front of her, trapping her between his knees. ‘If you don’t tell anyone I showed you the puppies I’ll give you one when it’s weaned from its mammy. What do you say, Beth? Our big secret, huh? Say it now. Come on now, our big secret.’

      ‘Our big secret.’ Her throat felt sore, as if it was closing over and she would never again be able to swallow. She wanted to go back to the drawing room with the log fire and the Christmas tree and Sara, sitting between her cousins, watching the train running fast and far away along the tracks. She made herself think about Jess O’Donovan, her very best friend in school, and she sang the song Sister Maria had taught them, singing it so loudly inside her head that she couldn’t hear anything else except the words of ‘Over the Sea to Skye’. Speed bonnie boat like a bird on the wing… Carry me safe to Skye.

      He ran his finger inside the collar of her green Christmas dress, the material rustling soft as the crepe paper they used in school for the Christmas decorations. He untied the white sash at the back and she heard the silvery clink of the zip opening.

      ‘I didn’t think little girls wore woolly vests any more.’ He was laughing softly, as if he had said something very funny. He pushed down the shoulders of her dress, lifting out her arms – first one and then the other. The vest her mother had knitted hurt her face when he pulled it over her head because he didn’t know he was supposed to open the buttons at the top. But she was afraid to cry in case he told her mother, who would sigh and say, ‘Honest to God, Beth, I can’t take you anywhere.’

      Sadie’s eyes were closing. The pups were quiet, sleepy quiet. Their names were Goldie, Banjo, Lily and Pete. Uncle Albi asked her if he was her favourite uncle. She nodded her head and he said, ‘Then give me a kiss to prove it.’

      Her heart pounded as the hot red feeling opened up in her head and Uncle Albi kept whispering, ‘Jesus… Jesus… Jesus,’ as if he was in church, on his knees and saying his prayers.
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      Statues was a game of absolute stillness. The girl who was ‘on’ stood with her back to the other girls, trying to guess the exact moment to spin around and catch one of them moving. Sara was the best at the game, nimble on her feet or frozen as a statue. Beth was always caught, stumbling forward, swaying to the side, sometimes falling.

      When her uncle called to Fatima Parade she stayed perfectly still and silent. Invisible until he looked at her and smiled. ‘Little liar, Beth. Black spots on your soul. If your mother finds out you’re a liar she’ll take you to Sergeant O’Donnell and he’ll put you where he puts all the bad girls… In jail forever.’ In Cherry Vale, when no one was watching, he pointed to her reflection in the big mirror above the mantelpiece and said, ‘God sees your soul, Beth Tyrell. He sees the dark stains upon it and his heart bleeds because he knows you’re a naughty girl, a girl who tells wicked lies.’

      Her eyes had been stolen from a witch, he said, his breath warm in her ear. Green eyes that cast a spell and bewitched him. She didn’t want to be a witch with big bold eyes. She wanted baby-blue eyes like Sara and long blonde hair in ringlets. But her black hair never curled, no matter how tightly her mother twisted it in rags at night.

      ‘Forked lightning,’ sighed Marjory, trying to comb it in the mornings. She cut it short with her dressmaking scissors, traced a parting at the side and said, ‘At least it’s manageable now.’

      Beth stared at her white witch’s face in the mirror and saw what her uncle saw. Her soul was no longer small and pure as the Eucharistic Host but spotted like a sheet of blotting paper, inky sins that spread and spread until all the space was gone and she was ready to burn in everlasting flames. How to make it pure again? At night she prayed, her knees numb on the lino, and Sara shrieked, complaining about her sister’s cold feet, when she finally climbed into bed.

      In confession Father Breen was silent when she told him she had committed a grievous mortal sin. His face beyond the grille was lost in a dark holy place. He leaned towards her. She could see his eyes. He was searching beyond her body, staring deep into her black soul.

      ‘Tell me this sin, child. Don’t be afraid.’ His stern voice commanded the truth. She tried to find the words to describe what had happened in those hidden moments. When she sobbed Father Breen sighed, as if he was very tired. ‘Child, you must talk to your mother. Come back and see me next week when you have done so. Do you promise to talk to her?’

      She nodded wordlessly, afraid to explain about Charlie and jail and how hell was waiting for her because of the disgrace she would bring on her family. Little liar Beth. Black spots on your sinful soul.

      Her uncle was the most important man in Anaskeagh. He owned a factory with fields all around it and a fancy furniture shop in the centre of the town. He called his shop his ‘showrooms’ and put red notices in the window about ‘Unbeatable Bargains’. When he called to Beth’s house he did not knock on the front door.

      ‘Anybody home?’ he shouted and opened the door with his own key. He brought gifts, presents for Christmas and for the girls’ birthdays, furniture from his factory and envelopes with money. When no one wanted new clothes and people no longer danced to the music of the Anaskeagh Ceili Band, he opened the kitchen press and placed the envelopes behind the milk jug.

      ‘When are you going to get yourself a real job, Mr Music Man?’ He would slap Beth’s father on the back and jerk him forward. ‘One that supports Marjory and the children? Just say the word and I’ll fix you up tomorrow. A regular wage and the delivery van to take home with you in the evenings.’

      ‘I’m well able to look after my own family, thank you very much.’ Barry’s face would turn red. ‘When I want charity I’ll ask for it. But you’ll see me eat grass first.’

      After he left, Marjory always sighed and said, ‘Thank God for the goodness of Albert. I dread to think how we would manage without his kindness.’

      Her father talked about moving to Dublin where he could get proper work with a proper band in proper dance halls. There was nothing ‘proper’ about Anaskeagh, he said. It suffocated him, its small-town gossip, with people interfering in other people’s business and running to the confession box every time they put a little finger out of place. He would rather die than drive a delivery van for Albert Grant. The sooner they all moved the better. He told Beth about the wide streets in Dublin and the lights that shone in shop windows, and how the women in their clicking high heels and red lipstick always met their boyfriends under Clerys’ clock. Marjory said her roots were in Anaskeagh and it would take more than the word of Barry Tyrell to persuade her to pull them up.

      Sometimes she allowed Beth to stay overnight at Jess O’Donovan’s farm, where yellow cats dozed under the tractor and geese marched up and down the cobbled yard, flapping their wings when they were shooed away from the open kitchen door.

      Jess’s mother, Catherine O’Donovan, wore wellingtons and jeans and drove a tractor. When she wasn’t herding cows down the lane to be milked or digging up turnips in the fields, she read books about the stars. She kept a telescope under her bed and on clear nights she went up to the hill field to study the sky. Sometimes she took Jess and Beth with her. She pointed to Venus, traced the Milky Way, the Plough and the Great Bear. When they returned to the kitchen they toasted bread in front of the range and drank hot milk with sugar sprinkled on top. In the evening Frank O’Donovan and his sons milked the cows in the byre and sang cowboy songs. They asked Beth to sing ‘Papa Oom Mow Mow’, which her father had taught her, and Frank swore her singing turned the milk into pure cream.

      On the farm no one told Beth she was wicked. When she accidentally broke the cut-glass bowl used only for the Christmas sherry trifle Catherine said it was one less dust gatherer to worry about. She handed Beth a blouse from the laundry pile and ordered her to dry her eyes. Tears should only be shed for reasons of the heart. Beth wasn’t sure what she meant. Maybe it was supposed to stop her heart pounding, and it did, but she knew deep down, no matter what Catherine or anyone else said, that she was a very bad little girl.

      The friends were separated in fourth class when they were discovered playing dot games on the back pages of Beth’s copybook. Sheila O’Neill was moved to the bench beside Beth. She had chilblains on her ears and her pale blue eyes reminded Beth of a frightened rabbit. Not that Beth had ever seen a frightened rabbit. Only dead ones that the O’Donovan brothers had shot. Or a fleeting glimpse of their bobbing tails disappearing into burrows on the slopes of Anaskeagh Head. When the rabbits were dead their eyes were as pale as glass stones. Sheila’s eyes moved all the time, darting around as if she believed people were watching her behind her back and she would catch them staring. Her three sisters in America sent her parcels of jeans and candy bars and dresses with flounces and sequins. She talked about them all the time, whispering behind her hand in case their teacher, Mrs Keane, heard.

      Another sister called Nuala lived in London. Mrs O’Neill told everyone she worked in a fancy department store. Beth’s mother smiled and said that was a lie. Even the dogs in the streets knew that Nuala O’Neill had shamed her family’s good name forever.

      One day, Sheila brought photographs into school. Before she showed them to Beth, she made her cross her heart and hope to die screaming if she broke her promise not to tell.

      ‘Nuala made the baby inside her tummy. Swear to God you won’t tell anyone?’ She leaned closer, her hand cupped close to her mouth, breathless with the need to share the secret that had caused her sister to disappear one day and her mother to cry whenever Sheila asked when Nuala was coming home.

      Beth studied the photographs, holding them on her knees in case Mrs Keane saw. A baby with plump cheeks in a lace christening cap and gown sat on his mother’s knee. Nuala O’Neill used to play camogie for the Anaskeagh Juniors and had danced every Saturday night in the Emerald Ballroom.

      ‘How did she make her baby?’ Beth whispered.

      ‘Derry Mulhall put a seed from his willie inside her tummy and the baby grew from it,’ Sheila whispered. ‘That’s how grown-ups do it but it’s a mortal sin if you don’t wait until you’re married. That’s why Nuala had to go away.’

      Beth felt hot and sick, as if the air had suddenly been sucked from the classroom. Sheila’s whispering hurt her head. The photographs merged into dots, black and dancing, causing her to sway forward as they fell to the floor.

      ‘Oh God, we’re done for!’ hissed Sheila, scrabbling frantically to retrieve them. When she straightened up Mrs Keane was standing at the desk with her hand outstretched. The teacher studied the photographs, frowning when she recognised Nuala.

      ‘You two! Come with me,’ she ordered.

      Their footsteps echoed along the corridor as she escorted them to Sister Rosa’s office. The photographs were spread out on the head nun’s desk. Her long black habit reminded Beth of crows flapping on the schoolyard wall. Sheila twisted her fingers together as if she was playing cat’s cradle without the twine. She began to cry. Tears splashed the toes of her heavy black shoes. Sister Rosa said she would be expelled if she ever dared bring such sinful photographs into school again. The rosary beads hanging from her waist rattled as she raised her arm and slapped their hands with her leather strap. The floor tilted in a see-saw sway when Beth walked from her office and back into the classroom of curious, staring girls.

      That evening she tried to drown Goldie in the zinc bath that hung on a nail in the backyard. Sadie’s pup, as her uncle had promised. Beth hadn’t looked at Goldie when her uncle had carried him into the house. She refused to feed him or clean up after he peed on the floor. Goldie became Sara’s dog, trotting behind her wherever she went and sitting on his hind legs when she said, ‘Beg!’

      Beth’s head felt like a red-hot fire as she pushed the cocker spaniel under the water, ignoring his terrified, wriggling movements until Sara came running into the yard, fists pummelling wildly, and pushed Beth against the wall. She lifted the dripping animal in her arms and ran weeping into the kitchen to tell her mother. Beth welcomed the stinging pain that followed. It was the only way to let the badness out.
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      Barry Tyrell was driving a van now. ‘Grant’s Fine Furniture’ was engraved on the side. His accordion was silent in the cubbyhole under the stairs. When Sara begged him to play music so that she could practise her Irish dancing he refused and shouted at her to stop being a nuisance.

      When he played in the band he used to bring chips from Hatty’s Chipper home with him. The sisters would tiptoe downstairs to eat them, giggling and huddling around the kitchen table, nervous in case Marjory woke, their fingers digging into the vinegary chips, which tasted so different late at night. Now they no longer smelled chips and the only sounds they heard were the loud slamming of the hall door and Barry’s footsteps on the landing as he passed their bedroom door without stopping.

      Beth would waken instantly, as if an alarm had gone off inside her head, knowing he had been drinking in The Anaskeagh Arms. She would wait for the voices on the other side of the wall to rise. Smothery and hot from her sister’s closeness, she wondered how Sara could sleep so peacefully when even the walls seemed to blister with her parents’ anger. Her father still talked about moving to Dublin. Beth no longer believed him and suspected he didn’t believe it himself. The father who had made these promises no longer existed. In his place was a small, grumpy man who told too many stories and drove a van for the person she hated most in the world.

      Beth woke one night and heard his footsteps thudding down the stairs, his suitcase bumping against the banister rails. From the cubbyhole in the hall he took his accordion and slung it across his chest.

      ‘You needn’t think you’ll get back into this house again,’ Marjory shouted, leaning over the top rail. In her long nightdress, her hair tousled, she reminded Beth of a figurehead on the bow of a ship, riding furiously through a storm. ‘Not in a million years will you ever set foot in here again!’

      ‘That’ll be too soon for me.’ The crash of the front door was followed by a stark silence. Beth’s mother stared at her then looked away again, her hand moving over her stomach as if she was brushing crumbs from a tablecloth. ‘He’s gone for good. Your precious father has dumped us.’

      ‘Where’s he gone?’ Beth couldn’t grasp what her mother was saying. ‘Has he joined the band again?’

      ‘I haven’t a notion where he’s gone. I only hope it’s to hell and that he stays there forever.’

      Sara woke and ran to the landing, her eyes glazed with sleep.

      ‘Your cruel father has left us,’ Marjory said, soothing her plaintive wailing. ‘He doesn’t want us any more, but that doesn’t matter. Don’t cry, my pet… don’t cry. I’ll always be here to love you. We don’t need him. We never have.’

      Sara’s tears dried as her mother comforted her, speaking soft, insistent words of hate. She brought the girls into her bedroom where they slept for the rest of the night. The door on one side of the wardrobe was open. The space inside was empty except for a few coat hangers. Empty space was all her father had left behind.

      Soon the empty spaces were filled with other things. He became a memory that only took shape when the girls heard ceili music on the radio or found an old photograph that had escaped Marjory’s ruthless efforts to remove his presence from the house. Once a week he sent a registered letter from Dublin. It contained money, she said. Money that would be sufficient to manage on if she were feeding a family of mice. The girls should thank their lucky stars they had an uncle who cared about their welfare or they would be sleeping on the streets.

      Occasionally, Barry sent letters to his daughters. He lived near a church on a hill. Christ Church Cathedral, a very old and famous place, he wrote. The cobblestones would make a man’s bones rattle. The smell of hops and yeast from the Guinness brewery was as sweet as the nectar of the gods. He missed his girls every ticking minute on the clock. They must visit him one of these fine days.
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      ‘Beth Tyrell – thirteen years of age. Well, fancy that now!’ In Hearn’s grocery shop, Maggie Hearn’s eyes beamed behind her glasses. She leaned her elbows on the counter. ‘It only seems like yesterday your mammy was wheeling you out in your big fancy pram.’

      Behind her, high wooden shelves stretched to the ceiling, stacked with everything from fishing tackle to flypaper, sides of smoked bacon, bags of sugar and golden mounds of butter that Maggie sliced and wrapped in greaseproof paper.

      ‘So? What’s the plan for the big day?’ she asked. ‘I’ve heard terrible stories about them teenage parties.’

      ‘I’m not having a party,’ said Beth. ‘Me and Sara are going to visit Daddy in Dublin.’

      ‘Are you now? Tell the old rogue I was asking for him. Many’s a tune I danced to his accordion.’

      Beth almost laughed out loud at the idea of Maggie Hearn dancing in her wrap-around apron and cardigan, the rainbow-coloured lights twirling on her bottle-top glasses. When she was leaving, Maggie gave her a packet of Rolos to celebrate her birthday. ‘You’ll be running from them boyos before much longer,’ she said, chuckling. ‘Take Maggie’s advice and make sure you pick the right one before you let him catch you.’

      On the morning of their departure Sara woke, sulky and hot. She puckered her forehead and refused to get out of bed.

      ‘I don’t want to see him… You can’t make me,’ she cried, twisting the sheet around her neck and turning her back on Beth. ‘He’s a horrible, cruel man. Mammy says he hates me. And you’re horrible too… a big bully… I’m not going and that’s that.’

      She sobbed and cowered under the blankets.

      ‘Poor baby. What’s the matter? Let Mammy make you better,’ Marjory crooned and Beth knew her sister would stay in bed all day, eating ice cream and drinking lemonade, even though she was only pretending to be sick.

      ‘Make sure you behave yourself,’ Marjory warned when Beth was ready to leave. ‘There are very few girls in Anaskeagh who will ever have the opportunity of staying overnight in an expensive hotel, isn’t that right, Albert?’

      ‘It is indeed.’ Beth’s uncle smiled at her. ‘But then there’s very few girls in Anaskeagh as beautiful as my Beth. And it’s not every day that one of them gets to be a teenager.’

      

      Barry Tyrell had grown a beard, and his face was fatter, not flushed and tense any more. At first he seemed like a stranger with her father’s voice and the familiar way his eyes crinkled when he smiled. Her uncle did not stay and talk to him. He had people to meet in the city and would call back later for Beth.

      ‘Well, well, well! This is good, isn’t it?’ Barry rubbed his hands together. He made sandwiches and cut slices of sponge cake, insisting that Beth eat every crumb on her plate. The house where he lived was on a terrace similar to Fatima Parade but he only had one room and a sofa bed. The lace curtains had holes and blue mould stains. Dead leaves were trapped under the weatherboard. He wanted to know about school and if Beth had a boyfriend yet. On the mantelpiece a black china horse reared up on its hind legs. A gas fire steamed the windows. He told her about his job, delivering planks of wood to building sites, and how at night he played in pubs. Not dance music any more but whistle tunes with a ballad group called Celtic Reign who, he said, were going places very fast.

      ‘How much do you miss me?’ Beth demanded.

      ‘You pull my heart to pieces every single day,’ he replied.

      ‘Then why can’t I live here with you?’

      ‘Don’t be daft, Beth.’ He glanced quickly at his watch, pretending he was pushing up the sleeve of his jumper. ‘You don’t want to live in a slum like this.’

      ‘I don’t care. I’ll be with you. I can get a job and we’ll move somewhere bigger.’

      ‘You’re still only a child.’

      ‘I’m thirteen now.’

      ‘That’s still far too young to leave home. Your mother would have my guts for garters.’

      ‘I don’t care… I hate living with her. I hate – I hate…’ She sobbed, unable to continue.

      At the side of the sofa squashed against the wall she saw a cardigan. A woman’s cardigan, pale yellow angora with pearl buttons. Maybe, said Barry, his eyes skittering away from the cardigan when Beth pulled it free, when she was older, they would talk about it again.

      He would never change his mind and even when he offered to teach her to play the tin whistle she knew he was watching the time, waiting for her uncle to collect her.

      ‘Still chasing rainbows, Mr Music Man?’ Albert asked when he returned.

      How tall he seemed, standing strong in the little room, rain glistening on his oiled hair, which he’d combed back so neatly from his forehead. Her father’s hair was a mess, long on the back of his neck and as frizzy as his beard.

      ‘Get your coat, Beth.’ Barry nodded brusquely towards the door, his good humour disappearing. In the hall she heard him tell her uncle that what he chased was his own business.

      ‘Ah, but it’s also my concern, Tyrell. Rainbows don’t help when it comes to feeding your children. That pittance you send to Marjory every week is a joke.’

      ‘It’s as much as I can afford. She makes enough from the dressmaking to manage.’

      ‘If you believe that you’re more of a fool than I thought. She’s gone to skin and bone with the work she’s forced to take on to keep her family together. My sister was always too good for you but you married her and it was your duty to take care of her.’

      ‘So what’s the penance, Father? Three Hail Marys and a hair shirt… With slight alternations?’ He raised his voice. ‘Are you ready, Beth? Don’t keep your uncle waiting. He’s a very busy man.’

      Beth wondered how it was possible to love and hate her father at the same time. Such mixed feelings confused her, so different to her feelings for the man standing beside her. Those feelings oozed from some slimy part of her stomach, knotting it so hard it was impossible to think of anything else. He stopped at the hall door and studied his reflection in a grimy mirror, flicked a dark hair from his shoulder and lifted the collar of his coat around his ears. He took Beth’s hand and held it against his side, pulling her forward when she turned to wave to her father. Surely he would change his mind and call her back. Was she the only person in the world to see the monster’s face? The front door was closed by the time her uncle turned his car and drove away.

      

      The button beside the hotel lift glowed orange when he pressed it. Far below she heard a low murmur, as if a mighty beast had been disturbed and was coming to carry her away. It grew louder, shuddering movements that stopped when it reached their feet. The gates clanged when he pushed them apart. Her stomach swooped in a ticklish thrill as the lift began to ascend.

      Their footsteps were silent on the corridor leading to her room. Outside, buses were still running. She could hear them braking, the engines idling as late-night passengers crowded the platforms, hurrying to a place where they could shelter and be safe.

      Speed bonnie boat… She closed her eyes and thought about the ocean. Such a tiny boat to be tossed about on the turbulent waves and how the wind screamed… Unlike Beth, who never made a sound, and even after he left, closing her door so softly she didn’t even hear a click, she kept her eyes closed until the boat was safely brought to shore.

      In the next room she heard him clearing his throat. Such thin walls between them, no stronger than a sheet of paper. After a while a snoring sound rose and fell away in a whistling sigh, as if he was blowing air through his nose and she, behind the thin walls, was comatose… The same as the Statues game. What would he do if she lived for the rest of her life in a death-like trance? Or if she died? She imagined her family weeping around her grave as her white coffin was lowered deep into the earth. Inside, she would be pale and dead. As still as she was now. Only she would be at peace and her father would be there with the mourners, ashamed of himself because he would not let her live in his mean little room with the grimy wallpaper and the yellow woman’s cardigan stuck between the sofa and the wall.

      She swayed when she sat up, afraid she was going to fall from the bed. She stayed in that position, her head bent forward, until it felt safe to move again. She would tell her father. The decision came suddenly, as if it had been waiting to find space in her fear. Slowly she curled her toes, bending the soles of her feet, tensing her legs. She searched for the light switch and gathered her scattered clothes, dressing silently, terrified the snoring sounds from next door would cease.

      Along the hotel corridor fan-shaped lights threw a dim glow against the walls. She pressed the lift button, seeing it light up, hearing the murmuring noise from down below rushing towards her.

      ‘What in God’s name are you doing, Beth?’ His red dressing gown gaped open, reaching only to his knees, showing off his hairy chest as he hurried towards her. It made him look silly, no longer important, but as he reached her the horror pushed up into her mouth and she was terrified she would throw up on the spot.

      ‘I’m going to my daddy,’ she cried. ‘I’m going to tell on you.’

      ‘Poor child, you’ve had a bad dream. Come back inside now and stop making such a fuss.’ As the lift clattered to a halt he lifted her in his arms. Easily, as if she was only the weight of a feather, he carried her back to her bedroom. He sat her on the bed and wagged his finger in her face. ‘Now! You stop this hysterical nonsense at once. Do you hear me?’

      He told her about her father and the woman who owned the cardigan. How she had a family, children who had become his children. Barry Tyrell no longer cared about the girls he had left behind in Anaskeagh. When Beth put her hands over her ears he pulled them away. She must listen to the truth. Then, perhaps, she would stop being a selfish, ungrateful child who was breaking her mother’s heart with her tantrums.

      

      In the Church of the Sacred Heart Beth stared at the crucifix above the altar. She felt the nails being thudded into the Christ figure one by one. She examined her own hands, hoping to see blood pouring forth. A stigmata. A whore of Babylon, old Sam Burns shouted at young women when they walked through the town. The words seared her mind, even though Jess’s mother said Sam was shell-shocked from the war, when he’d been a soldier in France, and harmless behind all his ranting.

      

      On Jess’s thirteenth birthday, they climbed to the summit of Anaskeagh Head. Jess liked rituals, solemnity, the grand gesture and, on this significant occasion, she intended burying the symbols of her childhood. In a tin biscuit box she had placed her diaries, a copy book, her favourite glass necklace, a rag doll, her First Communion prayer book, her confirmation medal, a Bunty annual and her favourite sweets. The headland, with the crashing Atlantic Ocean on one side and the town of Anaskeagh sloping away into the distance on the other, offered her the perfect ceremonial altar to move into adulthood.

      When the burial was over, the friends pricked the middle fingers of their right hands with a needle. They vowed to be blood sisters for as long as they lived, sharing secrets, even the smallest, most trivial secret. This meant never lying to each other, said Jess, telling Beth she sometimes heard God’s voice talking to her in the wind.

      How could she share her secrets with Jess, signed in blood? How could she whisper such ugly words to her best friend, a Child of Mary who made an altar in her bedroom every May with lilac and bluebells and heard God’s voice in the wind? Far below her she could see Cherry Vale and the houses beside it. How tiny they looked. So neat and orderly, the front road winding like a skein of fine grey thread into Anaskeagh. She imagined her uncle, a scurrying insect, small enough to be crushed under her foot, the sole of her shoe stamping him into a smear of blood that would be washed away forever when the rain fell.
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      Everything was simple once Beth decided to run away. No rush, no panic. The right moment would present itself and she would be gone, dust on her heels, churning up the road from Anaskeagh. She knew she must do it or else go mad, as loopy as old Sam Burns or Mrs McIntyre, who once ran down Fatima Parade in her nightdress waving a carving knife.

      One Sunday afternoon on Anaskeagh Strand she confided her plan to Jess. ‘I can’t stick it a moment longer,’ she said. ‘I’ll go nuts if I don’t escape from this dump.’

      ‘Did you have another row with your mother?’ Jess asked. The rows between mother and daughter were a source of fascination to her.

      ‘Does the Pope say the rosary?’

      ‘What was it about this time?’

      ‘Oh, the usual.’ Beth was dismissive. ‘She wants me to do a secretarial course after my Inter and work for my uncle.’

      ‘I’d hate to work in an office.’

      ‘Well, there’s not much danger of that, is there?’

      ‘Thank God!’

      ‘You’ll have plenty of time to do that.’ Beth still couldn’t believe her friend was serious about entering a convent. At the spring retreat, Father Ford, the mission priest who was home on holiday from Africa, had talked to the pupils of the Star of the Sea Convent about the joy of becoming a beloved bride of Christ. Jess had absorbed every word. Afterwards, her face glowing with conviction, she said she finally understood The Voice. An insistent voice, no longer blowing uncertainly through the wind as it told her that the way to salvation lay in loving God above all earthly things.

      ‘Even Wham!?’ Beth demanded.

      Jess grinned. ‘Especially Wham!’

      If Jess was a ‘holy Mary’ like Breda Gilligan, who had a crush on Sister Clare and wore a Miraculous Medal pinned to the front of her school blazer, Beth could have understood. But Jess adored Michael Jackson, hated The Sound of Music and had shown The Joy of Sex, which she’d found at the back of her parents’ wardrobe, to Beth ― but only after she’d read it twice.

      ‘It’s so sexy, isn’t it?’ Giggling, she demanded her friend’s opinion.

      Beth gave a wooden smile and nodded. It seemed childish to admit that she had found it disgusting, so sickening that she wanted to throw up all over the pages. The future they had planned together seemed childish now. Jobs as fashion models or air hostesses, all-night parties and strange men with beards and guitars sleeping on the floor of their flat. Only when she finally accepted that Jess was serious about her vocation did Beth realise how much she had depended on the escape route provided by such daydreams.

      ‘What will you do in Dublin?’ Jess asked.

      ‘I’ll get a flat and a job.’

      ‘It’s a big city.’

      ‘I’ll find my way around easily enough. I’ll stay with my father until I get my own place.’

      ‘What about – you know – The Cardigan?’

      ‘What about her? He’s my father. I come first.’

      Jess glanced sideways at her. ‘Are you going to tell Sara?’

      ‘I don’t know. If I do she’ll kick up an awful fuss.’

      ‘She’ll go nuts if she finds out afterwards.’

      ‘Why should she? It’s different for her. She gets away with bloody murder.’

      ‘I don’t know what I’ll do when you go.’ Jess put her arm around her friend’s shoulders.

      ‘Talk to God. He’ll tell you.’ Beth was brusque, shrugging away her friend’s arm because Jess cried easily and the last thing she needed was to dent the armour she had built around herself.

      Jess was struck by a sudden thought. ‘Do you think your mother’s going through the change? My mother says women get awfully crotchety at that time.’

      ‘Change! What change?’ demanded Beth. ‘She’s always been the same. Anyway, she’s too young.’

      ‘It can happen at any age from thirty-five,’ said Jess. ‘Mammy’s got a book about it. Madness and depression and hot flushes. Remember Mrs McIntyre?’

      ‘Jesus!’ Beth was horrified. ‘I hope I die first.’

      Hatty Beckett, who owned Hatty’s Chipper on the corner of River Mall, needed someone to work from six to midnight, five evenings a week. Marjory was furious when she heard that Beth had accepted the job. Hatty had gone out with Barry Tyrell in his single days and Marjory had often accused him of going into her chip shop for more than a portion of chips.

      ‘I’m not having my daughter serving every drunk in Anaskeagh,’ she declared. ‘If you insist on doing part-time work instead of studying for your Inter your uncle will be more than happy to let you work on Saturdays in his showrooms. It’ll be good training for you. He’s kind enough to pay for your education so the least you can do is show him some appreciation.’

      ‘I wouldn’t work for that creep if he paid me a million pounds.’ Beth’s voice was low and taunting.

      ‘How dare you use that kind of language in my house.’ Marjory flushed angrily. ‘Apologise at once!’

      ‘Make me. Why don’t you take down Charlie and make me?’

      ‘I’ll break that cane across your back if you give me any more of your lip. I don’t know what’s come over you lately. Cheek! That’s all I get from you. Apologise at once.’

      ‘He’s a creep and he can stuff his stupid job up his arse for all I care.’

      For an instant Marjory was too shocked to move. Then she reached for the cane and struck Beth across her legs, lifting her arm to strike again.

      Beth laughed. She was no longer afraid. Charlie was a piece of bamboo, a thin cane with a hook that only came to life in her mother’s hand. It was important to scream, to shout insults, to fling plates against the wall in sudden outbursts of fury so that Marjory would hurt her, hurt her so much that she would no longer feel trapped beneath her sins.

      Neither of them noticed Sara entering the kitchen. The younger girl pushed between them, crying at them to stop. Too panicked to avoid the cane she took the force of the blow on her face. Her hair spilled over her hands as she clutched her cheek. Outside in the yard Goldie barked furiously.

      ‘This is all your fault,’ Marjory panted. She avoided looking at Beth as she ran a dishcloth under the cold tap and bent over Sara, gently dabbing at the blotch that was deepening into an angry red weal. ‘You’re nothing but trouble.’

      ‘It’s not my fault!’ Beth screamed. ‘You’re the one holding the cane yet all you ever do is blame me for everything. Everything. I hate you so much it makes me sick.’ She spat out the words as if they were pebbles in her mouth. ‘I’m taking that job in Hatty’s, and you’d better not try and stop me, or…’ Her voice shook, unable to utter the words, knowing she would never be able to empty herself of them. Not that it mattered. Marjory had stopped listening. She helped Sara to her feet and tried to bring down the swelling that had already closed one of her eyes, smoothing back her blonde hair, crooning her love.

      

      Beth battered cod and haddock and ladled chips into white paper parcels. The smell of fish clung to her, a pervasive scent on her clothes and her skin, no matter how often she washed herself and doused her body in Apple Blossom talcum powder. Marjory demanded half the money she earned. The rest was hidden in the dressing-table drawer beneath her underwear. When her uncle visited Fatima Parade she willed herself to think of other things. His suit had tiny, fine hairs that tickled her face when he greeted her, enveloping her in his bear-hug embrace, jovial and kind, as Marjory rushed to plump the cushions on his favourite armchair and make him tea. Beth imagined his fingers grubbing about in her mind, searching out her thoughts, the knowledge they shared visible only to each other. The bicycle he gave her for her fourteenth birthday sat shining and unused in the coal shed, waiting. Soon she would cycle it for the first time. It would carry her far away from Anaskeagh. Such plans, counting her money, studying the map of Dublin, checking that her bike was oiled and the tyres remained firm, gave meaning to her days. Everything else, the normal things she always did, was performed in a dream state, as if her mind had already fled and only her body waited to follow.

      Sara never stirred as her sister eased from the dip in the horsehair mattress and opened the bedroom door. It was four o’clock in the morning when Beth stepped into the kitchen. With her hand she felt along the kitchen door, lifting Charlie from the hook. In the coal shed she wheeled the bicycle through the yard where the bath still hung, gleaming palely in the gathering dawn. Goldie stayed in the shadows as Beth leaned the bicycle against the wall and hunkered beside him, feeling his withdrawal, growling low in his throat when she touched him.

      ‘You’ll never be able to forgive me, will you, you old mutt?’ Her throat tightened in a spasm as the dog continued to strain away from her. She thought of Sara snuggling deeper into the mattress and then, deliberately, allowed the image to fade. Sara was not going to be her cross. She refused to carry her into her new life.

      At Cherry Vale she dismounted. She lifted a large stone from the rockery and flung it towards the bay window. Glass shattered. A light was switched on upstairs. She cycled out through the gates, head down, her feet pumping to the same frantic rhythm as her heart, and headed towards Clasheen, which was twenty miles away and led to the Dublin Road. She did not glance back as the distance between herself and Anaskeagh lengthened. When she reached Clasheen she flung the bicycle and the cane into a ditch.

      ‘Bye bye, Charlie!’ she shouted, hearing it strike the leaves and sink out of sight. Beyond the hedgerows the sky began to glow. A new day was beginning, caught in the stillness between dawn and morning. A truck lumbered towards her, heading for Dublin. She lifted her hand and it slowed.

      ‘You look like someone in search of adventure,’ said the driver when she climbed aboard.

      ‘How did you guess?’ She slung her duffel bag, packed tightly with her clothes, onto the seat between them. Clouds trailed across the rising sun, mountain squiggles on a blood-red painting.
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      The small terraced house with the yellow door was in darkness. Beth knocked twice, relieved when a light flashed on at an upstairs window. The wind blew the rain into the wooden porch where she was trying to shelter. She heard footsteps on the stairs and a boy in his late teens opened the front door. He had pulled on a pair of jeans and was still struggling with the zip. When he saw her standing outside with the rain in her hair, her clothes sculpted to her body, his hands paused, as if frozen with embarrassment, then he gave a quick jerk and the zip slid into place.

      ‘Does Barry Tyrell live here?’ She tried to speak calmly but her teeth chattered as she swayed forward, exhausted from the effort of hitching lifts to Dublin and walking long distances between them.

      He nodded, the sleep still in his eyes and the warmth of four safe walls behind him. ‘You’re Beth,’ he said, opening the door wider and beckoning her forward without hesitation. ‘I’ve seen your photograph.’

      ‘Is he here?’ she repeated. ‘I’ve been looking everywhere for him.’ Rain ran from her coat and formed a puddle on the hall floor. She heard footsteps crossing the landing and her father’s voice on the stairs. He was wearing a pair of rumpled pyjamas. His beard was bushier than she remembered, a balladeer’s beard, which he chewed in mortification when he saw her. ‘Beth! Jesus, Mary and holy Saint Joseph! What the hell are you doing here?’ he demanded.

      ‘Don’t blaspheme in my house, Barry Tyrell.’ The Cardigan’s voice was soft but it was also firm enough to demand attention. Her hair was dyed so black it shone with a hard blue sheen under the hall light. She clutched the lapels of her dressing gown across her chest and surveyed Beth. ‘Can’t you see the poor child is half dead from exhaustion? Come into the kitchen, love, and get them wet clothes off you.’

      ‘How did you know where to find me?’ her father demanded.

      No one interrupted Beth as she described how she had searched for the house where her father used to live only to discover it had been replaced by a building site with a hoarding around it. An old man with string on his coat waved his hands towards the hoarding and shouted insults at an invisible army of speculators who were tearing the soul out of his city. He’d taken her to a nearby pub where Celtic Reign played every Wednesday. The bar manager, seeing her distress, had rung the singer in Celtic Reign, who had given him her father’s new address.

      ‘He’s gone to live in the sticks,’ said the manager, scribbling down the address. ‘There’s not too many buses go to Oldport but let’s have a look and see.’ He took a timetable from behind the counter and ran his finger over a page. ‘If you rush you’ll just catch the last one.’

      Beth didn’t mention the tears and the despair that had swept through her as she’d tried to follow his directions to the bus stop or how the city had swamped her with its indifference. Nor did she describe her terror when the bus had headed northwards, racing through grey housing estates and out into the country, brushing against overhanging branches and swerving around corners until her stomach had heaved and she’d been afraid she was going to throw up over the seat.

      ‘If you’d had the decency to write Beth a letter and tell her where you’d moved she wouldn’t be tramping the little legs off herself searching the city for you.’ The Cardigan spoke sharply to Barry then turned to the young man who had answered the door. ‘Stewart, you get up them stairs as fast as your legs can carry you and wake your sister. Take no nonsense from her. She’s to bring down that flannelette nightdress from the hot press and make room for Beth in her bed.’

      Beth listened to the raised voices above her. An argument was taking place between Stewart and his sister, who was obviously furious over being woken in the middle of the night and told to share her bed with a stranger. A door banged and he reappeared with a tall, sulky girl in tow. She was older than Beth and flashed a hard look at her before sighing loudly in Barry’s direction.

      ‘You want my bed and my clothes for your daughter. What next?’ Dramatically, she held her wrists forward. ‘My blood? Go on, take it. You’ve taken everything else.’
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