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She listened anxiously; the sounds were distant, 
and seemed to come from a remote part of the woods.


— Ann Radcliffe, The Mysteries of Udolpho
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1


Weeks later, pinned against the bracken floor by the weight of his body and knowing she’s about to die, Sarah’s mind will go back to this evening in her mother’s warm kitchen, when there are still a couple of weeks before the clocks go back and she has come down from Dublin. It will go back to this very moment, when she is looking out the window above the sink and taking in the darkening network of fields, slash of red to the west of the navy sky, dusky low-lying mountains at the horizon and, to the east, peninsula of wood that borders their land, all feathery outline and chalky black interior. And the thing that will come to her, with a stunning clarity, is that standing here in the kitchen, she already knows everything. She knows what happened to her in the woods all those years ago and she also knows what she did there. She knows what he’s planning to do and why he’s planning to do it. And, nestled within all this, another sharp truth: that on this March evening in the old, familiar kitchen, she has never been closer to claiming this single life of hers.


She knows all this and yet she does not know it. Because some memories, she will understand, get hidden as soon as they’re formed, secrets within you until you’re ready and they start to stir, until eventually you can see them. Just as they have started to stir inside Sarah this evening as she stares out the window, her gaze lingering on the woods, until Nancy clatters a handful of cutlery into the rickety drawer under the draining-board. And she looks around and asks her mother, ‘Is everything okay?’


‘What would be wrong with me?’ answers Nancy.


‘Nothing.’ Sarah returns her hands to the water, runs the J-cloth over a plate, passes it to her mother.


‘You’re the one who’s had her head in the clouds since she walked through the door.’


Sarah makes a face, as though to say, Really? I didn’t notice.


‘Is there anything wrong with you?’ Nancy asks.


‘Nope.’


‘There’s nothing stopping you driving back up, if you’re worried about the restaurant not surviving without you.’


‘Of course not.’


‘Their number-one vegetable peeler.’


Sarah roots around in the sudsy lukewarm water until her hand finds a glass.


‘I said I’d come down for the meeting with the solicitor,’ she says.


Nancy frowns at the glass Sarah has handed her, rubs at a spot on it with the tea-towel. ‘I told Kathy you’d take a class for her on Sunday morning,’ she says then, as though this is nothing. ‘Seeing as you’re down.’


‘In the Garden Project?’


‘Where else? She’s some funding application to get in and she’s down on volunteers.’


‘My garda vetting for the place was ages ago – it must have expired.’


‘March 2004 you last got it. So until March 2007. One month to go.’


Sarah stares at her mother.


‘What? Ring her so and tell her you don’t want to do it.’


‘I’m not doing that.’


‘It didn’t occur to me you might have other plans.’


‘I’ll do it. It’s fine.’ A deep breath. ‘It’ll be nice, actually.’ She takes care to keep her voice light. ‘I thought I’d go to that open house as well, while I’m down, about the new development by the motorway. That’s on tomorrow, isn’t it?’


‘Where did you hear about that?’


Sarah blinks. ‘Ursula told me.’


‘I thought you didn’t see those girls any more.’


‘I saw them that night I was out at Christmas, remember?’ She searches for more dishes but the grey water is empty. ‘She gave me a ring last week.’


‘Did she?’


Finds the plug, pulls it. ‘She did.’


‘Well, the more support we get, the better, I suppose.’


Nancy takes the J-cloth from Sarah, starts wiping the draining-board.


‘You’re against it, then.’


‘Of course I’m against it.’


‘You don’t think it sounds good? There’s going to be a playground. Café. Supermarket. Crookedwood could do with a supermarket. And some of it’s going to social housing. Most private developments don’t bother with that.’


As she speaks, she takes out the broom and starts to sweep the floor. Pretends not to notice Nancy is staring at her.


‘You seem very familiar with it.’


‘There’s a website. I just had a quick look.’


‘A website. And you believe, of course, everything it says.’


‘I don’t think he can lie about it.’


‘You’re not saying any of that tomorrow?’


Sarah looks at her, surprised to be asked. ‘I’m not planning on saying anything,’ she says carefully.


‘If that goes ahead, Crookedwood will turn into one of those commuter towns within the next couple of years. Choked by traffic.’


‘I thought there were guidelines to stop that sort of thing happening.’


‘The likes of Neil Hart will always find their way around guidelines.’


‘I remember you once saying that Neil Hart’ – she is careful to use his full name too – ‘was not cut from the same cloth as his father.’


‘I don’t recall that.’


‘That first summer I worked in his pub, before the Leaving Cert. He drove me home once, because I wasn’t feeling well and you said he was a decent skin.’


Nancy considers this. ‘That was a long time ago.’


‘Ursula said,’ continues Sarah, ‘his father gave him that bit of land years ago, long before the motorway was even planned, when it was next to useless. And his brother getting all the good land. Why shouldn’t he take advantage of the fact it’s now worth something?’


‘Because it’s not in the interests of the town,’ says Nancy.


‘I wouldn’t mind if it was going to be like one of these developments you see springing up outside Dublin. Miles and miles of houses without so much as a corner shop between them. But this is totally different.’


‘I’ve the old committee back,’ says Nancy. ‘From the campaign against that housing estate on that site they couldn’t drain properly.’


‘Really? That’s the first I’ve heard about it.’


‘Sure, you haven’t been home since this whole thing got launched.’


‘You should have won on that one,’ Sarah acknowledges.


‘There isn’t a soul in this town who doesn’t see now we were right about that. And the cost of not listening to us. Neil Hart knows he’s a battle on his hands with this. He’s going to lose too, even if he does have that little politician on his side. We’ve a petition going into the council. Nearly three hundred signatures now.’


‘Wow,’ says Sarah, genuinely surprised.


‘Yes, wow.’


Still, Sarah wants to add, that doesn’t mean you’re not wrong. Because nothing could be clearer to her that, in this instance, Nancy is as wrong as wrong could be. Saying so, however, is probably all that’s lying between them ping-ponging bitter words at each other until Sarah retreats upstairs to her freezing little bedroom, like she’s sixteen years old again. So she casts her mind around for something, anything, that will bring them back to safer ground.


‘David Fitzpatrick came into the restaurant last week,’ she says. ‘You know, he used to live here before they moved.’


She almost mentioned this over dinner, but managed to do without it then.


Now, Nancy’s eyes widen, as Sarah knew they would. ‘David Fitzpatrick. As in the TD’s son?’


‘That’s him.’


‘His father’s a junior minister now. For planning.’


‘I didn’t know that.’


‘Well. And. How did you know he was there? I mean, you must have been back in the kitchen.’


‘He’d seen that article in the Chronicle about me working in the restaurant. He asked the waiter if I was on.’


‘So you came out to them. And was the father with him?’


‘Friends. Someone’s birthday.’


‘And what did he say?’


‘The usual stuff.’


‘I don’t remember you ever mentioning him. But he remembered you.’ Nancy is looking at her closely. ‘How did you find him?’


‘Fine.’


‘What were the friends like?’


‘Fine.’


‘Well, someone must have said something.’


‘He asked about the restaurant.’


Nancy makes a face. ‘What’s he doing with himself?’


‘He works in advertising. I think that’s what he said.’


‘Doing what?’


Sarah shrugs.


‘Does he still play football?’


‘I didn’t ask.’


‘He was one of the best players in the under-18s, that lad.’


Sarah returns to sweeping the floor. Because she has just remembered how one minute she’d been making small-talk with David Fitzpatrick, and the next, she’d been taking in the sight of Neil at the door. It had used up all her willpower to go back into the kitchen, knowing he was sitting at a table out there waiting for her. To keep going until the last order was done.


‘Will you see him again?’ asks Nancy.


‘What?’ says Sarah, her face filling with heat. But then she realises. Nancy is still talking about the minister’s son.


‘God, no. Why would I? I’ll finish up here, Mam. You go on into the sitting room.’


Nancy leans against the bar across the range and folds her arms. Like a sulking child, thinks Sarah.


‘It’s a pity the dinner was ruined,’ she says.


Sometimes, Sarah suspects the kitchen is so small that she and her mother can’t be in it together for long without one of them reading the other’s mind. ‘Dinner was fine,’ she says. Chicken kievs cooked from frozen. Watery potatoes and cold peas. ‘I wish you’d let me cook a meal sometime, though.’


‘Sarah. I know you hate me saying this.’


Sarah closes her eyes.


‘But there’s nothing stopping me phoning Cormac Hart first thing Monday morning and telling him the sale is off. Not a thing.’


‘I’ve told you a million times,’ says Sarah, her stomach tightening, like it always does whenever this happens. ‘I don’t want you to do that.’


‘You still want me to sell your heritage.’


‘Yes,’ says Sarah. ‘I do.’


‘This place. That started off as a bare few acres. Built up over the generations by the blood, sweat and tears of your ancestors. That’s what you’re telling me?’


Nancy’s hands are on her hips. Her eyes ablaze.


‘That’s what I’m telling you,’ says Sarah.


‘And that would be fine, if I believed you.’


‘Why would I lie about it?’


‘I’m not saying you’re lying, exactly. I’m saying you don’t know your own attachment to the place because it’s always been here, you see. There’s a difference.’


‘Not this again.’


‘I remember you out there with your father when you were small. You won’t remember it but it’s in you. And once it’s gone, you’ll never be able to come back here again.’


‘I understand that.’


‘You think you understand it.’


‘There was an economist on the radio the other day,’ says Sarah. ‘He said there wasn’t a single financial basis for being a small farmer in Ireland. Not these days.’


‘What does he know about it?’


‘A lot, I imagine.’


‘Don’t I know the struggles involved? Didn’t I see your father hold down that insurance job on the side? But we’d be doing it differently.’


‘Mam. Don’t start.’


‘We could have this place certified organic within two years. Joe was saying the market in China is going to keep growing.’


‘I know. You already told me that. I don’t want to, though.’


‘High-end restaurants, like your place. You’d keep a link that way, you see. Isn’t it all part of the same thing when you think about it? You’d be in charge of providing the best beef. Isn’t that what you’re always saying, that it’s all about the quality of the ingredients? What more important role could there be for that kitchen?’


‘I don’t want it, though,’ she repeats.


‘You’d have the house to yourself. I said before, I’ll move into your granny’s place in the morning, no problem. You’ll be able to do it up whatever way you like. Get your wall windows. Didn’t you say to me once the view out there was wasted with these small windows? Imagine doing it the way you’d like it.’


‘You couldn’t live there.’


‘A lick of paint.’


‘I don’t want any of that, though.’ This time, she says it so quietly, it’s as though she doesn’t mind whether or not her mother hears her. As though it makes no difference either way.


‘Well, you can’t tell me you prefer what you’re doing. Chopping carrots and gutting fish.’


‘I’ve been a station chef for the past year. You seem to keep forgetting that.’


‘I don’t forget it. I just know, unlike you, it doesn’t mean anything.’


‘Jack said—’


‘Jack said. Has he given you a permanent contract yet? You see.’


‘I’m next in line to be sous-chef. That isn’t bad, considering I started as their dishwasher five years ago.’


‘Jack will promise you the sun, moon and stars because you’re a good worker. Fill your head with this notion of some exciting career. He’s making a fool of you, that’s what that man is doing.’


‘He’s not making a fool of me. He reckons the sous-chef we have now will move on this year. He told me this only the other day.’


‘You don’t even have any friends up there.’


‘I’ve friends in the restaurant.’


‘That doesn’t count.’


‘Why on earth would that not count?’


‘It just doesn’t.’


‘Well, what friends would I have down here?’


‘What friends would you have? Who wouldn’t be your friend down here?’


By now, the pane of glass above the sink is black, reflecting, like a mirror, Sarah’s face back at her, which strikes her as foolish and lost-looking. Leaning over the sink, she presses her forehead against its coolness until the bright kitchen light is behind her and, instead of herself, she sees a faint trace of red still left in the sky, the outline of trees.


‘It’s all right for Jack,’ Nancy continues. ‘He comes from money. I know you don’t like hearing that but it’s the truth. This is yours, Sarah. It’s your place in the world. Why should it always be the men who keep the line going on a farm? We’d be breaking the mould, you see. Don’t forget that. It’s more exciting surely than any restaurant.’


It’s as though she has never trundled out this argument before.


‘I think I’ll go for a walk,’ says Sarah, her breath clouding the glass as she speaks.


‘What did you say?’


‘I said, I think I’ll go for a walk.’ She takes her jacket from the back door, pulls it on.


‘A walk?’


‘Just a quick one. After the drive down.’


‘Where in the name of God are you going to walk to at this hour?’


‘Down the field and back. I won’t be long.’


Strictly speaking, she’s no right to walk through their land. But Pat Doyle, the dairy farmer who rents it from Nancy, who is supposed to be buying it from her, will still be keeping his cattle in the shed at this time of year. Anyway, it’s not like he’d care about such a harmless trespass.


‘It’s too dark,’ says Nancy.


‘There’s still a bit of light.’


‘Are you meeting someone or something?’


‘Meeting someone? Who on earth would I be meeting?’


‘Sure, I don’t know what you do be at.’


‘Of course I’m not meeting someone.’


‘Well, wait at least and I’ll get my wellies,’ says Nancy, looking fretfully at Sarah’s Converse. ‘Your feet will be soaked in those things.’


‘I’ll be back in no time.’


‘Oh, suit yourself. You always do.’


‘God. It’s a short walk after dinner.’ And before her mother answers, Sarah steps outside, shuts the door behind her. A bit too sharply maybe. But she didn’t slam it, she tells herself, as she crosses the yard. She definitely didn’t slam it. Arms folded against the cold, she walks past the outhouses, one with its tin roof half caved in, the door of another jammed open and clearly rotting, weeds growing in crevices of the flagstones, the small granny flat Sarah’s father had adapted from one of the outhouses. Then she’s over the gate and in the field, which, though it’s spring, still has the raggedy-haggard look of winter, the grass dead, branches in the hedgerow bare, any new buds that might be in there hidden by the dark. As she walks, the evening birdsong builds to a frenzied climax, the sharp night air cutting through her thin jacket and the dew seeping into the fabric of her shoes and socks. But she doesn’t stop until she’s about halfway down, where the land plateaus and she can see the little gully along the far end between the field and the trees and behind her, all that’s visible of the cottage is its outline, the small square of light that is the kitchen window.


It started when Sarah was still in secondary school, this idea of Nancy’s. She has been fighting it for so long now, the same argument playing out year after year, it’s hard to know any more. Sometimes, especially lately, she’s found herself wondering if the future Nancy imagines, with the two of them running the farm, is what she ought to want. Or maybe she does want it, but just can’t see it. That line about supplying the restaurant with organic beef, about still being part of it, that’s new. She has to hand it to her on that one.


The awful sliding feeling is back, of everything dissolving. If she had felt this in the cottage, she might have agreed then and there. If only Neil was with her now. He could always make it go away.


She turns her gaze back down the field, towards the motorway, only a couple of fields away and visible from her raised vantage point. Or, if not the motorway exactly, the lights that mark the slip road onto it, the moving headlights of passing cars. Then she looks upwards, at the thin scattering of stars in the sky, and does what she used to do as a kid – stares and stares until more stars reveal themselves, thin, faraway ones that might no longer exist. When she catches sight of a moving one, she feels the old thrill of seeing a shooting star, until she sees it’s moving too slowly for that, its course and pace too mechanical. It’s just a satellite, drawing its boring line. Still, she closes her eyes and makes herself imagine it: going into the restaurant kitchen in the morning, doing the inventory and then later, when everything’s been prepared, testing new dishes on the menu with the staff. Talking the waiters through them. Then during service, being everywhere and anywhere, making sure everything is served just so. And after it all, looking over the menu, putting in orders for the following day, maybe even making the odd suggestion, tweaking a dish here or there.


If Neil hadn’t asked this favour of her, she’d never have come down. If it hadn’t seemed to mean so much to him, she would have made him see – that her saying a few words in favour of his development won’t make the slightest bit of difference at this open-house thing. Surely by now she’s seen as an outsider in Crookedwood. If anything, people won’t like her speaking against her mother, who is so well respected. This seems to her even more valid a point after what Nancy has just said about her campaign.


But it’s not as though she didn’t try. And it’s not as though he has ever asked a favour of her before. And it’s not as though she isn’t completely crazy about him. Before he’d shown up in Dublin, unbelievably only two months ago, her life outside the kitchen had been unsocial, besides the odd work night out. Nancy had a point there. When she wasn’t sleeping, time was a problem. How to fill it? What to do with it? Over the years, the long hours in the restaurant made it increasingly difficult to go out at night and there always seemed to be problems meeting up with people during the day, between them being at work and her catching up on her sleep. As the years went by, she’d missed more and more of the lives of college and school friends until, without her noticing it, they weren’t in hers any more. Everything whittled down to the restaurant. That night at Christmas had been the first time in years she’d been out with non-restaurant people.


But now, if she isn’t with Neil, she is planning what they might do the next time he gets up. Or they are talking on the phone or, more often, texting. Or she’s simply daydreaming about him. She can fill hours doing that.


By the time she reaches the bottom corner, where the gully separates the field from the woods, the cold is bone-deep, her feet are numb and the darkness is almost pitch, the birdsong all but petered out. Even this close, the trees have become almost indistinguishable from each other, huddling close, as though guarding a secret. Stepping over the gully and in under them, waiting in the deeper darkness for her eyes to adjust, Sarah wonders if Nancy’s reaction would have been any different earlier if she’d known one small fact about her daughter and the minister’s son. Not that she’ll be telling her about that. Not once has there been a conversation about sex between mother and daughter and, as far as she’s concerned, best to keep it that way.


She has just taken a second careful step on the hidden, gnarled ground, hand on tree-trunk for balance, when she feels the dog’s eyes on her. She feels them, even before she turns her gaze and sees them, by her hand, and his hot breath hits her skin. Then, its body slowly revealing itself, still and tense with the task of observing her. Lean and thick-necked, hair tight to its skin, jaw slightly open, so she can just make out the dull gleam of teeth. One of those restricted breeds, like a pit bull or a Rottweiler. A pit bull, she thinks.


Ssh.


Attaboy.


Good boy.


She says the words in her mind, not daring to make a sound. The dog stays silent too, not even a low growl from him as Sarah’s eyes flit across the darkness and she tells herself that, at any second, the owner will appear, breathless and full of apologies. But even as she thinks it, she knows this is not someone’s pet.


This is someone’s weapon.


Then, a man’s voice, coming from the hollow, a few steps further in. Young and full of panic. ‘You don’t want him on ya.’


As soon as he speaks, the dog whines, thin and high-pitched. He pricks his ears, moves slightly closer so the breath is hotter on her skin. When she hears a woman’s cry, thin like the dog’s, it takes a moment to realise it’s coming from her. It stops in the same moment as an urgent rustling starts up somewhere close behind her. A frightened animal, she thinks, making its escape. All the time, the dog stays right there, still waiting for some signal.


And then – footsteps, from the hollow. They’re coming in her direction. When the man emits a low whistle, and the dog cocks his ears, lets out a quick yelp, Sarah is suddenly moving – one backward step, then turning and running across the gully and back up the dark field, towards the bright yellow square that is the kitchen window. For those first few seconds, she hears nothing but her own feet against the grass but then comes the sound of the dog’s heavy breathing and the heavy thud of his paws, and then, behind him, footsteps. She runs faster than she knew she could, but all the time their sounds seem to grow closer and torchlight is wildly swooping across the ground, first on one side of her, now on the other. It scuffs her briefly as she climbs the gate but it’s not until she’s at the back door, her fingers on the handle, that it’s on her again.


This time, it stays there.


Sarah puts a shaking hand over her eyes, squints into the light. ‘Who the fuck are you?’ she yells, her heart knocking furiously inside her.


The light goes out.
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The small detached building on Church Street is more like someone’s bungalow than a cop-house, with its neatly mown square of lawn out front, frosted-glass panes in the door. The place has always been as likely to be closed as open, the shadow of post often visible beneath the letterbox, through the glass. But this morning, a police car is parked outside, and since Sarah has pulled up, a couple of people have gone through its door, both re-emerging minutes later.


She turns on the radio, to indignant, defensive voices talking over each other. She changes the station before catching what they’re on about. Now Beyoncé is singing about a beautiful liar. Sarah looks ahead, at the blue signpost for the motorway there at the end of Church Street. It would take exactly one hour and twenty minutes to be back in the city, another ten or so to get to the restaurant, depending on traffic. Right now, it would still be empty, the floor and steel surfaces clean and shining, ready for the porter to show up and start prepping vegetables, a job she did herself for years.


Neil’s voice had echoed her panic when she called him the night before, after failing to get through to the station. Of course, she must have sounded deranged, babbling about a scary dog like that, and being chased by that guy. She’d been so frightened, her teeth had literally been chattering inside her, something she hadn’t known could actually happen, her heart’s wonky beats paining her chest. It was only when she’d finished muddling through what had happened and he’d gone out to the back room behind the bar to talk some sense into her, that it changed, to soft and reassuring. She’d probably just encountered some kids messing around, he’d said. Maybe someone using. A teenager from the Heights, that’s all it’ll have been. She should make sure the doors were locked, the windows all closed, and then she should get a good night’s sleep. Everything will seem better in the morning. I wouldn’t even tell your mother, he’d said, especially with her moving soon. Go into the garda station in the morning, if it makes you feel better, but I’d put money on you never seeing that guy again, or his charming pet.


As soon as he’d spoken the words, she’d heard the truth in them. She’d been able to take a hot shower, drink a cup of tea. Then she woke Nancy, who’d been sound asleep in her armchair by the fire all that time, her mouth slightly open, her head leaning painfully to the side.


‘Mam.’ Gingerly, she’d put a hand on her mother’s shoulder. ‘Mam.’


Nancy’s eyes opened, as she took in Sarah, her expression all effrontery. ‘This is what happens now,’ she’d said. ‘I lie awake all night and then I drop off in the evening.’ She glared at Sarah, as though she was somehow to blame for this new, unwelcome development in her sleeping patterns.


‘You’re all right.’


‘How was your walk?’


‘Fine. Tiring. Think I’ll get an early night.’


She really had thought she was fine. Or, at least, if she was still rattled, it was nothing that, as Neil had said, a good night’s sleep wouldn’t solve. Yet here she is.


A sudden loud rap on the window. It startles her so much she screams, her hands flying to her face. But when she looks out, she sees it’s just Ursula Hart, Neil’s cousin and Sarah’s old schoolmate, grinning in at her. ‘Demented-looking’ comes to Sarah’s mind as she lowers the window.


‘What are you doing sitting here at this hour?’ asks Ursula.


‘Avoiding my mother,’ says Sarah, grimly.


‘Oh, you’re priceless.’


This is how it’s always been between them – Sarah rising to the bait of being slightly shocking, because that’s what is required to make Ursula laugh. Even after things vaguely and inexplicably soured between them, back in their Leaving Certificate year, they still always seemed to fall into this way of being with each other.


‘It’s great to see you down,’ she says, as Sarah gets out of the car. ‘Time for a quick coffee?’ She nods towards the hotel up the road.


Sarah checks the time. The open house isn’t for another couple of hours. But the thought of coffee with Ursula fills her with dread. Any time she’s encountered her since school, she’s always come away feeling like shit.


She makes a face. ‘Nancy wants me to help her go through this paperwork for selling the farm.’ She rolls her eyes.


‘Ah, come on. You can do a quick one for an old friend, surely.’


They order their coffees at the hotel bar before returning to the lobby, where they take a table under a huge flatscreen television, the only addition to the room since Sarah last set foot in the place, back when they were in school. The black leather armchairs are still there, the ugly patterned carpet, the fish tank set into the wall, and even the creepy, unsmiling mannequins in glass cabinets displaying clothes from the town’s only and very stuffy boutique down the road.


‘I feel like I’m sixteen again,’ she says.


‘We should have ordered a plate of chips between us,’ laughs Ursula. ‘Remember we used do that, the lot of us.’


She doesn’t think she’s imagining it. Ursula’s making a real effort to be friendly.


‘It’s a wonder we were never barred.’


‘So, my lovely. What brings you home?’


‘Just helping Nancy with the sale.’


Ursula nods. ‘Thank God she’s moving out of that place. I know you won’t take offence with me saying that.’


‘It’s for the best.’


‘She’s finally dropped this idea of the two of you keeping on the farm, then?’


‘I wish.’


‘What?’


‘Just yesterday evening,’ Sarah admits, ‘she started on about it again.’


‘But I thought it was sale agreed and all that.’


‘It is.’


‘She’s mad. Sorry, I know she’s your mother.’


‘No. I don’t know what to think, to be honest with you.’


‘You’re not considering it.’ Ursula’s voice is pure astonishment.


‘I’m not considering it,’ says Sarah. ‘Of course not.’


‘But?’


‘I dunno.’


‘It would be pure madness. The two of you living there.’


‘She’d be in the granny flat, she says.’


‘Jesus fucking Christ.’


‘I know.’


‘Well,’ says Ursula. ‘Once the sale is through, she’ll have to let it go.’


‘It’s hard to believe,’ says Sarah.


‘Just hang in there. Christ.’ Ursula shudders. ‘Is the toilet still in an outhouse? I know you won’t mind me asking.’


‘No. That was ages ago.’


‘The spiders.’


‘Dad sorted that out.’ She has a memory of her father standing among bricks at the side of the house, a cement-mixer beside him. She’s not sure if it’s a real memory, though, or just a memory of a photograph she knows is in one of the albums at home.


‘Ah. Your poor dad. What age were you again when he died?’


‘Seven.’


‘Seven.’ Ursula shakes her head. ‘He’d be so proud of you now. People like your family. Salt of the earth.’


‘I don’t know about that.’


‘You can stop doing the modest act. I saw that article in the Chronicle. What was it? “Crookedwood girl cooking up feasts for Ireland’s A-list celebrities”.’


‘As if Ireland has any celebrities. Let alone A-listers.’


‘It’s fantastic. I’m proud of you.’


‘Ha.’


‘Honestly. This place has gone to pieces. Paul said the amount of drug-dealing cases they have coming in from the Heights …’


‘I forgot he’s a guard.’


‘Why? Have you need of one?’


She’s obviously thrown it out as a joke but when Sarah doesn’t smile, Ursula’s expression changes quickly. ‘Did something happen to Nancy?’


‘Not to Nancy.’ She looks at Ursula. ‘It’s probably nothing.’


‘Go on, spit it out. A problem shared and all that.’


So for the second time, Sarah describes what happened in the woods. It’s easier to recount now that it’s daytime – the walk down the field, the way the dog had seemed to appear out of nowhere, how he and that guy had followed her home, the torchlight on her face.


‘I honestly thought at one point he was going to catch up with me. And his horrible dog. It really felt like they wanted to hurt me.’


‘Jesus,’ says Ursula.


‘Right?’ She just catches herself before she says what Neil thought had happened. She had almost said his name. Neil reckons … ‘What do you think?’ she says.


Ursula looks at her closely. She always did have a sixth sense for gossip. And then, for the first time, it occurs to Sarah that maybe Neil has told her. Despite the twelve-year age gap, the two of them have always been very close – more like brother and sister than cousins. But as soon as the thought enters her mind, she dismisses it. There’s no way he would have told Ursula without letting Sarah know.


Ursula frowns, as though trying and failing to make some sense of what she’s just heard. ‘Was anyone else down there?’


‘I don’t think so.’


‘Did he say anything?’


‘He said, “You don’t want him on ya.”’


‘Oh my God.’


‘It was weird though. I could have sworn he didn’t know I was there until he said that. It was almost like he was talking to someone else.’


‘I thought you said there was no one else there.’


‘There wasn’t. At least, there didn’t seem to be. He must have been talking to me.’


‘Did you tell Nancy?’


‘No. You know how paranoid she can get.’


‘No point in worrying her over nothing, I suppose.’ Ursula looks at her. ‘Is that why you were sitting across from the station earlier?’


‘I suppose so.’


‘Why didn’t you call them last night?’


‘I did. No answer.’


Ursula tuts. ‘That place is gone to the dogs. Paul says a station in Dublin would never get away with how it’s run.’


‘Probably not.’


‘I tell you what. He’s on today but I don’t think he’s at the desk. Why don’t you come over first thing in the morning and tell him about it? Just informally, like. He’ll have a better idea than me.’


‘It’ll just be a fuss over nothing.’


‘It’s hardly a fuss.’


‘I’d feel bad if he’s not working.’


Ursula adopts a mock-formal tone. ‘A member of An Garda Síochána is never off duty.’


‘It won’t be first thing. Nancy’s me roped in to teach a class in the Garden Project.’


Ursula stares. ‘You’re not serious.’


‘I know. She thinks she can just volunteer my services to anyone.’


‘Say no.’


‘Oh, they’re down on volunteers or something. Kathy has to get some funding application in.’ She shrugs. ‘I’ve done so many of them over the years, I could do it with my eyes closed, in fairness.’


‘What time’s that on at?’


‘Half-ten.’


‘You’re too good, that’s your problem. You’re too nice.’


Sarah gives her what she hopes is a wry look. ‘How’s life with you anyways?’


‘Oh, same old same old, day in, day out. Sometimes I think I should have stayed in Australia. I’d probably have gone back there, if I hadn’t met Paul.’


Ursula went to Australia straight after school. Despite being the brightest girl in the class, she’d never bothered much with studying, only scraping through her exams. As far as Sarah knows, she passed the years over there working in a shop. Her parents’ fury the talk of the town at the time. But Ursula had always seemed to Sarah like someone for whom things would work out.


And then she’d moved home, and, to the best of Sarah’s knowledge, temps in an accounting office in Dunlone. Started going out with Paul when he got stationed there in Crookedwood.


‘He seems really nice,’ says Sarah. It’s only a white lie. She met him that one time over Christmas and it’s not like she’s any reason to think badly of him.


‘He’s not the worst. Even if he is from Dublin.’


But a change has crept into Ursula’s voice. When a young guy comes out with their coffee on a tray, Sarah waits for her to start chatting to him – she’s always known everyone in the town – but she just watches him put the cups, sugar bowl and milk on the table.


‘Have you set a date?’ asks Sarah.


‘What?’


‘For the wedding.’


‘Oh. No, not yet.’


‘No rush, I suppose.’


‘Exactly.’ Ursula pours milk into her coffee. ‘I still can’t believe Nancy did that.’


‘The Garden Project? That’s nothing.’


‘As long as you don’t let yourself get sucked back into small-town bullshit. You know that thing they say about lobsters, pulling each other back down.’


‘You might make that point to Nancy when you see her.’


Ursula gives her a curious look. ‘Mind you, you always were harder than you look.’


‘What?’


‘Oh, yeah. In school.’ Ursula shakes her head. ‘All butter wouldn’t melt. But when it came to the crunch.’ She sucks air between her teeth.


‘I don’t remember being like that.’


‘It’s a compliment.’


A classic Ursula compliment.


‘Cheers.’


‘Oh, my God. I’ve just had an idea.’


‘Yeah?’


‘There’s no need to sound so suspicious. When are you back to Dublin, did you say? Not until Monday?’


‘Straight back after the meeting with the solicitor Monday morning.’


‘Cormac?’


‘I always forget he’s your cousin too.’


‘There’s a session planned here for the under-21s team. Why don’t you come up to the house and talk to Paul, and then we’ll head out? I’ll say it to the girls. We could have a little reunion.’


Sarah pretends to think about it. ‘I’d better not risk it. I’m on in the restaurant Monday night. It’s bloody hard enough not to screw up without a hangover.’


‘Ah, come on.’


‘Sorry.’


Ursula makes a sad face. ‘Surely you’re allowed one hung-over shift.’


‘Afraid not. I won’t burden Paul with all that rubbish either. I really don’t think there’s anything to worry about now.’


‘All right,’ says Ursula. ‘If you’re sure?’


‘Thanks all the same. And now I’d better head. I don’t want to give Nancy another reason to be annoyed with me. I said I’d give her a lift to this open-house thing.’ Another white lie. That morning, she hadn’t chanced even mentioning the open house to Nancy. She’d managed to nip out after breakfast without Nancy even noticing her going.


‘What – Neil’s thing?’


‘I thought I may as well go, while I’m down.’ Sarah starts putting on her coat.


‘The sooner it’s over, the better,’ says Ursula. ‘I’ve never seen him so stressed out.’


‘That bad? I heard he’s a strong case.’


‘Oh, it couldn’t be stronger. Jobs. More housing. A supermarket instead of everyone having to use that stupid Spar all the time.’


‘I agree with you.’


‘But there’s all this local opposition. Which has seen an end to smaller developments than that. And then, of course, there’s Jane.’


Ever since Neil met his wife Jane, Ursula has blamed her for everything that’s gone wrong in his life. When she was younger, Sarah had always felt it seemed unfair, despite the horror stories about Jane – a case of Ursula being blinded by her love of an adored older cousin who was once the county’s rising football star, the world his oyster, who now has to deal with the indignity of having a crazed alcoholic for a wife.


Now she picks a ball of lint off the sleeve of her cardigan, rolls it between finger and thumb. ‘What about her?’ she says, as lightly as she can manage.


‘The drinking is out of control.’


‘Hasn’t it always been?’


‘Lately, it’s different. He’s at his wits’ end with her. She keeps wandering off drunk out of her skull. The other night, he found her out your road. Completely out of it. Someone could have run her over.’
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