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Chapter One



She had bought the old farmhouse because of the small patch of grass across the road. Helen called it her sea garden. It sloped down to the rocks and the cold ocean and was surrounded by tall pine trees that looked older than the house. They provided shade in the summer and shelter during the storms of winter.


Helen was sitting on a rough bench at a small wooden table enjoying the late afternoon sun. She had carried a tray across the road from her house. A gin and bitter lemon beside a small bowl of nuts. Perfect. 


It was a Sunday evening, so the road was quiet. The only sounds were the wind in the pine trees and the soft splash of the waves. Helen let the sun warm her face as she looked up. A long streak of cloud marked the distant journey of a jet plane.


‘Why would I want to be anywhere else?’ she thought to herself and took a sip of her drink.


She heard footsteps on the road behind her. She turned and saw a man. Helen guessed that he was in his late thirties. He was thin with a distinctive ginger beard. He swung a blue and yellow plastic bag from Lidl.


‘Lovely evening!’ he called to Helen. His voice sounded as if he came from Dublin. Helen wondered what he was doing in West Cork. How had he got here? There had been no sound of a car.


‘Yes. Lovely,’ Helen replied.


She guessed he was going around the bend of the road to the small pub. He must be meeting friends.


She took another sip of gin and sighed.


This was how Helen Beamish had imagined her retirement. Alone and content. She had been a primary school teacher for thirty-nine years. So much talking. Parents and pupils always wanting something. Now it was her time to sit and read. That’s why she had fallen in love with this old house. It was small but the view of the sea was glorious. She had never married, but living in a house beside the school meant she was never alone. She was always on call. Now she could be by herself. She bit a nut angrily. She felt like such a fool.


After Helen had lived in her new house for six months, her sister Margaret had come to stay. She was two years older than Helen. She had married Tony Cullen and moved to live in Manchester. Helen and Margaret were not close. Then her husband Tony had died. She came to visit Helen. A holiday but nothing more. She seemed so sad. But she loved Helen’s new house by the sea. Helen invited her to stay longer. 


That was three years ago. The house in Manchester had been sold. A moving van had arrived. It seemed Margaret and Helen lived together. Perhaps sharing her house with anyone would have been difficult, but after three years Helen could not think of a single thing about Margaret that did not annoy her. She took another sip of gin and sighed again.


She saw a figure standing on the small pebble beach further along the coast road. People called it the Pub Cove because it was across the road from the only bar for miles. It was the red-haired man from Dublin. She could see his beard and the blue and yellow bag. His skin was very pale and he was walking into the water.


‘Brave man,’ Helen thought. It was only the end of May. The water must be very cold. She watched the man splash under the water and then begin to swim. It was relaxing to watch his arms dipping in and out of the waves. Helen had enjoyed this weekend. Margaret was away. She had gone to visit her daughter in London. Was it evil to hope she never returned? Maybe Helen had lived alone for too long. She wondered if Margaret’s dead husband Tony Cullen had enjoyed living with her. Surely not. Margaret treated Helen like a servant. Cups and plates left all over the house. The bin never emptied. The hoover never switched on. Helen could feel herself growing tense and angry. She must think about something else.


The swimmer was very far out now. Helen had never seen someone so far from shore. He must be halfway to the small island. She never got in the water herself, even on the hottest day. Just the thought of wearing a swimsuit made her blush. What if somebody, a man, saw her clambering down the steps? She might die of shame. Looking at the red hair moving through the dark blue of the water, she was a little jealous. He looked so free.


The sun was low in the sky now. The air had a chill and Helen pulled her cardigan closer. What would she have for dinner? There was a lamb chop that she thought was still usable. Microwave some of that spicy rice. That would do. It would make a change. Margaret looked at her as if she was from outer space if Helen put down a plate without a potato of some sort. All those years in Manchester. Had she and Tony never eaten in a foreign restaurant? 


Helen did not think she was a very inventive cook, but she enjoyed pasta or a mild curry. Margaret would just push the plate away. ‘I’m not hungry,’ she would say with a sulk. Later Helen would find her making cheese sandwiches. Margaret would look at her sister, daring her to say something. Helen was never in the mood for a fight. She drained the last of her gin.


Maybe the drink had been too strong. Her eyelids became heavy. It was a nice feeling. Why not have a little nap? Helen felt her chin drop on to her chest. She slept. 


When she woke it was nearly dark. She felt cold. Standing up, she put her glass back on the tray. A fine clear night. Hopefully tomorrow would be another sunny day. She was just stepping away from the table when something caught her eye. She put down her tray and walked to the edge of the grass. Peering into the gloom of dusk, she looked across at Pub Cove. 


Was that what she thought it was? Yes. Even in this light she could see the blue and yellow of the Lidl bag. She felt uneasy. Her watch told her it was nearly eight o’clock. She had been asleep for nearly an hour. Where was the swimmer? Had he just left the bag? Or was he …? 


She did not want to ask herself that question. She tried to remain calm. What should she do? Ring 999? Was that the number for the lifeboat? Calling out a lifeboat seemed a very big step. She wasn’t sure if anyone was really in trouble.


Behind the trees along the road she could see the lights of the pub. Helen decided she would check there before she did anything. Leaving the tray on the table, she stumbled across the grass to the little gate and then half walked, half ran towards the pub.
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