
[image: Cover picture]



[image: Title page: Rebecca Murphy, Blood and Water, Mercier Press]


Praise for Blood and Water

‘Blood and Water is a profoundly moving exploration of identity, the shame that echoes through families and the silent grief of losing a long-held dream. The prose is vivid and beautiful. On the human condition, Murphy writes with wit and a startling clarity. Here is an astonishing new voice in literary fiction.’

SOPHIE WHITE

‘A complex, compelling and deeply moving story of loss, love and family.’

ANNA CAREY

‘Blood and Water pulled me in from the first page and held me there. Rebecca Murphy writes with such warmth, wit and emotional honesty that the characters feel utterly real and heartbreakingly human. It’s the kind of book you fall into completely, emerging hours later feeling like you’ve been somewhere else for a while. Tender, atmospheric and quietly powerful, this is a beautiful debut that will stay with readers long after they turn the final page.’

STEFANIE PREISSNER


About the Author

Rebecca Murphy is a writer from Cork, living in Wicklow with her wife and two dogs. Blood and Water is her debut novel. She was the winner of the RTÉ Today Show novel competition and the recipient of a Faber Academy Scholarship. Her influences range from Anne Enright to Stephen King, by way of Maeve Binchy. She has a degree in Drama and English from UCC.

 

[image: ]




[image: ]
FOR RACHEL
[image: ]

MERCIER PRESS
Cork
www.mercierpress.ie

© Rebecca Murphy, 2026

ISBN 9781917453851
eISBN 9781917453868

This book is sold subject to the condition that it shall not, by way of trade or otherwise, be lent, resold, hired out or otherwise circulated without the publisher’s prior consent in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.
No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording or any information or retrieval system, without the prior permission of the publisher in writing.



Foreword
[image: ]



A quick note before you dive in…

Thank you for being here. This story is very close to my heart, and it walks through some heavy territory: infertility, loss, grief and mentions of suicide.

I’m sharing this so you may decide if you are in the space to take on these themes right now.

Take care of yourself.



REBECCA





Part One: Arrival




Chapter One
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Susan flinched as a splash of cold salt water whipped across her face. Mick, the captain, laughed. Susan returned the look with an embarrassed smile.

‘There’ll be plenty of that where we’re going!’ he roared, his head stuck out the window of his wheel-house, his eyes barely watching the sea ahead. He laughed again and retreated inside, leaving Susan to turn toward the horizon, gripping the wooden sides of the small vessel. Seasick and sea-shy, she was grateful to be the only passenger. She tried her best to make a good impression on the red-faced sailor with his big hands and kind smile. In the distance, a small island started to take shape in the mist of the horizon, arching up like an uneven triangle, emerging slowly as they put-put-putted towards it. The sun began to loom over the island’s eastern cliffs. Bursts of purple heather tumbled down the gentle slopes to greet her as small herds of donkeys, like wandering grey puddles, flicked their tails and brayed to each other. She spotted birds in the distance, small dots circling by the cliffs at the mouth of the port – gulls perhaps – terns maybe? She searched her memory for the names of other birds along the coast, but they remained out of reach. Jen would know. She shoved the name out of her head and returned to the skyline. The birds screamed at no one in particular and dived into the sea, clambering for the next meal to bring back to their nests, hidden, safe in the side of the precipices, untouched and unreachable.

The mainland vanished from view as the little boat chugged through the blue. On either side, the spit of the sea foam danced in the swell of the boat – it floated away across the Atlantic. She followed it with her gaze, imagining sitting in one of its bubbles, carried away, disappearing into the depths. Her stomach disliked the thoughts of bubbles and she swallowed, taking a big gulp of sea air. Mick gave another laugh.

‘Mick, is there a shop on the island?’

He took his hands off the wheel and leant out his window again.

‘Sure, what do you need?’

‘Well, I didn’t bring anything with me.’ Her cheeks reddened. Food and supplies had not been a concern as she careened down the motorway, her only mission to abandon the car at the ferry port and disappear.

‘Ah, I’d say we’ll manage something all right. None of us have starved to death lately.’

Mick roared again and returned to his steering wheel, correcting the slightly off-course boat.

Her ancient Toyota sat ten kilometres across the sea at Kilbrean Port – hopefully locked and the windows up. The seagulls would be shitting all over it. Souvenirs from the coastal skies for when, or if, she returned. She rubbed her eyelids, took another deep breath and shook her head away from the land behind her.

The Lord and Lady pulled into Dune Island a few minutes after noon. The sun advanced on the harbour and the surrounding green hills, lush with heather, offered no shelter as Susan gingerly stepped onto the concrete pier. Her backpack pressed sweaty against her spine and her shoulders felt clammy under its straps. This end of the island was home to a tourist shop offering mostly ice cream and maps. Susan caught a vinegary whiff of chips from its direction and her belly rumbled. The long concrete pier jutted out from a small gathering of buildings, including a shop and some public toilets. Their paint was sun-bleached and peeling. On one side of the pier, boats – both visiting and resident – bobbed in the lapping, gentle ocean. On the other side, a small stony cove entertained crowds of Sunday day-tripping mainlanders. Children screamed as they splashed in the waist-high water, their shoulders reddening in the Irish summer sun. Susan watched as the small, fat toddlers, pink with excitement, stumbled towards the water, arms outstretched, their tired parents chasing behind. Her eyes began to close as the travelling caught up with her.

A honk sounded behind her. She turned to see Mick waving as the boat pulled away from the shore again, a lazy plume of diesel smoke wafting out of its chimney. The acrid smell floated towards her nostrils and stung; the taste of the fuel was uncomfortable in her mouth, bitter and pungent. She lifted her hand to wave as it moved out of view, back towards her old life. She turned back to the buzz of the pier and picked up her bag. The handles pressed into her flesh as she strolled in the direction of the hill Mick had pointed her to. The stiff grass of the island poked out of the stone walls hugging the harbour, the boundary marking the battleground between the sea and the land for real estate.

A granny in a floppy hat and her best sundress wandered past her, a cartoonishly large ninety-nine dripping down her leather hands. She licked her wrist in a daring rescue as a child whinged behind her.

‘Nan, that’s mine!’

The lady caught Susan’s eyes and rolled her own. Susan smiled at her and at the child, who scrunched up his brown eyes, scowled at her and brushed past, arms crossed and furious. The woman shrugged.

‘Children these days, eh?’

Susan pursed her lips and nodded like she thought she should, feeling a small twinge low in her belly. A group of older teenagers sat at the edge of the pier, their scruffy trainers dangling inches above the sea. The cloud of smoke from their rollies reminded Susan of misspent college years, drinking tea and smoking spliffs on a broken sofa, watching stoner TV and planning her magnificent future. She considered asking for a drag but decided against it; she already felt the youths eyeing the weird lady, blonde hair blown askew, face windburned and tired, hanging around in her own sweat. She distracted herself by seeking the pub. She’d been told the sole pub on the island sat near the mouth of the harbour, away from the tourists, so the locals could hide from them, but also close enough that a savvy visitor might stumble in for a pint to escape their sand-caked children for an hour or two.

The sun squatted directly above the island, baking its inhabitants as she left the small port and screaming children behind her. As advised, the pub wasn’t hard to find – it seemed nothing on the island was. All roads appeared to lead to the port and the main road from there found its way to Peggy Quinlan’s Pub. Peggy’s Place was painted an immaculate red, with window baskets of pink and purple surfinias cascading down its walls to the floor. A sign pointed to a small beer garden at its rear, nestled between the pub and the hill that overshadowed it. Some small tables and benches sat in the sun. Connected via a small, narrow slip of a wall lay a separate dwelling, white-washed with a well-maintained tiled roof. Despite the heat, a lazy plume of smoke drifted out of the chimney, and a gentle smell of turf filled the air.

The door to the pub was mahogany with glass panels coloured blue and yellow, with deep swirls that distorted what lay within. Susan stepped inside, nervous in the empty quietness she found as she crossed the threshold onto the black-and-white-tiled floor. The bright sunshine outside gave the interior a cool darkness, a welcome escape from the sweat and salt of the cove. She had been here before. It had felt bigger back then to her table-height self, bewildered at the new faces. Today, it was more proportionate to her adult size. There were no other customers inside, but she heard a hubbub of voices coming through a small door that appeared to lead to a beer garden. She suspected the locals skulked there, enjoying the quiet gossiping. The interior smelled like stout and fried chicken, and Susan’s stomach complained again. As she glanced around, a stern face popped up from behind the long bar counter to her right. Susan jumped.

‘Jesus Christ!’

The stern face broke into a laugh, and greying blonde hair fell from a loose bun, tied with an old blue scrunchie. The bartender dragged herself up from her stooping position and gave a weary groan.

‘Jesus is right, I’m getting too old for all this bending. Now, what can I do for you?’

‘Peggy?’

Susan left her suitcase by the door, stepped towards the woman and extended her hand. She received a firm rattling in return.

‘I’m Susan Shaw. Em … Frank’s niece.’

Peggy leant back and surveyed her.

‘You are and all. I was expecting some young one, but sure, it’s been a fair while since we saw you around here.’

Susan had no memory of this woman, the keeper of the island’s social centre. She responded as best she could.

‘Sadly, I guess I haven’t been a young one for a while. I’ve been told you have all the, eh … bits and pieces?’

‘Straight to business so is it? You have the letters and all that, do you?’

Susan slid the by now damp backpack off her back and gasped with relief at the loss of the weight. She rummaged through its contents and produced a plastic folder, signed documents highlighted and colour-tagged. She handed Peggy the signed solicitor’s letter. Peggy checked it over, glancing now and then at Susan as she stood, shiny-faced from the heat.

‘You’re not a scammer so. Look, sit yourself down there, we’ll get you a plate of chips and a few goujons and get you all sorted.’

‘No, no, I’m grand, honestly,’ Susan told the obligatory Irish lie. Peggy silenced her with a narrowing of her eyes.

‘Sit. Down. Do you want to go outside? There’s a bit more craic out there?’

Susan resigned herself to a delicious, greasy fate but was in no rush to leave the cool silence and return to the sunshine. She pointed an awkward thumb towards a table at the back of the lounge.

‘I’ll just make myself comfy over there. Thank you.’

‘Not at all. Sit down and relax. My youngfella Daniel will be out to you in a bit.’

Peggy left Susan to her own devices as she slipped away, singing to herself. Susan wandered past tables with reserved signs and sat in the corner, surveying the interior of the pub. The red foam-cushioned seats, with their equally cushioned backs against the wall, offered bliss after a long day of car journeys and seasickness. Susan sat in silence; only the ticking of a cuckoo clock, carved from driftwood with gnarled edges and a swinging pinecone, filled her mind. She inhaled and glanced down at the paperwork still in her hands. The words ‘estate’, ‘Frank Shaw’, and ‘bequeathed’ jumped out. She glanced at her phone reflexively, but there was nothing new to see. She had deleted her apps, but old habits died hard. The mainland and all its connections, noises and notifications were behind her. It would be easy to send a two-word message, ‘I’m safe,’ but that would open too many doors. Susan kept them clamped shut.

A handsome teenage boy with Peggy’s firm look emerged from the door where she had exited, carrying a notepad and pen. He walked towards her with purpose.

‘Can I get you anything?’

‘I heard something about goujons and chips?’

‘We’ve scampi as well if you’d prefer. Freshly caught this morning.’

She considered this, a sudden memory of lemony breaded fish spilling out of the past.

‘Sounds great.’

Daniel made a note.

‘Any drink?’

Susan bit her cheek, thinking. It was the middle of the day, but this was life now; she had nowhere to be, nothing to do, and no responsibilities. She thought about her last drop of alcohol, back before months of careful dieting, restriction and caution. There was no reason for that now.

‘Go on, I’ll have a glass of Murphy’s so.’

She wanted to sound as though someone had been trying to convince her. Daniel didn’t seem to notice as he scribbled the order down. He left Susan to the silence of the empty pub. The roar of laughter from outside the back door made her shift in her seat. Her body had started to cool; the sweat under her arms had dried, and there was a slight stale smell from her clothes. She hoped the cottage had a working shower and decided to run into the ocean if need be.

Time lagged in this place. Her pulse and breath slowed, responding to the slow tick of the clock. She sat in the calm and waited, the smell of stale beer mixing with the wafting of fried food from the kitchen. Daniel emerged again and headed for her table, one hand holding an overfilled basket of chips and scampi, the creamy stout in the other. He placed them with precision, and Susan thirsted for the creamy coolness of the glass dripping condensation onto the pub table.

As she tucked in, Peggy emerged from the door again with something wriggling under her arm.

‘Now,’ Peggy said as Susan half-choked on a prawn, ‘I need to give you him as well.’ She held a small, unimpressed terrier in her arms. Susan swallowed the prawn in perplexed silence.

‘Walter, Susan; Susan, Walter.’

The dog sighed. Walter was a gruff, stubby-legged mutt with some Jack Russell and God knows what else. Peggy handed him over like a stuffed ham.

‘He was Frank’s. Congrats on your new dog.’

Susan and Walter sized each other up – neither was overly impressed with what they beheld.

‘Em … I didn’t know there was a dog.’ Peggy raised an eyebrow.

‘I don’t want a dog … No offence.’

Susan’s father had a dog once; his death had given her the only memory she had of her father crying. He never let another pet into the house. She had followed his lead, despite many debates with Jen. She shook the name away again and made an apologetic gesture towards the hound. He rolled pleading eyes to Peggy, who plastered on a grin and gave him a scratch behind his ears.

‘Look, sure he’s a lovely little fella. No bother at all.’

She leant towards Susan, staring her right in the eye, a slight scowl across her brows. Her tone was firm and final.

‘I do not have the time for a dog. OK?’

Susan nodded and realised they were stuck with each other for now.

‘Right. OK. Got it.’

Peggy called for Daniel, and he wandered over, gripping a large bag with Red Mills blazoned across it.

‘That’ll do him for the next few months, but he’d eat his own shite if you let him.’

Susan made a face at Walter; he seemed to shrug, unapologetic. Peggy offered Walter another gentle ear scratch. He leant into her hand and gave a satisfied grunt.

‘Take good care of him. He’s a good boy.’

Peggy placed a set of keys next to Susan’s plate and turned to wander out the door behind the bar, disappearing into the darkness of her house. The dog hopped down off the seat and gave himself a quick shake. He cocked his head towards the exit. Susan shook her head, perplexed.

‘I’m still eating.’

He exhaled, hopped onto the chair and curled into a croissant, his soft, wet nose tucked into his tummy. His tail was too long for his body and swept over his snout like a sleep mask. Soon Susan heard gentle snoring and returned to her food. A few minutes later, the pub came to life; two young people stumbled in at first, then the rest of the students from the pier poured in. They were older than the teenagers she usually taught – more facial hair, more confidence – but not by much.

Susan was tired but curious, content to watch the busy life going on around her from her cosy corner.. Peggy and Daniel flitted in and out of the mysterious door behind the bar, their trays overflowing with baskets of chips, chicken wings, goujons and deep-fried prawns; round ramekins of mayonnaise and sweet chilli sauce nestled amongst them. They waltzed around the tables, dispensing their goods like confetti. The invaders fell upon the food like locusts. Peggy seemed to know everyone by name and handed out kind words and stern admonishments to whoever needed either. She paused, chatting to the redheaded leader of the group, a young woman in her mid-twenties, if Susan had to guess. They pretended not to be talking about her, but she caught the glances they cast her way. She studied the map and letters she had brought with her to the island, running the set of keys through her fingers. She finished the bowl of fried food and knew the next step awaited. She yearned for the journey to be over, to arrive at a destination and rest. Walter took his time stretching himself awake. His claws tippy-tapped across the tiled floor while he ignored the affection lavished upon him by the pubgoers. Susan tried to pay, but Peggy waved her cash away with a flick – then clasped her hand, and the goosepimples rose on Susan’s skin.‘I’m sorry about your uncle, pet. He was a good egg.’






Chapter Two
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Walter led the way home. He stopped to wee at regular intervals, accompanied by a glance back to ensure Susan was following. She cooed gratefully at him; he responded with withering looks. The orange of the Montbretia spread wild in the ditches and filled her eyeline as far as it could follow the road. She smelled its freshness and heard the bees working in the summer heat. Not dressed for this weather, her sunglasses slipped down her nose and, even with her polo neck wrapped around her waist, her T-shirt clung to her. Her jeans felt painted to her skin. The hiking boots, which had seemed like a sensible choice when packing in a panic, weighed her down as she stomped along the stony road. The straps of her bag cut into her shoulders, the pinching claws of its clasps squeezing snatches of skin between them.

The hill leading to the heart of the island stretched out before them. She followed Walter’s chubby bum up the gravel path until a long stone wall appeared beside her, peeping out of the hedgerow. Walter stopped a few feet ahead of her at a small, rusted red gate hanging on one hinge. Here, the gravel gave way to carefully laid cobblestones, weeds and grass poking up between them. Algae from the winter still tarried like an oil slick, leading from the gate down the path towards the cottage and its whitewashed walls. A single-storey dwelling, its gutters were home to wildflowers and birds’ nests – a family of starlings popped in and out of the drains, their heads to one side as they bickered with each other. In the garden to the front of the house, bathed in sunshine, bird feeders and baths lay empty and crusted with dirt and neglect. Blue tits and blackbirds combed the lawn searching for insects, still hopeful for the return of sunflower hearts and peanuts. The cottage, its garden and its inhabitants ignored Susan and Walter until the sun-burned warmth of Susan’s forearms spurred her into action. She lifted the broken gate and opened it with care; the starlings retreated to the peak of the roof while the smaller birds shot into the overgrown blackthorn bush lining the stone wall and sheltering the cottage from the wild Atlantic winds. Walter glanced up at her, waiting.

‘Go on then,’ Susan urged. Walter shook himself, then walked toward the front door of the house, a solid wood rectangle of red that matched the lopsided gate. Six small panels of glass sat in the upper half of the door, thick with grime and unusable as windows to anything other than muck. Fumbling with her bags and the dog food, Susan turned the solid Chubb key, leaning her body into the door. It gave more easily than she expected, the years of care not undone by the recent neglect. She half-stumbled into the cool of the entryway.

The hall in the cottage where her father’s family had lived was dark even in the afternoon. Only occasional sunbeams from the open front door alighted on dust. It smelled of months-old loneliness. Susan stood still, memory weighing on her shoulders. Framed photographs of her grandparents, distant relatives and parents filled the wall like a giant jigsaw puzzle. Here and there, a light square of virgin wallpaper, blank squares where photos used to be. She wondered if the photos were buried with him. Who would have decided that? Who curated the end of Frank’s life? The faces on the wall were long gone, and her uncle had entrusted her with every possession he had on this earth. She glanced at the gaps where the missing photos would have been – almost every possession.

She heard the click-clack of claws on the tiled hallway and glanced down at Walter following behind. He looked around the cottage and gave a yawn, trotting down the dark corridor to the living room. Susan followed her four-legged guide past the doors to the bedroom and the bathroom. The door to the sitting-room was teak with glass beer-bottle panes. Nudging it further open, Susan glanced around the darkened living space. A couch, a small kitchen sideboard and a table. A unit of doors and drawers with brass handles. Most of Frank’s life was in this room – a life she knew nothing about. She tried to imagine the people who could have come and gone here, who might have sat with him at the table, sipping tea of a winter’s evening while the turf fire smouldered.

Walter hopped up on the settee and made himself comfortable, pulling a small blanket over his fat, round body. Small snores emerged from his snout, and Susan realised the guided section of the house tour was over. She returned to the hallway, leaving him and his bag of food to rest. The bedroom door opened with a soft squeak and the space surprised her with its light. It faced the front of the house, a wide window catching the daylight and filling it with sunshine. The double bed was unmade. Clean, pressed linen sat at the foot of the bed; placed there by Peggy, she assumed, and ready for her to prepare. She dropped her suitcase and backpack with a thud and almost cried with relief; tears of pain stung as the feeling returned to her arms, along with fiery pins and needles. She sat on the edge of the bed, considering her next move. She was drained. The locked box in her gut, where she stored her emptiness and fear, was beginning to leak. Its familiar darkness seeped into her. She swallowed hard, forcing it back inside. Shove it down. She lay down on the naked mattress, closed her eyes and curled up.

When she awoke, the sun had moved to the other side of the island, sinking beneath the horizon. The house was quiet, Walter still napping. She moved to the sitting room and sat next to him, her hand in his fur as he snored.

The silence of the house suffocated her. She remembered why she’d come here, remembered what she’d come from. The clock in the corner ticked.

The sun had started to swap places with the moon by the time Susan found the energy to move again. Even Walter had awoken and grown impatient with her. He pawed at the bag of food, nuzzling at its stringy clasps, and giving an irritated whinge in her direction. She shook herself back to life and apologised to the terrier. He grunted, sitting down, waiting. His old bowls still sat by the back door of the kitchen, waiting for him. She lifted them, and a wave of nausea swept through her. So much in this house held the trace of a man she knew almost nothing about. As she moved through the cottage, the otherworld pulled at her like a current beneath still water. The veil between life and death felt thin in this dark, empty house – the faces on the wall, the often dark feelings she’d brought with her.

Walter tucked into his bowl of dog nuts, ignorant of Susan’s morbid thoughts. She searched for the kettle and ran the tap for a minute to clear out the dust. She pawed around the kitchen, looking for matches or a lighter, then lit the stove of the old-fashioned Aga. She’d always wanted one of these, but her middle-class notions of a farmhouse kitchen bore little resemblance to what faced her: a stubborn heap of metal with doors and handles and clasps. She stuck to the nearest ring and lit it. Thankfully, it sparked to life, the flames licking and kissing the bottom of the heavy kettle. Opening cupboards and presses, she remembered she had nothing to fill them with. No tea, no coffee. No milk or bread. She cursed herself and her rushing. The doorbell rang before she could berate herself any further.

Daniel stood on the front step. The outside house light, still working and bright, cast a harsh beam on his face, and he had soft, fuzzy hair on his top lip. He rolled out his words.

‘Eh, my mam asked me to drop these to you.’

He handed a plastic bag over, bursting with basics. The bread, milk, tea and eggs she had been cursing the absence of. Oh, Peggy, Susan thought, I could kiss you.

‘She said to come down for your dinner too this evening,’ Daniel said. ‘She does a great lasagne in fairness.’

Lasagne sounded great, but the tiredness and sweat of the day were still rolling down Susan’s back and thighs.

‘I’m a bit knackered. But thanks.’

‘No bother.’

Daniel tipped the peak of his baseball cap and turned away. He had a gentle but gruff manner that was familiar.

‘Daniel?’

He turned back, his face open and curious.

‘Is Mick your dad?’

He flashed the mischievous grin of his sea captain father.

‘He is, yeah.’

He was a good lad. She turned back toward the dark of the cottage and fumbled for a light switch. The bulb in the hall flickered on, then cut out.

‘Oh, for fuck’s sake,’ she muttered. She heard a screaming whistle from the kitchen and rushed in to rescue the kettle as Walter watched her, unimpressed.

‘I’m doing my best here, bud.’

He wagged his tail.

‘Scrambled eggs?’

He wagged his tail harder.

‘I should get you to make all my decisions for me, shouldn’t I?’

He started to lick his arse and Susan laughed.

‘Maybe not.’

She went to bed when the heat of the Aga faded and she could no longer sit in her own quiet torment. She lay awake in the new sheets until dawn started breaking and studied the inches of the ceiling, marking the cobwebs out of ten. Occasionally, she reached for her phone, spotted Jen’s name on the notification screen, and thought better of it. She tried to count sheep, but it only made her frustrated. Sleep came within her grasp but slipped away again at the last second, disappearing back into her subconscious as the nighttime thoughts, drenched with guilt and sorrow, wrestled back control.

Dawn broke early on the island, and what a dawn. Lightning streaks of red and yellow danced across the sky and sea as the sun peeked up on the horizon. The birds started their chorus, calls and songs and chirps flying in the bedroom window. The sound was raucous yet harmonious, and soon she found herself drifting off on a bed of song.






Chapter Three
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Susan found herself in Peggy’s for lunch again, facing down her famed Irish lasagne. It drowned in a creamy sauce alongside greasy chips and coleslaw and Susan wondered how long her waistline would survive the island. She thought of the swelling, bruising and bloating from treatment that had all but disappeared from her abdomen, and swallowed the thoughts back down. She pondered her glass of Murphy’s Stout, the sound of the ticking clock turning her thoughts over in her mind. Walter snoozed next to her on the lounge seats. From time to time, he lifted his head, and Susan offered a chip. She had made her peace with being well trained by a small dog.

She jumped as the front door of the pub flew open with a bang.

‘Oh shit, sorry!’

It was the red-headed woman, back with the students. The gaggle of youths stomped in behind her, smelling of seagrass and fresh air, with a whiff of delicious weed snatching towards Susan.

‘Sorry we’re disturbing your lunch again!’ the student-wrangler apologised.

‘Not at all, I’m just enjoying my Peggy special.’

She gestured towards the plate piled high with food. The woman’s face flashed between a quick grimace and a broad smile. She cast Susan a curious glance under her fiery fringe.

‘I’ll leave you to it then.’

The youths filled the empty seats and tables, the quiet oasis of the pub was chock-full of noise and laughter. Susan lifted her handbag onto the chair next to her, crossing her legs and folding in on herself. The woman was chatting at the bar, legs swinging from the stool as she laughed through her conversation, giggles bubbling.

Susan unfolded a detailed map of the island, acquired from a little stand in the cool porch. She pored over the shapes and lines and ‘landmarks’ – churches and bird-watching spots mostly – of her new home, trying to decide how to spend the rest of her day. She found a tag labelled ‘Dune Island Distillery’ and gave it a quick circle with her marker. It lay a fifteen-minute walk away on the other side of the island – an excuse, flimsy though it was, to avoid it for another day. There were two main beaches and swimming areas here, the cove she had already walked past on her way from the boat, and another golden spit of sand just over the hills from the cottage. A swim could consume two hours of the day if she planned it correctly. The chips sat heavy in her belly and she thought of herself sinking like a stone. She made another mark on her map across the yellow shore. A shadow fell over her shoulder.

‘We’re having a party there tonight if you want to pop by.’

It was the girl with the red hair, her blue eyes sparkling. She blew cold air on some chips in her hand as she waited for a reply. Susan thought the party sounded like a nightmare. She searched for a polite reply, but the girl raised her eyebrows in realisation.

‘Sorry, you’re probably thinking a party with a bunch of random students sounds horrendous. Fair enough. Oh, also, I’m Amelia.’

She stuck out her hand, then pulled it back.

‘Sorry, chip grease. You’ll just have to pretend.’

Susan tried to remember how conversations usually worked.

‘I’m Susan. Thanks, nice to meet you. I’ll see about the party.’

‘Do! There’ll be music and beer – you know, I suppose, standard party stuff. And look, you’ll know me now!’

‘Is it for someone’s birthday or something?’

Amelia gave a smiling shrug.

‘This crowd doesn’t need much of an excuse. Basically, the weather is nice, so we’re going to go drinking on a beach.’

‘That does actually sound like fun. I’ll see how I’m getting on. Thank you, though.’

Susan hadn’t expected a shock of warm kindness this early in the day, in the coolness of the pub, from a random stranger who owed her nothing.

‘Oh god, don’t mention it. Anyway, I might see you later, yeah?’

Susan blushed and felt annoyed with herself. She pursed her lips and tried to look mysterious. Amelia shuffled back to the crowd, seeming to forget all about Susan and her blushes. Walter followed her to the snug, spotting an opportunity for adoration. Susan took a breath and returned to her map. She spotted a tag labelled ‘The Wailing Crag’. She circled it with the Sharpie.

The students had finished their food and the dart board, badly placed by the back door, was gaining their attention. Periodically, an oblivious punter came in from the beer garden and narrowly avoided a misthrown dart with a yelp; each time Peggy gave a snarl for them to be more careful, and when her husband walked in, she turned on him with frustration.

‘Mick, you need to move that bloody dartboard before someone takes their eye out.’

Mick groaned. He looked tired, his face red from the wind and sun at sea. He grabbed his pint and left the bar, beaming as he saw Susan.

‘Sure, there she is now!’ He roared, and Susan’s cheeks flushed with embarrassment.

‘How are ya getting on?’

‘Ah grand, Mick, thanks.’

Mick raised an eyebrow towards the empty lounge seat beside her and plonked down with a relieved groan. Daniel appeared and placed another glass of Murphy’s in front of her with a wink. She winked back and brought the cool, creamy drink to her lips. Bliss. Mick laughed, full of admiration.

‘Jaysis you’re some woman for a stout are you?’

‘Ah, sure when it’s this good!’

Susan caught sight of Walter, belly in the air, Amelia and the others fawning over him. Amelia looked up, noticing Susan watching. The tip of her pixie nose turned pink. She beamed sweetly at Susan, her face lighting up with fun. Susan smiled back before she could stop herself. Mick rolled his neck, making a deep cracking noise that sent Susan back to the table.

‘You’ve met Amelia, then? She’s here every year with the college lads.’

‘They’re all students, yeah?’

‘They come every summer, eat us out of house and home, drink the taps dry, then feck off again for another year. But sure, it’s a bit of life around the place.’

He sipped again.

‘How’s the house?’

‘Oh. Grand. A bit abandoned but seems in good shape.’

Mick was serious for a change.

‘Frank kept it well in fairness.’

Susan was unsure what to say.

‘Imagine,’ Mick continued, ‘your dad, Frank, grandparents, all in that tiny little place. Mad, isn’t it?’

She had history in the house; her own loneliness didn’t belong there.

‘You couldn’t make it to the funeral?’

She glanced at Mick, ashamed. He gave a kind shrug.

‘Look, it was a bad weekend to be getting out here, I wasn’t even running the boat myself, the winds were that bad.’

Susan didn’t want the excuse Mick offered. She had her own reasons lined up like coats by a front door.

‘A lot was going on back home –’

‘Dublin, is it?’

‘Yes. Back in Dublin. I couldn’t travel at the time.’

Susan’s heart had started to quicken, memories she’d rather leave locked up threatening to emerge. She shoved them back down. Mick had a milky moustache on his top lip.

‘It was a quiet one anyway,’ he sat back and slapped his legs for some reason, ‘I don’t think Frank would give a shite about his funeral anyway.’ He laughed again.

‘There’s not many of your family left, is there?’

‘No. Only me now.’

‘The last queen of the Shaws.’

She smiled, accepting Mick’s mocking in good grace.

‘Well, I did arrive on the Lord and Lady, Mick.’

‘Oh fierce notions, Susan, fierce notions!’

He paused and leant back, his hand pointing towards the far end of the bar.

‘You’ve seen the pictures on the wall, haven’t you?’

Susan followed his finger and shook her head.

‘Take a look there in a bit. You might see a few faces you know –’

Peggy appeared and interrupted her husband.

‘Susan, love! Was the grub all right?’

‘Oh, it was delicious, thank you. And thanks again for the supplies last night.’

Peggy dismissed her with a swat and returned to the bar, tea towel tucked into her apron. Mick tapped his fingers on the pint glass and seemed to consider his next words.

‘C’mere, have you been down to see JP yet?’

‘In the distillery?’

Mick nodded, solemn.

‘No. That’s tomorrow morning’s plan. Hopefully.’

Mick said nothing.

‘I’ve been avoiding it to be honest.’

Mick’s face was understanding.

‘Will he be in here this evening do you think?’ Susan asked. Mick gave a firm head shake.

‘He keeps to himself especially since … well. Himself and Frank were good buddies. He took it pretty hard.’

Susan found an odd solace, knowing someone mourned Frank. The pressure to be his last relative was suffocating – it cloyed at her insides. Someone else mourned him, someone else missed him. She thought of the week ahead, of exploring further into what was Frank’s and was now her world. A cold dripping of dread moved through her body, a fear of both things known and unknown.

‘What’s JP like?’

Susan noticed Mick was planning his words and the dread grew larger.

‘He’s a nice lad. Very obliging. But em … he’s developed a bit of a taste for the oul merchandise shall we say …’

Mick gave a quick look towards the bottles of Dune Island Gin displayed at the bar.

‘I wouldn’t ride in there all guns blazing, if I were you. Just give him a bit of time to adjust.’

‘Thanks, Reverend Mick.’

Mick was back to himself again with his booming laugh.

‘Last time I give you any advice ya smart arse.’

Mick’s kind eyes were warm and welcoming. He pointed at the back wall again.

‘Go on and take a look there, I’ll get another drink in.’

Susan swallowed, sliding out of her seat and weaving her way through the busy pub towards the back wall. She had sat near here yesterday on her first arrival – too tired and sweaty and overwhelmed to see beyond the map and the legal documents. The wall of Peggy’s pub lined with photos of young men and women in sports teams, celebs in the pub, and even one of a white-haired US president sipping a pint at the bar. In this photo, Peggy, her own hair young and wild, leant over the bar – her face a picture of delight.

There was only one photo that Mick could have been referring to – it popped now that she was looking for it. Two young men beside each other, holding a giant fish out in front of them. The faces were framed by their seventies long hair and decorated with giant moustaches that kicked up dust in Susan’s memories.

Her father and Frank stood together in this picture, taken before her father left the island, and barely glanced back. They must be only teenagers, but they had the look of adults, like everyone in the past seems to. Derek’s muscular frame contrasted with Frank’s weedy shoulders. The sun glinted off her father’s milk-bottle glasses; in the background, the open sea spread out behind them. She reached out her hand and pressed a finger to her father’s face. He seemed proud; Frank’s pose seemed forced.

Behind her, a fresh pint was settling in front of Mick. He gave her a thumbs-up and pointed over her shoulder again. She searched the faces on the wall, spotting another photo of Frank – newer, and with a different man this time. This man was as tall and lean as her father had been short and blocky, his hair a sandy colour, his face handsome and gruff. Frank had lost the skinny arms and gained the muscular, stiff posture she remembered from the few times she had met him. The two of them held a plaque between them, with Peggy’s bar in the background and a row of Dune Island Gin bottles lined up and posed.

‘Irish Gin Awards: Best Small Craft Gin Maker 2015: Dune Island Distillery’


This man with her uncle was JP, and his sad, angry face was waiting for her on the other side of the island.
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