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      Michelle Calvert walked along the coastal path, her woollen shawl barely keeping out the biting wind which whipped across the beach from the North Atlantic Ocean.

      But the cold was the least of her worries. Michelle was a woman on the edge of a nervous breakdown. Five years ago, she had her life all planned out. She would marry Emmet Calvert and inherit his fortune when he died.

      Back then, his old doctor had diagnosed an inoperable brain tumour which the medic claimed would take his life in a matter of a few short years.

      At the time, Michelle had been Emmett’s housekeeper. It was not a position she relished or even took seriously. She managed to get away with doing the bare minimum for the old man, winning him over with her charm and cheek.

      She flirted with him shamelessly, all the time hinting that if he wanted to take things further, he would have to make an honest woman of her first.

      Michelle made sure she gave Emmet just enough encouragement to convince him that she would be worth the effort and that, if she became his wife, she would ensure that his last few years left on this earth would be spent in pure sexual bliss.

      Eventually, he gave in and took her for his wife.

      All those who knew Michelle were rightly suspicious of her ulterior motive, but they kept their opinions between themselves.

      Then, the doctor himself passed away, and the new man from the mainland who took over insisted on some further tests on Emmett before condemning him as his predecessor had.

      The results showed that an operation was possible. One with a high success rate. So, Emmett jumped at it and within a few short weeks, post-op, his condition was no longer life-threatening.

      Naturally, Emmett was over the moon, and Michelle – as his devoted wife – should have been likewise. But the truth was that now she had to face the prospect of spending her formative years shackled to a man she did not love, and whose touch had begun to repulse her.

      She hid the truth from everyone as best as she could, especially from Emmett.

      Michelle still harboured dreams of one day inheriting his vast fortune and enjoying a quality of life that most people could only dream of.

      The question was, could she endure the years ahead with a man she despised?

      She was still relatively young. Certainly, young enough to find love and start again.

      She considered divorce but she had foolishly signed a pre-nuptial agreement at the insistence of Emmett’s solicitor which would leave her with very little after the event.

      Michelle knew that she had dug herself a deep hole and the fact that she saw no easy way out of it became more apparent with each passing day.

      Since his operation, Emmett had grown far more adventurous in his sexual appetite.

      Beforehand, his needs had been placid and simple, and Michelle had dealt with them as best she could without making too much of an effort. She had complained to the doctor that she had been having trouble sleeping, so he prescribed her some strong sleeping tablets which she casually popped into her husband’s nightly after-dinner cognac.

      By the time they were ready for bed, regardless of how frisky he was feeling, Michelle knew that all she had to do to avoid sexual contact with him was to take her time in ‘preparing’ herself for him, which usually concluded with Emmett snoring before she even emerged from the bathroom.

      His general lethargy, as a result of his condition, ensured that Michelle did not have to perform her wifely duties on too many occasions.

      This all changed post-op.

      The success of his operation had given Emmett a new lease of life, which included a ramped-up libido. The new doctor had refused to renew Michelle’s prescription, expressing concern that they were not designed as a long-term fix, and as such he was afraid that she might be becoming addicted to them.

      The end result was a constant tirade of sexual advances from Emmett, which Michelle was obliged to entertain unless she could think of a valid excuse without making him suspicious.

      His new-found exuberance for sex was becoming more than just an irritation for Michelle. In fact, his constant groping and fondling – whenever no one was looking – had manifested itself into a nauseating condition which made her skin crawl at the very thought.

      She had hoped that, like several wealthy men in his position, Emmett might seek out a mistress to satisfy his cravings. Michelle had even considered advertising for such a girl online, even if she had to pay the woman out of her own pocket to keep up the illusion it would be worth the effort. So long as the creature kept her mouth shut about their arrangement.

      There was of course the risk that her husband might actually fall in love with the woman, but at least then the pre-nuptial allowed her a much larger slice of the pie if Emmett divorced her, rather than the other way around.

      The problem with that idea was that Emmett genuinely seemed to be in love with her to the point of obsession. Whenever they travelled to the mainland to attend one of his many corporate functions, Michelle would purposely drift away so that she could spy on him from a safe distance, and not once did he even appear to glance at another woman for more than a second or two.

      Even the ones who made a very obvious and drunken play for him were quickly, although politely, rebuffed. After which, he would make a beeline for Michelle looking extremely guilty, as if it had somehow been his fault that another woman had come onto him.

      No, she had to admit it, Michelle was well and truly stuck with him until death ‘do them’ part, and she had reached the end of her tether.

      This evening was just another example of how much she despised her husband.

      Before dinner, Emmett had suddenly decided that he needed to make passionate love to her the moment he saw her emerge from the shower. Michelle could have cried off with a headache, but she had already used that excuse the night before, and as her husband had already mastered her monthly chart, she knew that such an excuse would not wash.

      He had always been a gentleman, and never once complained when she was not in the mood, but if he suspected that her reason was false, she could always tell by that ‘oh so familiar’ look of hurt in his eyes, so sometimes it was better just to concede and allow him to have his way.

      Fortunately, over time, Michelle had managed to figure out how to bring him to climax quickly. It was a trick she often employed when she had run out of plausible excuses.

      So, tonight, she gave in without too much fuss.

      Michelle faked her orgasm, as usual, and managed to finish Emmett off in less than ten minutes. He even apologised for being so quick, but she assured him that he had already satisfied her.

      The touch of his hands caressing her naked body made Michelle feel physically sick, so she immediately took another shower.

      As was often her custom, Michelle informed Emmett that she would take a stroll along the beach after dinner. Even after his operation, Emmett had little taste for the night air after his last meal of the day, so Michelle had been confident that her husband would not offer to join her on her nightly jaunt.

      But tonight, her reason for leaving had another, darker, purpose.

      Every resident of the island passed the age of ten knew the legend of Molly McShane, and how she had thrown herself from the westside cliff into the sea, having first pledged her soul in return for becoming a Banshee.

      Despair and sorrow had turned to anger and revenge, and it was said that at the moment of her passing her heart was as black as any demon. Therefore, her wish to become a Banshee was granted, and from that day forth, her spirit would appear whenever an untimely death was about to occur.

      Furthermore, it was rumoured that her deathly spirit could be conjured up by anyone who recited an ancient script. But following such a procedure came with a warning all of its own.

      For it was written that once summoned, the Banshee could not return back to its deadly slumber without capturing the soul it was promised, and if that soul was no longer available, it would take the one who had summoned it as payment, instead.

      There were several other myths and legends attached to the tale of the Banshee, and although the original text was kept under lock and key in the vaults of the local church, several academics had been allowed over the years to study it, and from their research had come the many variations of translation which now were available in their own volumes.

      The library attached to Emmett’s study housed several such volumes, and since formulating her plan, Michelle had spent many hours engrossed in those learned texts, desperately evaluating the most prevalent translation in order to secure her bidding.

      Finally, confident in her endeavours, Michelle made a copy of the relevant text and held onto it for as long as she could before reaching the end of her tether.

      Even though the legend of Molly McShane was widely known and believed throughout the island, no law in the land could possibly be held against Michelle for conjuring up the Banshee to fulfil her deadly request.

      Following the guidance which she had prepared, Michele lit a small fire on the beach.

      Sitting on the sand and gazing out to sea, she closed her eyes and began to recite the ancient incantations which she had copied from the books in Emmett’s library.

      The sound of the waves crashing against the rocks and the wind echoing through the caves nearby filled her ears, but Michelle kept her eyes tightly shut as she continued with her spell fearful that, according to legend, to even see the Banshee could result in sudden death.

      Like the call of a lonely siren, the sound of a faraway inhuman cry began to fill her ears. Michelle placed an index finger into each ear, as she had even heard that just to hear the Banshee cry was enough to send a person insane.

      Her heart trembled as a palpitation of guilt and fear rumbled in her chest.

      For a moment she began to regret her decision. But then she quickly reminded herself that she had not come to this lightly or without deep consideration. The thought of spending another minute with her aged husband with his icy hands creeping over her body, made her cringe inside.

      This was the only way out for her.

      A few short moments and it would all be over.

      Then she could play the grieving widow to her heart’s content and to hell with what others may, or may not, think.

      She would claim that the memories were too painful for her to remain in their house. Therefore, she would sell up and move abroad, somewhere hot and sunny where no one knew her, and she could start a new life just for her.

      Michelle pressed her fingers in harder as the screeching sound drew closer.

      Despite an obtuse eagerness she felt to open her eyes and witness the spirit which she had summoned to do her bidding, Michelle kept her eyelids tightly shut. After all, there was no point in tempting fate.

      Even with her fingers rammed tightly inside her ears, the awful wailing sound seemed intent on piercing her defences.

      She could feel the Banshee hovering over her as if daring her to open her eyes and gaze upon the wretched creature

      The wind around her picked up, cutting through her flimsy attire and almost extinguishing her fire. Michelle could feel the ashes brush against her bare skin as they flew through the air.

      The noise in her ears grew louder with each passing second.

      It was almost as if invisible hands were pulling at her elbows in a desperate attempt to force her to hear what she had brought forth.

      Finally, it became too much for her.

      Michelle opened her eyes and witnessed the gruesome form of the Banshee floating above her.

      Her heart began to race as she looked into the black pits that had once been eyes.

      The figure had no structure but instead resembled a white sheet billowing in the wind.

      The gaping maw beneath the eye sockets opened wider as the shrieking cry grew louder and higher in pitch until Michelle feared that her ears would explode.

      She could not understand.

      She had followed the text implicitly this was not meant for her.

      Michelle scuttled backwards along the ground as if mere distance could save her.

      Her mind reeled.

      Surely the Banshee craved the soul it had been summoned to take and thus would not punish her for merely daring to gaze upon it. She had followed the instructions implicitly, so why was she being punished?

      Michelle screamed as the ghastly apparition lowered itself over her.
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      Doctor Edmund Cleary pulled the sheet over the body of Emmet Calvert.

      Behind him, the man’s housekeeper Mrs Sandra O’Leary sobbed uncontrollably. It was she who had called the doctor out when she discovered the body of her employer at the bottom of the stairs. Dutifully, she had tried calling her mistress, only to discover that her mobile was still in the dining room.

      Police Constable Clark had already given the grief-stricken woman his only hankie to wipe her eyes, so he moved in closer and placed a comforting arm around her shoulder.

      “Come now, Mrs O’Leary,” he began, “you’ve had a terrible shock. Why don’t you allow me to pour you a shot of something warming to settle your nerves?”

      The woman tried in between sobs to speak, holding the hankie away from her face, but each time a fresh batch of tears intervened, making coherent speech impossible.

      The constable looked over at the doctor and raised his eyebrows.

      The housekeeper was a well-known fixture on the island and had been all her life. Since her own husband passed away twenty years earlier, she had devoted her life to looking after others, first as a teacher’s help at the local primary school, then as a nursing assistant for old Doctor Michaels and for the last five years as housekeeper for Emmet Calvert.

      Over time she had obviously grown extremely fond of her employer, and both the doctor and the constable appreciated that his sudden loss would take a great deal of time for her to come to terms with.

      Just then the doorbell sounded.

      Mrs O’Leary instinctively made a move to answer it, but the doctor held up his hand as he was closer to the door.

      Father Boyle, looking suitably sombre for the occasion, nodded to Doctor Cleary as he crossed the threshold. Although it was summer and it had been a warm day, the old priest had his overcoat buttoned to the top to keep out the wind.

      As a man of strict habits, the priest rarely left the presbytery without his overcoat on.

      Even in summer, he found the Wind which whipped in off the sea too severe for his old bones to handle.

      He wiped his feet on the mat as the doctor closed the door behind him.

      The priest removed his hat and made the sign of the cross when he saw the dead body on the floor. But before reciting the last rites, he decided that the old housekeeper needed his attention more.

      Mrs O’Leary was a devout Catholic and had always been a regular attendee at church, so they were on very close terms.

      “Oh, Sandra, my sincerest condolences for your loss.” Father Boyle walked over to her and held out his hand, which the housekeeper took and held tightly in both of hers.

      Feeling a little like an odd wheel, Constable Clark removed his arm from around her shoulders and took a step away.

      “He’d been doing so well since his operation, Father,” the housekeeper blubbed. “Only today he was telling me that he intended to take Mrs Calvert on a surprise holiday to Paris next month. He was so looking forward to it, his eyes lit up with child-like wonder while he was discussing it with me.” She glanced past the priest and stared down at the covered corpse at the bottom of the stairs. “And to think, he never had reason to believe he would not live long enough to go.”

      A fresh batch of tears erupted from her while the priest patted her hand.

      “There, there, you know he wouldn’t want you to be upset about his passing. He is with our Lord now and all his worries are over.”

      “But he was too young to die,” the housekeeper protested. “He should have had years before him yet. Why should God decide to take him now?”

      Father Boyle looked into her tear-stained eyes. “None of us can foretell the true depth of God’s plans,” he reminded her comfortingly. “He is our shepherd and only he knows when to call us home.”

      Mrs O’Leary seemed to take comfort in his words. She nodded her head while wiping her eyes.

      “How on earth did it happen?” asked the priest, glancing over towards the doctor. “Was it his heart?”

      The doctor shook his head. “No, Mrs O’Leary says that he was as right as rain this evening. He finished dinner with his wife, sat in the lounge for a while listening to music and enjoying a small after-dinner cigar. Then just as Mrs O’Leary was about to pour him another drink, he told her needed to fetch something from upstairs.”

      “I told him I was happy to bring whatever it was for him,” the housekeeper informed the priest. “But he insisted on fetching whatever it was himself. He asked me to refill his glass and told me he would be back in a minute. He left the room. And then…” She tapered off as more tears began to form.

      “The next thing she heard was the sound of Mr Calvert crying out as he fell down the stairs,” Constable Clark continued. “By the time Mrs O’Leary reached him, it was all over.”

      “I see,” replied the priest. “A tragic accident then?”

      Doctor Cleary nodded his agreement.

      “And Mrs Calvert?” Father Boyle asked, looking around the hallway as if half-expecting the woman to suddenly appear as if by magic.

      “Mrs O’Leary said she went out for her customary after-dinner walk,” replied the officer. “We’re expecting her back any minute now.”

      “The poor woman,” the housekeeper sobbed. “Not gone a full hour and looking forward to returning to the warm embrace of her husband. What will I say to her?” She looked up, turning towards each of the men as if desperate for an answer.

      “Now don’t you go worrying yourself over all that,” Father Boyle assured her. “Between us, I’m sure we can break the bad news to her.”

      “I thought perhaps the lady could do with a drink to help steady her nerves,” offered Constable Clark.

      “Now I think that’s a splendid idea,” agreed the priest. “Under the circumstances that’ll be just the ticket. As a medical man, I’m sure you’ll agree doctor.”

      Doctor Cleary smiled. “Of course, I was just about to suggest it myself.”

      “Excellent,” agreed the priest. “Now if you gentlemen will take the dear lady through, I’ll start administering the last rites before joining you.”

      “No, please, Father,” Mrs O’Leary objected, “I want to be here to pray for him with you.”

      The priest thought for a moment. Generally, his calling required that last rites be given at the first possible opportunity, preferably while the victim was still alive.

      But under the present circumstances, he felt sure that a few moments’ delay would not impact too deeply on the deceased. “Tell you what,” he said, “perhaps it would be better for us to wait for Michelle to return, I’m sure she’ll want to be present as well.”

      “Good idea,” agreed the doctor. “In the meantime, I need to phone the mainland to organise removing the body. It’ll take them a while to reach us at this time of night.”

      They all moved into the study where Constable Clark poured them a generous measure of single malt, which they raised in honour of Emmet Calvert.

      Sandra, not being much of a drinker, took a sip and started choking as the burning liquid slipped down her throat. Fortunately, the doctor was close enough to relieve her of her glass before she dropped it. Placing it on the table, he gently rubbed her back to help soothe her coughing fit.

      Although on duty, Constable Clark was never one to refuse a single malt. Certainly not one as fine as that held in Emmet’s cabinet. Besides, as far as he was concerned, technically he was always on duty, being the only member of the force on the island. Many was the time he had been called from his bed in the wee small hours to attend an incident –usually involving a couple of locals too drunk to remember why they were fighting.

      He and Father Boyle both enjoyed a second measure before the constable suggested that he wait outside for Michelle Calvert to arrive, not wanting her to open her front door to be confronted by the dead body of her husband lying on the cold linoleum.

      They waited another half an hour, but when there was still no sign of Mrs Calvert Father Boyle decided to go ahead with the last rites with Mrs O’Leary standing behind him, clutching her bible to her chest as fresh tears began to flow down her cheeks.

      Another half hour passed before Constable Clark let himself back in.

      “Mrs O’Leary,” he asked, “how long does Mrs Calvert usually take on her walks?”

      “An hour at most,” the old housekeeper glanced at her watch. “She should have been back ages ago. You don’t think she’s had an accident, do you? Holy God no!”

      “I’m sure she’s just fine,” the officer assured her. “It’s a lovely clear night, She probably just decided to stay out a bit longer.”

      He glanced over at the doctor and the priest, neither of whom believed his version of events, but realised he was merely attempting to relieve the housekeeper’s anguish.

      “Is there any particular route she used?” continued the constable.

      “Well, she often said that she liked to follow the coastal path and gaze out at the sea,” Mrs O’Leary stated. “Perhaps she’s fallen asleep on the beach,” she added. “She sometimes took one of the garden chairs with her, but I’m not sure if she did so tonight.”

      Constable Clark smiled. “I’m willing to bet that’s what’s happened,” he said, confidently. “I’ll take a little stroll down there meself and see if I can find her. The sooner she knows about this tragedy the better.”

      The housekeeper suddenly appeared concerned. “But what if you miss her, or she comes back another way?”

      “Then the doctor and I will wait with you until she arrives,” Father Boyle assured her. “Don’t you worry yourself over that.”
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      Declan Higgins squeezed Sarah Byrne closer to him, his left arm engulfing her tiny shoulders allowing his hand to hang loosely on top of her breast. Every now and then he afforded himself a little fondle, doing his best to make it seem as if it were by accident.

      Sarah knew exactly what he was up to, but she allowed him the odd liberty just to keep him interested.

      She knew that if her mother ever found out that they were an item again she would raise merry hell and probably ground Sarah for the rest of her life.

      It was not that Patricia Byrne was by any means a prude. After all, she had had a reputation all her own when she was younger and still blushed when she passed certain people in the street.

      But the Higgins clan were beneath contempt so far as she was concerned, and she knew that many on the island shared her opinion.

      But they were islanders and had been so for as long as anyone could remember.

      Their names appeared in the parish records dating back to the twelfth century, so there was nothing anyone could do or say to have them removed, regardless of their reputation.

      It was not because they were Travellers either. There were many quite respectable groups on the mainland who took pride in their heritage and worked hard to prove their worth to society.

      But on Manus, the Higginses believed that only mugs made an honest living, and that the trusting souls in the world were only put on this earth for people like them to take advantage of.

      The majority of the male members of the group had all spent time behind bars on the mainland, including Declan who at the ripe age of twenty-two already had three terms under his belt for breaking and entering, car theft and fraud.

      Those who were willing to still give him the benefit of the doubt often referred to him as a product of his environment. But Patricia Byrne knew a wrong-un when she met one, and he was one of the first order so far as she was concerned.

      Quite what her daughter ever saw in him she had no idea.

      Sarah was no fool, not by any length. But she somehow seemed to lose all her senses whenever Declan was around. Patricia had hoped that his last sentence on the mainland would have been longer, thus keeping him away from her daughter and allowing her to concentrate on her studies.

      But the defence barrister he had been assigned managed to somehow convince the judge that Declan had a good heart and merely needed a fresh start in order for him to become a responsible member of society.

      As a result, he had only been sentenced to twelve months, which meant with good behaviour he was out in less than six, with Sarah waiting for him to rekindle their relationship.

      Naturally, Patricia’s greatest fear was that Sarah would fall pregnant. The Higgins men were renowned for their eagerness to spread their seed. There had been countless incidents over the years of court orders from the mainland for paternity suits. But as the clan claimed to ‘live off the land’ without any discernible income to speak of, there was very little the courts could do.

      As a nurse, Patricia had ensured that she and Sarah had ‘the talk’ as soon as she was old enough to understand the changes her young body was about to undergo. Up until Declan started hanging around her, Patricia had complete faith in her daughter that she would not do anything stupid. But as soon as she realised the hold Declan had over her, Patricia’s maternal instincts went into overdrive.

      Regardless of how many times Sarah promised her mother that she would not do anything stupid, Patricia insisted that Sarah always carry a packet of condoms with her, just in case. She had not forgotten what it was like to be seventeen and feeling peer pressure to lose your virginity.

      Patricia had even threatened to drag Sarah down to Doctor Cleary’s office to have her put on the pill. But when she saw the pure horror on her daughter’s face at the prospect of such an embarrassing appointment, she relented.

      “Come on,” enticed Declan, “there’s a nice warm spot over here. The rocks form a barrier against the wind.”

      He tugged Sarah gently, guiding her towards his intended location.

      Sarah gave in without too much objection. She knew what Declan wanted. It was what he always wanted, but she had warned him on several previous occasions that she would not relinquish her virginity to him until she was good and ready.

      The truth of the matter was that she was besotted with him with his shaved head, multiple tattoos and tongue stud, which he assured her that he had only inserted for her pleasure.

      In truth, Sarah had no specific qualms concerning the loss of her virtue. But the sound of her mother’s voice echoing in her ears, warning her of the potential consequences of either falling pregnant or, worse still, being labelled a whore when word spread throughout the community that she was sleeping with Declan, kept her hesitation in check.

      Sarah knew that she was not the only girl on the island who had caught Declan’s eye. Rumour had it that he was more than happy to spread his seed far and wide, although to date there was no evidence of him managing to get any of the local girls pregnant.

      He of course denied such gossip to Sarah, but he was so full of himself that she suspected that the gossips were telling the truth.

      Eve Higgins, a distant cousin of Declan’s, had also been heard to say that she had been selected by the clan to marry him when she was sixteen, and would beat up any girl who dared to interfere with her intended in the meantime.

      But, once again, Declan had assured Sarah that Eve was nothing more than a jumped-up little squirt whom he would not touch with a bargepole.

      Regardless of the truth, all Sarah knew was that her heart skipped a beat whenever she was in his presence, and for now, that was all that mattered.

      Declan guided Sarah around the jagged outcrop of rocks, using the torch on his phone to illuminate the puddles which had formed in the dips in the sand.

      Eventually, they reached a spot which afforded them protection from the wind as well as a modicum of privacy from anyone else passing by.

      Declan lay down on the sand and pulled Sarah down on top of him.

      She squealed as his efforts caused her to lose her balance and her knee took the full force of her weight as she landed. Even with the relative softness of the sandy floor, Sarah still felt a jolt as her knee made contact with it.

      “Ow,” she cried, “that hurt.”

      “What?” replied Declan, as if astonished by her reaction.

      “My knee, stupid. You’re being too rough.”

      “Oh, you poor baby. Come here and I’ll kiss it better for you.”

      Declan leaned over and placed his hand on Sarah’s sore knee, rubbing it gently. He moved down her body until his mouth was in line with it, then began to cover it in little kisses, like a parent comforting a child.

      His touch felt good, so Sarah did not object, even when his mouth surreptitiously began to move further up her thigh.

      She lay back on the sand and closed her eyes as Declan swept the hem of her dress out of the way of his probing mouth. He switched thighs and started to work on her other one, switching back and forth at will as he made his way closer towards the point where her thighs came together.

      The distant sound of the tide lapping lazily against the shore had always had a calming effect on Sarah. She could almost feel herself drifting off as Declan hooked both index fingers over the rim of her knickers.

      Sarah manoeuvred her hips to allow Declan to guide her knickers down her legs. She could hear him growing frustrated as he attempted to pull them off, managing instead to ensnare them in her heels. Eventually, he gave up and left them dangling around her ankles.

      Sarah bent her legs, rising slightly off the ground, anticipating the moist wetness of Declan’s tongue as he delved inside her.

      It was odd that he seemed to find pleasuring her that way so unpleasant, especially when he had insisted that was the main purpose for him having his tongue pierced.

      Declan claimed that he had read an article online where cunnilingus had been linked to throat cancer. Whereas, according to the alleged same article, fellatio was actually beneficial to a woman’s health.

      Either way, he knew that for now at least, oral was the only form of sex she allowed, so he had to either like it or lump it.

      As Declan leaned forward Sarah placed her hand on the back of his neck to guide his head towards her opening.

      She moaned in anticipation, unaware that Declan had managed to unbuckle his jeans and slide them down his legs, taking his shorts with them.

      Suddenly, instead of feeling his tongue lapping at her vulva, Sarah could feel Declan’s hands pushing her thighs apart as he desperately attempted to guide the head of his erect penis into her.

      She opened her eyes, seeing his head in front of her, a cruel knowing smile stretching across his face.

      “What the hell are you doing?” Sarah screamed. “Get off me!”

      “It’s alright, baby,” Declan assured her. “I’ll pull out in good time, don’t you worry.”

      Instinctively, Sarah attempted to close her legs, blocking him entry. But Declan’s hands were too strong for her to compete. She reached up and tried to grab at the back of his head, but with no hair to grant her purchase her fingers merely closed on thin air.

      Out of desperation, Sarah swept her right arm out in an arc, her hand gliding over the sand until she finally felt the solid surface of a large stone. Gripping it tightly, she swung it at Declan’s head.

      She managed to catch him on the side of his jaw, the full force of the blow sending him reeling to his right. Declan was knocked off balance but still managed to keep his legs wrapped around Sarah’s lower half.

      Sarah dropped her weapon without realising it. Perhaps as the result of an automatic feeling of guilt, she might have done more damage than she anticipated.

      Sarah reminded herself that Declan was the aggressor and she had only done what any self-respecting girl would have to defend herself.

      Even so, she could not help but feel bad for her actions.

      She needed to check that he was alright. Then she heard him groaning and swearing under his breath, so she decided he would live to tell the tale after all.

      Taking full advantage of the situation, Sarah pushed off the ground with all her might managing to topple Declan off her, sending him crashing to the sand on her left.

      Before he had a chance to recover, Sarah rolled over and moved to her knees. She stood up and stepped out of her knickers to save herself some time.

      As she bent down to pick them up, Declan’s hand shot out of the darkness and latched onto her wrist. Sarah screamed in shock, trying to pull away from him. But Declan kept a firm hold of her, not willing to relinquish his prize without a fight.

      To her horror, Sarah saw him stumbling to his feet. She knew that the moment he was up she would have no chance of breaking free and making good her escape.

      Her mother’s warnings about him ran through her subconscious as she tried to figure out her best plan of action.

      As he reached his full height, Sarah pulled back her right leg and kicked forward for all she was worth. The point of her shoe caught him directly between his bare legs.

      Declan’s eyes bulged from the shock and the weight of the impact, and he slowly let go of Sarah’s wrist as he sunk to his knees, holding himself with both hands between his legs.

      A wave of guilt swept over Sarah as she stood there watching him writhe on the sand, clearly in agony. But then she reminded herself of the reason behind her action and the self-reproach soon passed.

      “You, lousy bastard!” she yelled down at the stricken man. Declan was still on his knees with his head bowed as if checking that everything below was still in order. “I never want to see you again.”

      With that, Sarah turned and began marching away across the beach.

      She could hear Declan coughing and spluttering behind her, calling out, promising that he did not mean it and begging her to come back. But she ignored his cries and carried on, heading towards the nearest set of stone steps so that she could leave the beach.

      Sarah soon realised that she would have done better had she retraced their original steps, the nearest exit in her direction was still too far away for her to see. Even so, going back would mean her walking past Declan, and she was not prepared to trust him so soon after his failed attack.

      Suddenly, she heard movement coming from behind.

      Sarah spun around and saw Declan stumbling towards her, hoisting up his jeans to allow hm more speed.

      “Leave me alone!” Sarah shouted. But Declan ignored her cries and carried on running, gaining on her all the time.

      Sarah began to run. Her heels dug in the sand with each footfall making her progress slow and cumbersome. She considered stopping just long enough to remove her shoes and carry them. But another quick glance behind showed her that even to stop for a couple of seconds might be all that Declan needed to catch her.

      Sarah frantically glanced around her, desperate to seek out another human being taking a late-night walk along the beach. She knew that several dog-walkers favoured the area, but there was no one in sight.

      Another quick glance and Declan was all but upon her, close enough that she could see his leering grin and wide-eyed stare.

      Just then, Sarah’s legs were kicked from beneath her.

      She flew head-first through the air, but instead of landing on soft pliable sand, she belly-flopped onto a pair of legs.

      Declan stopped, standing over Sarah he surveyed the ground around her, pulling a face.

      Once Sarah caught her breath, she looked around and screamed when she realised that she was lying on top of the dead body of Michelle Calvert, her face contorted into a grizzly mask of terror.
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      Janine Carstairs gazed across the glistening waters as she sipped her latte. The view from their vantage point outside the Pilgrims Rest Inn was idyllic, encompassing the harbour with its fishing boats, their occupants already done with their day’s labours, gently

      bouncing on the late-morning tide. The cliff to their right climbed so high it almost appeared as if it pierced the sky at its peak, with the cottages perched along its ridge seeming to balance on the verge as if waiting to fall into the water below.

      The cacophonous squawking of gulls overhead as they swept across the sky mingled with the distant blare of a sea vessel approaching the harbour entrance, conjuring the very essence of the peace and tranquillity of the tiny piece of heaven which Janine and her daughter had discovered, quite by chance, having missed the last ferry across to the Isle of Manus the previous evening.

      Janine was an independent journalist and she had been commissioned by a lifestyle glossy to write an article about the picturesque, if somewhat remote, island and its inhabitants.

      The isle was renowned for the fact that the vast majority of those who lived there were all ancestors of the original settlers from the twelfth century.

      The only newcomers, or blow-ins as the locals romantically referred to them, were those considered by the local council as beneficial to the island by virtue of their trade or service, such as the local doctor and priest. Everyone else had to be able to prove their lineage as directly related to one of the original island dwellers.

      Taking in a deep breath of the fresh sea air, Janine closed her eyes and considered asking the proprietor of their extremely comfortable inn whether she and her daughter could extend their stay there for another night.

      The quaint market town they had driven through last night on their way here appeared extremely inviting to Janine, and she knew that she could have spent some very happy hours wandering through the lanes and visiting myriad shops and stalls on offer.

      Her daughter on the other hand would doubtless have a different view on the subject.

      When she opened her eyes and saw Marie sitting opposite her glued to her phone, earplugs jabbed firmly in each auricle as if totally unaware of the natural beauty all around them, she remembered the battle she had been forced to engage in when her ex-husband Mike let them down at the last minute and informed her that he could no longer take their daughter to Florida for the school holidays. Opting instead to take his new girlfriend to Mexico for a boob-job.

      Naturally, Janine was the one left to explain the situation to Marie, thereby leaving her to receive all the flack for the last-minute cancellation.

      Things would have been easier if they had stayed at home. At least there Marie had the option to hang out with her friends and do whatever they usually did with their time-Janine had stopped asking long ago. But since she had already accepted her latest assignment Janine was obliged to come to Ireland to complete it on schedule.

      This was the first time Janine had been commissioned by this particular glossy, so she was determined to make a good impression as it could lead to more work.

      Cancelling the assignment because your teenage daughter was throwing a strop would not cut it.

      Janine decided to chance her arm, after all, nothing ventured nothing gained.

      She moved her foot forward under the table and tapped her daughter’s calf with the toe of her sandal to gain her attention. She knew that there was no point in speaking to her when her earphones were in place.

      Marie looked up, frowning.

      Janine spoke, but kept her voice low on purpose, forcing Marie to evict one of the plugs. “Aye?”

      “I said, how do you feel about spending the day here in town? We could have a mooch around the shops, visit the market, have a pub lunch. What do you say?”

      “I thought we needed to get over to the island so you can start your article?”

      “Another day won’t make that much of a difference. And this inn is probably a darn-sight more welcoming than the accommodation the magazine have lined up for us over there. We could spoil ourselves a little, get our nails done together, do a little mother and daughter bonding.”

      Marie rolled her eyes. “I’d rather we just got going, the sooner we get to that place the sooner we can leave and go home.”

      In truth, her daughter’s response did not come as any great shock to Janine.

      Marie was seventeen and fast turning into one of those teenagers all parents dread.

      She hardly ever spoke, unless she were being directly addressed, and even then, her reply was often a shrug of her shoulders rather than any actual words.

      Janine was as understanding as she could be with her. But even her patience was at times pushed to the limit.

      She appreciated that the divorce had been a traumatic event for her daughter, as such an event was for any child regardless of their age. But Janine had done her utmost to cushion the blows and ensure the transition from living with two parents to only having one in your direct line of fire, went as smoothly as possible.

      Janine was not sure if it were merely her own insecurities raising their ugly heads, but deep down she felt sure that somehow Marie blamed her for the split, despite the fact that it had been her father who decided to run off with a twenty-three-year-old cosmetics consultant who could barely string two words together without injecting the word ‘like’ into the sentence.

      Janine knew for a fact that, initially, Mike had attempted to explain their separation to their daughter as being no one’s fault and that he and her mother had just reached a point in their relationship where they wanted different things.

      Marie had always been a daddy’s girl, but she was nobody’s fool. She soon twigged on that Mike and Tina had been more than just good friends long before he decided to leave the family home.

      But even so, the way she treated Janine at times came across as if she believed that her mother could have done more to keep hold of her father, rather than allowing him to go without a fight.

      What Marie did not know was that Tina was not the first indiscretion her father had to his name. There had been at least two others previously, one while Janine was heavily pregnant with their daughter.

      There had been times since the divorce when Marie was laying into her mother, blaming her for something which was in reality completely of her control, that Janine had been sorely tempted to reveal Mike’s past to her, but she always managed to bite her tongue and hold back, not wanting to make Marie feel as if it was some kind of one-upmanship competition.

      As a journalist, Janine had covered enough articles on the effect divorce had on children to appreciate that she needed to bear in mind that her daughter was as much of a victim as she was and that her unwarranted attacks came from a place of great sadness, not anger.

      If her father chose to lie to her that was his look-out. Janine was a big believer in karma and so was happy to play the bigger person.

      “You know,” ventured Janine, “if you took the time to check out your surroundings you might just see how beautiful they are.”

      “Whatever, Mum,” replied Marie, returning her gaze to her screen.

      “You know, this is the land of your father’s distant relatives.”

      “And they must have left for a reason.”

      Janine sighed. She knew she was losing an uphill struggle and part of her did feel sorry for Marie. After all, she knew how much her daughter had been looking forward to visiting Florida. But she refused to take responsibility for the guilt that her ex-husband deserved.

      Deciding that their conversation was over, Marie moved to replace her earbud.

      Janine jumped in. “You know, I bet that if you just tried a little, we could make this a happy memory we could share with my grandchildren someday.”

      The expression on Marie’s face made her appear as if she had just swallowed pure lemon juice.

      Shaking her head, she shoved her bud back in without answering.
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      The car ferry across to Manus took a little over twenty minutes. Although she knew the trip would be short, Janine could not help but leave her rental car and stand outside with the foot passengers so that she could enjoy the refreshing sea breeze. She took in great gulps of the salty air, feeling it infuse her lungs and blow away the cobwebs from stuffy London.

      Marie on the other hand merely shrugged when her mother suggested that they stand on deck, preferring – as usual – to keep her eyes glued to her phone. Janine had given up on the idea of encouraging her daughter to take in the beautiful views and decided to just enjoy them for herself.

      Whether her daughter’s attitude was a result of general teenage angst, or the fact that she was being dragged out of her normal comfort zone, that was to say her bedroom, Janine did not know, but she was willing to cut her daughter some sympathetic slack due to the last- minute cancellation of her holiday in Florida.

      Regardless of whether or not the teenager was willing to admit it, Janine knew just how much she had been looking forward to her holiday with her father, and she could still see the look of utter dejection on her face when Janine passed on the message that her trip had been cancelled.

      Mike, as per usual, was too much of a coward to convey his decision to his daughter personally, instead opting to use his ex-wife to undertake the task.

      Janine had done her best to comfort Marie when she received the bad news, but her daughter, always a daddy’s girl in spite of the divorce, just slammed her bedroom door and refused to discuss the matter.

      Janine had already decided that unless her husband made it up to their daughter before next summer that she was going to take Marie on that cancelled holiday herself.

      Or, if her exam results warranted it and Janine could stomach the idea of her daughter being on the other side of the world without a chaperone, she had heard some of the other mothers at the school discussing the option of allowing their daughters to take their first holiday without them tagging along.

      Florida had already been cast into the mix which was one reason Janine had been glad when Mike suggested it first. But now it almost seemed to her that fate was edging towards allowing Marie to go with her friends instead.

      For now, however, she was keeping the idea to herself while she came to terms with the prospect.

      There were only a handful of cars going across, with more people choosing to travel as foot-passengers. Janine estimated that the ferry could probably hold at least twenty cars and perhaps as many as a hundred foot-passengers when fully loaded.

      When they disembarked, Janine pulled the car over to allow others to pass by on the narrow road while she checked the car’s sat-nav to plot the route.

      The cottage the magazine had arranged for her during her stay on the island was owned by the church, so the directions she had been given were to the presbytery where she could collect the keys.

      Janine had already been warned by one of the other reporters that the Wi-Fi on the island could be a little spotty at best, so she was not surprised to hear Marie complaining next to her whenever her phone crashed.

      The views as they meandered through the rolling abundance of lush greenery were breathtaking and Janine refused to rise to her daughter’s constant whinging regarding the lack of reception or the fact that the island did not boast a single club or wine bar. These were the first of many gripes Marie had lodged having first checked out the island on Google.

      Further searches did nothing to enhance her appreciation of the locale when she discovered that there were also no shopping centres, restaurants or anywhere in fact that young people could hang out to avoid the disapproving gazes of their parents.

      “What the hell do young people do on the island?” she demanded having made her initial discoveries. “Is it like some sort of Amish settlement where the youngsters aren’t allowed to do anything which might be deemed enjoyable by their elders?”

      Janine had tried to assure her that there had to be something to do to keep her amused even though she too had her doubts.

      Marie had never been an avid reader although she always managed to pull the stops out during exam time. The sad fact was that academe had eradicated any pleasure she once derived from reading, almost to the point that Marie refused to so much as open a book during the holidays.

      The signal on the sat-nav was also as ‘hit-and-miss’ as the Wi-Fi Janine soon discovered, especially when the hills surrounding them enveloped the road that they were on. But as far as she was concerned the view was far too beautiful to complain about other minor inconveniences.

      The church was at the end of a tiny market street and barely accessible via the only road which led to it. At first, Janine was convinced that she had taken a wrong turning and veered onto a footpath as people criss-crossed in front of her car as if unaware of the fact that she was even there. It was only when she heard the sound of horns blaring behind that she realised it was the jaywalkers who were at fault.

      The stalls on either side of the road left very little space for passing cars, and the pedestrians seemed oblivious to them, their attention fully captured by the products on sale.

      Slowly edging her way through, Janine finally managed to leave the market behind her before turning off the main road and into the carpark which served the church.

      She drove around to the back and parked outside what she presumed was the presbytery’s front door.

      As she exited the car, Janine was surprised that the noise from the market seemed so far away. Considering she could walk back there in less than five minutes, it was almost as if the church formed some sort of sound barrier masking everything outside the main entrance.

      Janine insisted on dragging Marie out of the car to meet the parish priest, informing her that it would be rude to stay in the car as they were his guests on the island.

      Reluctantly, Marie climbed out, removing her headphones and holding them up to her mother with a feigned smile before dropping them back on the seat.

      Although Janine felt sorry for her daughter having missed out on her Florida trip, it was no fault of hers that her ex had let their daughter down, so Janine knew that she was to face the brunt of Marie’s attitude as she was the only parent at hand, and as such directly in her firing line. But parental guilt aside, there was only so much that Janine was willing to put up with before reading her daughter the riot act.

      They stood side-by-side outside the presbytery as Janine pulled the iron bell chain.

      A minute or so later the door was opened by a tall, rather dashing young man, in his early thirties. Janine was immediately struck by his piercing blue eyes and thick black wavy hair which drooped down over his forehead from his side parting.

      “Yes,” he said, smiling, “may I help you?”

      He was dressed in a long black cassock and clerical collar as were most priests of Janine’s acquaintance but, even on first sight he exuded a smouldering quality more akin to James Bond than a parish priest.

      Janine was sure that in the brief she had been provided with the local priest was meant to be in his early sixties, so either this was not the same man or, she had misread the brief.

      “Mum.”

      Janine suddenly realised that she had been standing there with her mouth open without actually saying anything.

      Feeling her cheeks redden, she cleared her throat before asking, “Father Boyle?”

      The priest’s smile broadened. “Not quite so distinguished I’m afraid,” he replied, looking from mother to daughter, then back again. “I’m Father Wells, his curate. Father Boyle is out visiting one of his parishioners. May I do something for you?”

      Janine’s mind raced with possibilities, but she managed to check herself before answering with something inappropriate.

      She moved forward and held out her hand. “My name is Janine Carstairs, I’m here to write an article on the island. Father Boyle was gracious enough to arrange for somewhere for my daughter and I to stay.”

      The priest took her hand and shook it gently.

      His fingers were soft, warm and inviting.

      “I see,” he replied, “Well, I think I know which property he had in mind, if you’ll give me a moment I’ll try and hunt out the keys.” He stood back and turned to one side, indicating with his hand for Janine and Marie to enter the presbytery.

      Janine ushered Marie ahead of her, then followed behind.

      The inside was all dark wood. The furniture looked solid and strong. The floor was stone with a red and green pattern which stretched across the floor.

      At the end of the hallway, a tall grandfather clock ticked loudly.

      There was something foreboding about the entrance which Janine put down to the automatic feeling of guilt which had been driven into her as a child while attending her local convent.

      That convent with its strict discipline, adhesion to daily mass and the overbearing nature of the nuns who made up the majority of the teachers, was the main reason why she had not sent Marie to such a school. Mike was not particularly religious anyway, so he offered no resistance.

      “If the pair of you would care to take a seat, I’ll be back in a minute.”

      Father Wells signalled towards an oak bench just inside the door, and he waited until both women were seated before disappearing through the furthest doorway along the corridor.

      When he was gone, Marie leaned in towards her mother. “This place gives me the willies,” she confided. “Please tell me the place we’re staying at is not going to be like this.”

      Janine gave her hand a gentle squeeze. “If it is, I think we might have to come up with an excuse not to stay after all.”

      Marie nodded her agreement.

      A minute or two later the curate returned with a set of keys.

      Janine and Marie stood up to greet his return.

      He handed them over to Janine. “Here you are,” he said, casually. “Do you know how to get there?”

      “I’m afraid not,” Janine confessed. “I was relying on Father Boyle for instructions.” She smiled, weakly. Father Wells held her gaze long enough for her to feel her cheeks grow hot once more.

      Janine could not help but wonder if he knew how attractive he was.

      Or, being a priest, was he truly oblivious to such things?

      The curate turned and walked back over to the front door, opening it for the two women to leave.

      Once they were outside, he followed them as far as the welcome mat.

      “You drive back out the way you came in,” he said, swinging his arm to indicate that the entrance was on the other side of the church. “Head back through the market, then take the first turning on your left. It’s a cul-de-sac with a large park at the end of it. The cottage is the last building on your left. You can park in front of the wrought iron railing, so long as you don’t obstruct the gates.”

      Janine turned to Marie. “Got that?”

      Marie looked shocked. “What, me? I wasn’t paying attention,” she admitted.

      Janine laughed. “Well, it’s a good job one of us was.”

      She turned back and thanked the curate, trying desperately not to blush this time when their eyes met.

      “I hope to see you both on Sunday, if you’re still here,” he said, dryly.

      The thought sent an involuntary shiver down Janine’s back.
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      Once they were back in the car and out of earshot from the priest, Marie ‘tutted’ and exclaimed, “Jesus!”

      Janine turned her head slightly, still keeping her main focus on the road ahead as she negotiated the way out of the churchyard. “What?”

      “Oh, I don’t know, maybe the way you were flirting with that priest. I thought for a moment there that you were going to launch yourself at the poor bloke and yank his trousers down.”

      Janine laughed, in spite of herself. “Excuse me, I was doing nothing of the sort. I don’t know what it is you thought you saw, but I was merely being polite and courteous.”

      “You were acting like a smitten thirteen-year-old,” Marie corrected her. “It was so embarrassing. Aren’t you a little old for such behaviour?”

      “Hey, I’m not over the hill yet, thank you very much. Just because your father elected to forsake our marriage for the arms of a teenager doesn’t mean that I’m past it.” Janine could feel her blood pressure rising at the mere mention of her ex. She hated the way she spoke with such passion whenever his name was brought up, especially when she was the one who had referenced him.

      Worst of all, it made her sound as if she were angry at Marie, and on this occasion a least, that was not the case.

      She glanced to her side.

      Marie was looking outside her window. Janine could not tell from her reflection in the glass whether she was upset. But if she was, Janine knew that it was her fault for snapping at her.

      Janine left it a moment, then said. “He was kind of hot though, don’t you think?”

      Marie turned back to her. “Yuck! He’s a priest, and a Catholic to boot. Isn’t it some kind of mortal sin to lust after a man of God?”

      “A girl can’t dream?”

      Marie burst out laughing.

      It felt good to hear her laugh. Since the separation it was almost as if she had forgotten how to. Instead, she had buried her emotions away in some deep dark hole and refused to bring them to the surface.

      Janine had done all she could to reassure her daughter that the divorce had absolutely nothing to do with her, but whenever the subject came up, she could see the faraway hurt in Marie’s eyes.

      Janine knew that children of divorce often blamed themselves regardless of their parent’s reassurances. But Janine had hoped that this would not be the case with Marie.

      Her daughter had always had such a strong, vibrant personality and a down-to-earth quality when it came to dealing with most matters which Janine had come to admire over the years.

      Their eyes met for a moment, and Janine offered her daughter a cheeky wink.

      Marie shook her head, smiling.

      The cottage was only a five-minute drive from the church, and Janine was pleased that there was ample parking available.

      The park which stood at the end of the cul-de-sac was a mere stone’s throw from the cottage, and she could see what the priest had warned her not to block to gates as the road honed it to a point leaving very little manoeuvring room for anyone parked there.

      They unloaded the car of their luggage and set about exploring the cottage.

      There were two fairly large bedrooms, of which Janine allowed Marie to have her pick. The teenager chose the back bedroom, no surprise to Janine, as it seemed to have a stronger wi-fi connection.

      The cottage was immaculate in appearance and gave the impression that it was regularly cleaned and hardly used. There was not so much as a smidgeon of dust on any of the worktops when Janine gave them the finger test.

      Once they were settled Janine suggested that they visit the town and procure some supplies for their stay. Marie screwed up her face at the suggestion and stated that she preferred to stay in and catch up on her social media.

      Janine decided not to push the subject and left her daughter to it.

      Janine walked back through the market and sampled some of the local fayre on sale.

      The stall owners seemed very friendly and more than willing to offer samples of their wares regardless of whether Janine showed an interest.

      By the time she had walked to the far end of the street, Janine had purchased a loaf of freshly baked crusty bread, some eggs, sausages, cheese, chutney and a bottle of locally made wine.

      The opposite side of the street, which was bathed in the afternoon sun, contained stalls which mainly sold clothes, material, wool and household items.

      There were some beautiful shawls and scarf-sets on display, so Janine chose a purple and cream combination for Marie, which she hoped her daughter would like.

      Janine continued down towards the near end of the market, but her attention was soon grabbed on a large second-hand bookshop halfway down the street.

      Whenever she was on holiday, even a working one such as this, Janine liked to choose a new novel to fill in the non-working hours. As she had always preferred the feel of paper between her fingers rather than one of the e-readers which everyone else seemed to have, a second-hand bookshop was just the place to discover her next good read.

      A small brass bell dinged as Janine opened the door.

      The middle-aged lady behind the counter looked up from the book she was reading and smiled at her. “Good afternoon,” she said, cheerily. “Is there anything specific you are looking for, or just browsing?”

      Janine smiled back. “Well, I am looking for something, I’m just not sure what it is yet. If that makes sense.”

      The woman placed her book face down on the counter, splayed open. “Well now,” she began, glancing around at myriad shelves which covered each wall, as well as those which stood alone in the aisles. Each one was fit to bursting with books of all different sizes. “As you can see,” she continued, “we have a vast selection, all of which extremely well priced. Did you have a particular genre in mind? We cover most options.”

      Janine followed the woman’s gaze taking in the various publications, before turning back to her and shrugging her shoulders.

      “Well,” the woman said, resignedly, “I’m sure you’ll know what you want when you see it. I’ll leave you to carry on. Just give me a shout if you need any help.”

      With that, she returned to her own book.

      Janine thanked her and began trawling the shelves.

      After about twenty minutes of searching, Janine came across an old copy of The Exorcist. She remembered seeing the film during an all-night horror fest at her local cinema when she was a teenager. They showed five films in total overnight, starting at 11 pm, with Friday the 13th, followed by Happy Birthday to Me, then The Exorcist, next The Omen, finishing with The Texas Chainsaw Massacre.

      They were legally too young for the films, but luckily the young man selling tickets was going out with one of the girls, so there was no question of them being stopped.

      Janine remembered that by the third film her other friends had started to drift off. But she was still rivetted to the screen even though she found herself covering her eyes several times, especially during the final scenes.

      She too began to doze off during The Omen, but the sound of the chainsaw in the last film brought everyone back to life.

      Janine read the back cover of the book which convinced her that she wanted to see how close the original novel was to the film version.

      She took the book back to the counter.

      The proprietor raised her eyebrows when she saw Janine’s choice but did not comment on it.

      While the woman rang up the receipt, Janine noticed a pile of books behind her, with a large cardboard cut-out as a stand displaying an eerie castle at night with a full moon in the background.

      According to the sign, the book advertised was entitled: Local Legends and Myths from the Isle of Manus.

      The woman noticed Janine’s interest. “May I tempt you to a copy?” she asked, turning to wave towards the display. “It’s written by a local historian you know.”

      Janine realised what an enormous help the book might be in drafting her article, and if the author was a local, she might also be able to arrange an interview with him.

      “Yes, please,” she replied, eagerly.
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      Janine stopped off at a corner shop on her way back from the market to purchase some essentials such as: coffee, milk, sugar etc. By the time she left the shops she felt a little laden down with all her shopping and wished now that she had insisted Marie go with her.

      Fortunately, it was only a short walk back to the cottage.

      The late afternoon sun was starting to wane as Janine turned into the cul-de-sac the cottage was on. As she made her way towards it, she noticed that someone was standing outside the door.

      As she drew nearer, she noticed that it was a priest.

      Her heart skipped a mini-beat for a moment as she remembered the dashing young curate who had given her the keys for the cottage, and she felt her cheeks blush as she remembered Marie’s admonishment in the car.

      From this distance, Janine could see wiry grey hair protruding from under the brim of the priest’s hat, so she realised that it could not be the curate, after all.

      Placing one of her bags on the ground, she pushed at the gate which creaked open on its rusty hinge.

      The priest spun round, smiling. “Miss Carstairs?” he asked, lifting his hat with his left hand and extending his right.

      Janine walked into the yard carrying all her bags. She placed the one she held in her right hand down on the floor so that she could shake.

      “My name is Father Boyle. So sorry I was not at home to welcome when you came to collect the keys. I was visiting a parishioner in need of comfort,” he explained.

      “That’s perfectly alright,” Janine assured him. “Your curate looked after us.”

      “He’s a good man, Jamie. A little young to devote his life to the church in my opinion, but when God calls all must answer.”

      “Won’t you come in for a cup of coffee?” Janine offered.

      The priest smiled. “Lovely,” he checked his wristwatch. “I think there’s just enough time for a quick one before evensong. Please permit me.” He bent down to retrieve Janine’s bag, allowing her to search her pocket for the key.

      “I’m so glad I managed to catch you,” Father Boyle said, cheerfully. “I did knock but when there was no answer I was afraid I had missed you.”

      Janine turned back to look at him, her key in the door. “That’s odd,” she remarked, frowning, “my daughter should be in.”

      The priest shrugged. “Not to worry, you’re here now.”

      They walked inside and Father Boyle closed the door behind them.

      Janine stopped at the bottom of the stairs and called up to Marie.

      No answer came.

      There was no sound of music blaring from above, which was what she was used to hearing upon her return from work. But then she realised that Marie did not have her CD player with her, so there was a good chance she was listening to music through her headphones.

      They took the bags into the kitchen and Janine put the fridge items away.

      Father Boyle took a seat at the table and placed his hat on the back of the chair.

      Janine filled the kettle and switched it on. “I’m afraid I don’t have any biscuits to offer you.” She smiled apologetically. “Unless you’d care for a sandwich, or some toast?”

      The priest shook his head. “No, thank you, you’re very kind, but a cup of tea will suffice.”

      Janine set out the cups. She put one out for Marie, then excused herself while she went upstairs to see what she was up to.

      As she expected, Marie was lying on her bed, headphones in, playing on her phone.

      Janine stood in the doorway for a moment before her daughter realised that she was there.

      “Fuck-wank!” Marie exclaimed, sitting up abruptly and clutching her chest, dramatically. “You scared the hell out of me, why didn’t you knock first?”

      “What would be the point, you wouldn’t have heard me through those things. And when did we start using such language, young lady?”

      Marie pulled out one of her headphones. “Oh, Mum, you’re so dry sometimes. Serves you right for almost giving me a heart attack.”

      Janine rolled her eyes. “Slight exaggeration and still no excuse for swearing.”

      Marie pulled a face and fell back on the bed.

      “I take it you didn’t hear our guest banging on the door, then?”

      “What guest?”

      Father Boyle from the church is downstairs having coffee.”

      Marie sat back up. “Not the dreamy one from the church that you were gushing over?”

      Janine blushed. “Will you keep your voice down, he’ll hear you.”

      “Whatever.”

      “So, do you fancy a coffee?”

      “Can you bring it up?”

      Janine sighed. “I can, but I won’t. Get yourself downstairs lazybones and say hello to our guest, he can’t say long.”

      “Forget it, I’ll go without.”

      “I’ve bought you something,” Janine coaxed. “Something I think you’ll like.”

      Marie jolted upright. “What is it?”

      “You’ll have to come down and see for yourself.”

      “Mum!”

      “Come on, kettle’s on.”

      Janine went downstairs leaving Marie in her room.

      As she poured the second cup of coffee, she could hear Marie thudding down the stairs in protest. Janine turned in the direction of the staircase, then looked at Father Boyle.

      The priest laughed. “A little reluctant to join us, I take it,” he remarked.

      Marie entered the kitchen a moment later. Father Boyle rose and introduced himself, offering his hand, which Marie shook before taking a seat opposite him at the table.

      Janine set the cups down in front of them.

      As she sat down, Marie asked. “Any biscuits?”

      “No, sorry, I forgot,” replied Janine.

      “Your mother was fairly laden down when she arrived home, I’m not sure that she could have managed anything else, even a small packet of biscuits,” Father Boyle smiled.

      Marie nodded, obviously unimpressed by the excuse.

      Janine reached under her chair and picked up the carrier bag with Marie’s scarf set.

      “Here, not that you deserve it,” she said, handing it to Marie.

      Marie eagerly opened the bag and took out the matching hat, gloves and scarf.

      Her eyes widened. Janine knew that purple and cream were her favourite colour combination, but even so, she was comforted by her daughter’s reaction to her present.

      Marie took out the items and tried them on at the table.

      Satisfied with the fit, she stood up and walked into the lounge.

      “Where are you off to?” Janine called.

      “I want to see how they look,” Marie replied, moving in front of the mirror which hung adjacent to the front door.

      She came back in a moment later and gave Janine a kiss on the cheek and a hug. “Thanks, Mum, they’re great,” she gushed.

      Sitting down, Marie lifted the carrier bag off the table. Realising that there was still something in it, she peered back inside and pulled out the two books Janine had purchased, placing them on the table.

      Janine was sipping her coffee before she realised what her daughter was doing.

      Before she could respond, Marie had placed both books on the table with the titles turned towards her mother and Father Boyle.

      Before Janine could respond, the priest leaned forward to study the two volumes.

      Janine hesitantly reached out to remove The Exorcist from his sight. “I’m sorry father,” she apologised. “I didn’t mean for you to see this.”

      Father Boyle winked at her. “It’s a very good read. Not that I’ve read it for many years now. The film was also very entertaining as I remember.”

      His words shocked Janine, although she was not sure why. After all, there was nothing wrong with a man of the cloth reading a horror novel, or even seeing the film made from it. In truth, she realised that she felt more embarrassed at the fact that he knew she was reading it.

      Father Boyle picked up the second book and perused the title.

      “That was written by a local man, I believe,” Janine informed him. “I’m hoping it might give me a few angles on the article I’m reading.”

      The priest nodded. “Yes, I know him, he’s one of my parishioners, although now I come to think of it, I haven’t seen him at church for a while now.”

      “Do you think he might be willing to agree to an interview?” Janine asked.

      Father Boyle laughed. “Oh, if I know Timmy O’Brien, he’ll jump at the chance. He loves talking about his work. In fact, now I come to think of it, I’m sure he’s giving a talk soon at the community centre. You might want to pop along; it’ll be a good chance to meet him.”

      “That would be brilliant,” replied Janine, “I take it this is not his only published work?”

      Father Boyle put the book back on the table. “No, he has several tomes to his credit, mainly on folklore and local legends.”

      Just then they heard the sound of something plastic slapping against itself.

      They spun round as one, just in time to witness a black cat stroll into the kitchen.

      “Ah,” said the priest, “allow me to introduce you to Gypsy. I meant to tell you about her. I’m afraid she comes with the cottage.”

      Gypsy looked up at the intruders and sniffed the air.

      Marie bent down and held out her hand trying to coax the cat to come to her.

      “Please, be careful,” warned Father Boyle. “I’m afraid she is feral and prone to lashing out for no apparent reason.”

      Marie kept her hand out, calling the cat by name.

      “Be careful, darling,” Janine warned. “I’d rather not spend the night in ER waiting for you to get a tetanus shot.”

      “Honestly, Mum, stop panicking,” Marie chided. “I just want her to get my scent, I won’t try and pick her up or anything.”

      Gypsy edged her snout closer to Marie’s offered hand. Deciding there was no threat, she moved in closer until she was close enough to rub her face against Marie’s fingers.

      “Well, I’ve never seen her take to someone that quickly before,” remarked Father Boyle. “You obviously have a way with you,” he observed.

      “I presume she doesn’t actually belong to anyone?” asked Janine.

      The priest shook his head. “No. We had the cat-flap installed for a previous tenant who had three cats, but when she left, Gypsy here started using it when she wanted to take shelter from the cold. She comes and goes as she pleases, so far as I know, and I’m reliably informed that if you have the log fire on, you’ll often find her asleep on the hearth rug.”

      “She’s beautiful,” said Marie, keeping her hand out while Gypsy rubbed herself against it, purring.

      Janine looked on. Marie had never expressed any interest in owning a pet before, but she had to admit that her daughter seemed to have a natural affinity with their uninvited guest.

      “Good heavens, is that the time,” Father Boyle rose from his seat, scraping his chair back along the tiled floor. “I must love you and leave you, ladies, can’t be late for evensong. And then I’ve confession to look forward to. Always popular around these parts, although more so during the winter months, I find. Not exactly sure why.”

      Janine stood up to see the priest out.

      Marie continued enjoying Gypsy’s affectionate play. “Bye,” she called, keeping her focus on the cat.

      Father Boyle opened the front door and walked out into the late-evening breeze.

      “Well, it was lovely to meet you both,” he gushed, “and I’ll look up Tim’s details and give you a call.”

      “Thank you, Father, I’d really appreciate it.”

      Janine watched the elderly cleric stroll down the street for a moment before closing the door. When she re-entered the kitchen, she found Gypsy sitting on the table tucking into a saucer of milk.

      “Oh, Marie, not on the table, we eat there,” she groaned.

      Marie looked up, smiling. “You are seriously turning into a right worry-wart these days,” she replied. “I’ll wipe the table down when she’s finished.”

      Janine looked stunned. “You, actually volunteering to do some housework, this is a first. They say black cats have mystical powers. This might be the proof in the pudding.”
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