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ONE


It’s early. It must be very early. This, I can tell without even opening my eyes. To be honest, I really don’t want to open them yet. I’ve got that very special feeling one only gets on particular mornings; the feeling that everything is fine and will remain so as long as one doesn’t move a muscle, doesn’t crack an eyelid, doesn’t commit to being awake at all.


Despite following all these self-made rules in order to fool my brain into drifting back to the safety of dreamland, I become acutely aware that something is very different about this ‘special feeling’ scenario. The weirdest sensation, like nothing I’ve ever felt before. I could only describe it as feeling tightly squeezed into my own skin. Like a sausage. A sausage under a too-hot grill, about to burst its pressurised constraints and split open with a great sizzling release.


Well, that’s just lovely, Rosie.


The part of my brain that’s still present and correct is unimpressed, and quite certain that I’m not a sausage. This must be some new, bizarre form of hangover. I mentally check my entire body for symptoms, taking care not to move as I do so, for fear they’ll all manifest fast and furious if I do. No pounding head as yet. No sawdust mouth or churning stomach. No chills in fingers or toes, nor aching muscles. Interesting. Perhaps I discovered a new wonder drink last night, the only ill effect of which is a vague sausage feeling. I could live with that, to be honest, compared to some of the cracking Sambuca-induced hangovers I’ve endured.


Last night. That’s another odd thing. Trying to cast my mind back is leading me to an absolute dead end. Somehow I’m failing to conjure up even the faintest memory of the events leading to the present situation.


I suppose I’m going to have to open my eyes. With the utmost care, I do so, first focusing on the cracked and cobwebby ceiling of my bedroom for a few moments, then lifting my head to peer around gingerly.


I’m wearing my very comfy, very ugly, blue-flannel PJs. I must therefore deduce that I can’t have left the house last night. Seeing as most nights I return home and find the concept of undressing for bed far too much like hard work, it’s practically impossible to consider the idea that I would have come home, disrobed and then carefully clad myself in these hideous pyjamas. Anyway, I usually sleep naked. Which means, Watson, that it must have been a cosy night in on the couch with Jenny, my best friend and housemate. Which is good news, as we definitely needed one of those. Things have been a bit strained of late.


But why can’t I remember anything? And why do I still feel like a pork product?


‘Jenny!’ I bawl at the top of my voice.


Our cottage is pretty small, so she’d probably hear me through the draughty old walls if I just muttered her name half-heartedly, but we do like to yell at each other. It’s just one of those housemate games. Like hiding obscene Playgirl pinups in the cereal box, or pretending the guy your friend fancies has just walked in when she’s been squeezing her spots and rubbing olive oil into her hair for twenty minutes. I still owe her for that one, come to think of it.


She doesn’t seem to be in. That, or she’s ignoring me and trying to get some more sleep. Fat chance I’m going to let her.




I wear out my vocal chords appealing to her in every tone of voice and with every nickname I can muster up. Eventually when there’s no response at all, not even a peep, I realise that I must accept defeat. Either she’s got seventeen pillows piled over her ears, or she’s gone out already. Isn’t it a bit early for that though? I try to turn my head to look at the bedside clock with as little physical exertion as possible.


That’s when I finally register the chaotic scene around me. My bedroom is absolutely trashed. Now, I’m not a neat freak or anything, but I’m not a messy, dirty teenager anymore either. And this room looks worse than it ever got in my teen years. Evidence suggests that a very small, very precise hurricane hit right here in the epicentre of my bedroom. My clothes, shoes, make-up and jewellery are strewn around willy-nilly. Nothing is where it belongs, and even from my not-so-vantage point I can see that a lot of stuff is broken. Only one painting remains on my wall, and even that one is hanging at a very precarious angle. The rest are scattered in ragged pieces amongst all the other debris. One particularly vicious-looking shard of mirrored glass is sticking up right in the centre of the room, like a modern art installation. I must warn Jenny before she barges in, which she inevitably will when she finally gets her act together.


What in God’s name went on here last night?


I’m contemplating getting up and investigating further when I hear movement coming from the kitchen. Why, from the sounds of it, the little minx is home after all. This is all a bit too strange and I have a sudden premonition of doom. I hope she’s not mad at me again. Maybe we had another fight over Jack last night? I’m about to call out to her in a more polite manner when there’s a tentative knock on my door.


Right. We must have had a fight. Jenny never knocks.


‘Enter!’ I try to force a jovial tone into my voice, but it sounds strained even to my ears.


There’s no response on the other side of the heavy wooden door, until after a good ten-second delay,


‘Rosie?’ Jenny’s voice whispers through as she pushes the door open just a crack.


‘That is I,’ I speak a little louder, ‘Do come in to my delightfully tidy boudoir.’


But she’s speaking over me now, ‘ROSIE?’ Quite unnecessarily loud, to my sensitive ears.


‘YES!’ I bellow back at the door, getting irritated at this point.


She finally pushes the door all the way open. I hear the sharp intake of breath as she takes in the carnage around me.


‘I think I’ve been burgled!’ I joke lamely, in a bid to ease the strange tension in the air.


Jenny’s gaze shifts from the wreckage of my room to where I’m lying prone on the bed. Her already large brown eyes grow even bigger and rounder, and her little rosebud mouth falls open in an expression of abject horror.


‘Jeez, I know I probably look rough, but aren’t you over reacting a li—’




My wisecrack is cut short by an ear-splitting scream issuing forth from my housemate’s now gaping mouth. She spins around and disappears from sight. From the huge slamming sound that reverberates in her wake, I’d say she’s just exited at high speed through the front door.


I think it might be time for me to get up.


Once I do finally drag myself out of bed I no longer feel all that bad. As a matter of fact, I feel really good. Strong, fit and healthy. The sausage-feeling has abated entirely and I have the completely unnatural urge to go for a run. And believe me, I don’t run. Ever.


I pick my way carefully through the rubble of my own little Ground Zero, into the kitchen. There are several empty wine bottles and a pair of well-pawed glasses loitering by the sink, which adds fuel to my theory of a girls’ night in.


I can see Jenny pacing like a caged animal at the gate through the window, mobile phone pressed to her ear, gesticulating wildly towards the cottage. I wonder what’s gotten into her. It’s a miserable, grey, drizzly morning and she’s bound to be getting soaked out there. She seems to be looking in my direction, so I give her a little wave, but there’s no response forthcoming.


Definitely mad at me then. Maybe if I make her breakfast she’ll defrost a little. I open the fridge and ponder the contents, chewing on my bottom lip. Not much inspiration to be found here unfortunately. Half a browning banana, a badly re-wrapped chunk of Cheddar that’s sprouting some impressive mould patches, an almost-empty carton of milk, and a jar of relish that’s been lurking there in the back ever since we moved in.


I swing the fridge door shut, harder than I meant to. I’m not even hungry, which in itself is a little unusual, being as I’m damn near always hungry. My appetite is pretty legendary around here. But then, I am a ‘whole lotta woman’ as Jack likes to tell me. Not fat, as he hastened to clarify the first time he said it and my lip curled in a warning growl. Definitely not fat. Delightfully well proportioned, in fact, seeing as I stand five eleven in flats, and sport some rather impressive size eight-and-a-half feet (which, much to my eternal frustration, make shoe-shopping a nightmare).


I wander back towards my bedroom, planning on slipping on some warm clothes and going out to check on Jenny where she’s now perched on the gatepost like a strange little gargoyle.


It’s only when I reach the doorway and look from this new perspective into my own room that things start to get really messed up. Aside from the room looking like a bomb has hit it, there is a strange figure sprawled on my bed.


My first (ridiculous) thought is: Hey, how did I not notice that someone was sleeping with me?


My second (more appropriate) thought is: Oh shit, look at all that blood!


The prone body has a blueish tinge to its skin, and there’s a large, dark pool of blood spreading right beside its head. From where I’m standing it looks like it’s coming from a small, deep wound just above the poor woman’s temple.


How did this happen? Who the hell is this very dead-looking stranger in my bed? But then, with a leaden drop in my gut, the realisation dawns that this is no stranger.




That mop of red hair looks disturbingly familiar. I recognise those worn-looking, blue-flannel PJs. Those are, without doubt, size eight-and-a-half feet.


‘HOLY SHIT!’


I stagger backwards, groping for the kitchen counter to hold me up. No wonder Jenny freaked out. This has to be some kind of overboard Halloween joke. When I find out who’s responsible for this, I’ll be giving them a piece of my mind. This kind of fright could cause a heart attack.


I realise all in a rush that my grasping hand hasn’t made contact with anything, despite the fact that I’ve stumbled, flailing, into the centre of the kitchen. Where the kitchen table should be.


Where the kitchen table still is.


Where I am standing, smack bang in the middle of the kitchen table, wearing it like some kind of haute couture wooden skirt.


It’s my turn to scream.









TWO


Jenny and I moved into Honeysuckle Cottage about eighteen months ago, shortly after she moved home from Dublin. She’s been my best friend ever since she turned up in the school playground and berated Melissa McEvoy for stealing my packet of Frisps. Even then, she was the most exotic creature I had ever laid eyes on (but then, that’s not saying much when you’ve been born and bred in a small Irish village like Ballycarragh).


She was about half the size of every other student in our class. We all thought there had to have been some kind of mistake, and kept expecting her to be moved back down a few classes to where she belonged. But she was insistent that she was seven years old and belonged with the rest of us seven and eight year olds. When it became apparent nobody in charge was going to prove her wrong, we had to accept it as fact.


She was the cutest-looking little thing. From the moment I laid eyes on her I was in a kind of jealous awe of her dainty features and delicate beauty. She looked like a little china doll. She still does, in fact. Big, brown eyes dominating a small, heart-shaped face, with rosebud lips and a tiny upturned nose. When she was little she had a head full of tumbling black curls, but once she hit her teens she sheared it all off, favouring a tousled crop that basically just does its own thing and always looks astonishingly chic.


Men go la-la over Jenny. They see her as this delicate, innocent little flower that they can protect and admire, and feel all manly and strong around. Unfortunately for them, this perception is a million miles from the real Jenny. She’s tough and ballsy, with a mouth like a whole den of sailors and a real don’t-mess-with-me attitude. Of course, she’s soft and loving, and tender and considerate too, but most men don’t tend to stick around to discover that, once their idealistic fantasies have been shattered by just one tongue-lashing from her pretty mouth.


We made a real odd couple in school. I was already standing a good head above all the boys in my class, let alone the girls. By the time I was eleven I was showing signs of being pretty well endowed in the curves area too, while poor Jenny didn’t even start to manifest boobs until she was almost fifteen. For most of our teen years we would bitch and moan and complain to each other for hours on end about how we each wished we could look more like the other:


Jenny wanted my long, thick, red hair.


I wanted her big brown ‘Bambi eyes’.


She wanted a full, oversized smile like mine.


I wanted her cute little nose.


She wanted my considerable tits and ass.


I wanted to be feminine and dainty like her.


And then we got over it. Somewhere around sixteen we sort of realised that we were both pretty lucky – neither of us resembled a hunchbacked crackwhore and we quite liked being ourselves actually.


It was around that time that Jenny met and fell instantly in love with Tom Devine. I’d be lying if I said I’d never felt a stab of envy about their relationship, but it was impossible to resent Tom. He was generous with his time and never made me feel like I was a third wheel. In fact, over the years he actually became like the bonus member of our cosy little friendship more than an intruding male. He loved Jenny to distraction, often boring me with incessant talk of how cute and sweet and funny she was when we were alone. But he gave me good advice regarding the string of short-lived affairs I went through, and was always understanding when Jenny and I needed some time alone. To be honest, he was the perfect boyfriend. No boy I ever met measured up, that’s for sure.


Jenny and Tom moved to Dublin the year we all turned twenty-one. That was a real blow to me. I wasn’t sure how I would cope in Ballycarragh without them. I made many complicated plans to move away myself, but never actually followed through on any of them. I’m not sure why. I always planned to do plenty of travel, but I tend to spend whatever money I manage to cobble together. And the summer job I took (that somehow managed to turn into my full-time job to this day) as a barmaid in McMorrow’s pub didn’t exactly fill my pockets. I did visit Jenny and Tom in Dublin quite a bit, and they came down home often enough too, so in the end it wasn’t quite as traumatic as I’d thought it would be.


Jenny worked in a rather upmarket hotel in the city centre and Tom was a self-employed carpenter. They were tremendously happy and after a few years were already talking about getting a mortgage, making babies and the rest. They got engaged, which came as no surprise to anyone. What did come as a surprise, however, was that almost a year to the day after Tom proposed, Jenny walked out and moved back home. No explanation. She never told anyone what really happened, not even me, and she usually informed me of everything, even that extremely disturbing erotic dream she had about Bertie Ahern once. She was adamant there was no big mystery behind her decision, that it was just a fact that we all needed to accept and then move on, but I knew her too well to really believe that.


Tom was devastated, but I didn’t really get to talk to him after the fact. I only saw him once, briefly, that Christmas, when he was in McMorrow’s for a pint with his brothers. I felt slightly disloyal to Jenny, but I had to serve him his pint, didn’t I? All he said to me when I made a subtle enquiry as to what had really gone down between them was, ‘I loved her so much, Rosie. But she just stopped loving me.’




I put it to Jenny that night when I got home. I didn’t tell her what Tom had said, but I did ask her straight out why she had stopped loving him. Her reply was heart-breaking. She said in a flat voice, ‘I’ll never stop loving him. But I don’t deserve his love.’


After that, she refused to be drawn any further. I tried on many occasions (usually when we’d had a little too much wine) to get her to open up and fill me in on why she felt this way, but there’s no-one as stubborn as Jenny when she’s made her mind up about something, and she never spoke a peep about it ever again. Sometimes I would catch a look in her eye that suggested she was lost in a world of her own. Whenever I saw that faraway sadness come over her it maddened me that I couldn’t help.


Tom Devine didn’t move home. He rarely visits Ballycarragh nowadays as he lives in California with his wife and daughter. He was married barely nine months after he and Jenny split up, and a baby came along suspiciously soon after that. Rumours abounded in Ballycarragh that the new wife had been his bit on the side and that Jenny had left him because she found out. Or that ‘The Yank’, as she is affectionately referred to around here, was just a rebound thing that had gone too far and that any day now he would snap out of it. Jenny has no comment at all on the whole thing. Personally, I hope he found love again and is very happy. And I hope even more that one of these days the same will happen for my gorgeous best friend.


Sometimes I wonder if her experience with Tom is what makes her so weird about my relationship with Jack. My gorgeous boyfriend, Jack Harper, can do no right in Jenny’s eyes. She knew him before I did, of course. But the arrogant, self-important wanker she describes from those days is certainly not the same sweet, handsome, sexy man that I met and fell in love with around this time last year. I do try to be understanding of her feelings, but to be honest it’s lately got to the point where we simply don’t talk about him. Every time we have, we’ve ended up rowing. At the end of the day, I’m not going to let any man, no matter how wonderful he is, come between my best friend and me. That said, I’m not going to let my best friend come between my man and me either. So it hasn’t been the easiest situation to manoeuvre all in all. And now it seems like things are about to get even more complicated, due to the small fact that I seem to be dead.









THREE


I leap clear of the kitchen table like a scalded cat, regarding it suspiciously from a safe distance. This can’t actually be happening, can it? I have to be having some kind of crazy realistic dream. But there’s no way I’m getting back into that bed with my own gruesome-looking corpse to try to sleep it off. My body is tingling with adrenaline, and it feels like my heart’s beating at a thousand times the normal rate. And yet, how can this be, if that bleeding, blue lump of flesh in there is my actual body? I look down warily to where my body usually resides. Yes, here I am, standing in the kitchen in my flannel PJs and bare feet. I pinch my arm, and though it doesn’t hurt, I feel my own skin between my fingers.


This is seriously weird. I’m still breathing but, hang on …


Yup, as I suspected, I can stop just like that. It’s like the sensations of my breath and my heartbeat are just memories, habitual repetitions of the real thing. If I concentrate, the heartbeat feeling goes away, and so does the breathing thing. But that just feels wrong, so I hurriedly bring back the familiar thump-thump, in-out-in-out.




Okay, Rosie, get yourself under control. What do we know for sure?


My dead body appears to be lying prone in the bedroom next door. Fact.


My best friend has discovered this and is currently (understandably) freaking out. Fact.


I’m a ghost. Fact?


This last one proves too much for me. I’ve got to get out of here. I can feel the blind panic rising in me on a tide of cold, dead blood. I rush to the front door, only to discover that I can’t get a proper grip on the door handle. My damn hand (the ghost of my damn hand) just keeps swiping through the solid metal knob. A frustrated, anxious noise, somewhere between a cat wailing and the whine of a strained engine, escapes me as I grasp thin air again and again.


Why can’t I do this? I could have sworn I opened the fridge earlier, didn’t I? Maybe I just imagined it. Or worse, maybe I’ve completely lost my mind along with my corporeal form. What did I do differently with the fridge? Dammit, I didn’t even think about it that time and I managed. Now here I am, trying to do the simplest thing in the world and it’s like banging my head against a brick wall.


This thought stops me in my distressed tracks. I realise there’s an alternative. After all, I’ve seen this kind of stuff in the movies loads of times. Surely it’s the same in real life. Surely a silly little thing like a brick wall, or for that matter a wooden door, can’t stop me. I take a deep (entirely unnecessary) breath and step purposefully through the slab of solid oak that is our front door.


I pop out the other side successfully, and stand spluttering in the damp morning air. What they absolutely don’t mention in the movies is the grossness of that experience. It feels like being sucked in, chewed a few times, then spat out with the force of a champagne cork. But worst of all is the taste of it! I would never have thought a door could have a flavour, but I know better now. I feel like I just swallowed a mouthful of sawdust. Smokey, slightly damp-smelling, woody sawdust, with a lingering aftertaste of varnish. I will not be doing that again in a hurry.


Gurning and spitting like a cantankerous camel, I wander over to where Jenny is still engrossed in her phone conversation. Her voice is simultaneously shaky and exasperated.


‘Yes, that is correct. A dead body … Yes, I’m quite sure it is … Yes, blue … As I said, Ballycarragh.’


A small muscle in her jaw is starting to twitch. A sure sign that something’s really starting to get on Jen’s nerves. Sure enough, after a brief pause in which I clearly hear the person on the other end of the line saying in a disbelieving voice ‘So you think there’s a dead person in your bedroom, is it?’ Jenny explodes, shrieking, ‘I HAVE JUST FOUND MY BEST FRIEND’S DEAD BODY!’


She takes a deep breath before returning her voice to its usual volume. Now her tone is calm and ominously friendly, managing to suggest grievous bodily harm and cupcakes all at once. ‘And I need you to send the police right now or…’ The unspoken end of that sentence hangs in the air for a moment, throbbing with Tarantino-esque threats, before there’s a muffled response on the other end of the line, and Jenny chirps brightly, ‘Thank you! Have a nice day!’


She hangs up with all the force one can muster when pressing the red button on a smartphone. I can’t help chuckling. Even in a crisis she’s sharp as a tack. She shoves the phone back into her pocket and tucks herself up inside the old over-sized coat she’s wearing. Mine, I realise with a pang, finding it horribly touching how small and vulnerable she looks with her knees tucked up inside it and the sleeves covering her hands. It’s just her tousled little head poking out the top; her face pale, her eyes red. I step in front of her, harbouring a wild hope that perhaps she’ll be able to see me in my ghostly form and we could have a joyful reunion and then maybe spend a few days causing havoc around the village. She could pass on all my messages to my loved ones and I could still live in Honeysuckle Cottage, and there’d be no need for anyone to be sad …


Not a flicker. Not even when I wave my hand millimetres from her nose. So I’m destined to wander the earth alone and lonely. All of a sudden a thousand questions are clamouring for attention inside my head.


Why the hell am I here? Where’s the bright light I’m supposed to be heading towards, or the friendly, rosy-cheeked relative come to greet me, dressed all in white and smiling beatifically?


I can’t even begin to answer those questions. Not with the day I’m having and all the shock and horror I’ve had to deal with so far already. Instead, I try a little harder to communicate with Jen. I always was more interested in the life of the living than deep philosophical questions about the afterlife – it seems that even death can’t shake me out of some habits.


‘Jenny …’ I croon, in a desperate and rather spooky sounding voice. ‘JENNY!’ I bark, right in her ear.


No response. She just sits there, staring up the road, no doubt waiting for the police to arrive before she ventures back into the house. Well, I’ll just wait with her, I suppose. There’s no way I want to go back in there on my own. And I’ve got nowhere else to be. I suffer a sudden, ridiculous moment of panic as I realise I’m supposed to be opening up the pub this morning, swiftly followed by an equally ridiculous feeling of glee as it hits me that I never have to go back to work again.


I suppose Jack will realise I’m not turning up, and he’ll open up for me. Then he’ll start trying to call me and get no response, and then, eventually, he’ll get worried and contact someone. Oh, my poor baby, then he’ll hear the news and I can’t even imagine how horrible that’s going to be for him.


I can hear an engine in the distance. It doesn’t look like Jenny has noticed it yet. It gets louder still. I’m pretty sure it must be on our road now. She’s still not reacting. Just before the silver car rounds the corner, Jenny sits up straighter and cocks an ear. It’s the Gardaí Síochána – the local Irish police force – which means Sergeant Seán O’Flaherty and his mini-me son, Seán Óg O’Flaherty, the left arm of the law in Ballycarragh.


‘Oh well, now.’ I can’t help myself instinctively trying to have a bit of a moment with Jenny. ‘There’s nothing to worry about with these two on the case!’


Of course, she doesn’t crack a smile. She clambers down from the gatepost looking solemn and shaken. Even when I start humming the Magnum, P.I. theme tune as the two men exit the car, she resists joining in. This is something Jenny and I have done since we were kids every time we spot Sergeant O’Flaherty. He’s had the same Tom Selleck moustache for as long as anyone in Ballycarragh can remember. Rumour has it he was born with it. Poor Seán Óg has been trying to grow his own for years now, but unfortunately all he can manage is a sparse scattering of fine hair which could only be described as bum fluff.


As soon as Seán Óg sees Jenny, he flushes bright red and starts looking down at the gravel with intense concentration. We all went to school together, you see, and Seán Óg always had the biggest crush on her. Usually Jenny is outrageously flirtatious with him, which only makes him go redder and redder and become completely unable to string a sentence together at all, much to our cruel delight.


Today however, to my continued disappointment, she greets the two men with a minimum of words, let alone coquettish fun.


‘I thought she stayed at the pub last night,’ she explains, leading them into the house. ‘But then, this morning, I saw her coat and …’ She stops well short of my bedroom door, gesturing queasily. ‘She’s in there.’


With that, she drops into a chair at the kitchen table and puts her head in her hands, clearly worn out from the effort of trying to maintain her composure. I don’t have the stomach to go in there and watch that pair poking and prodding at my defenceless body. It would just feel too undignified. So I crouch beside Jenny and try with all my might, one last time, to telepathically communicate with her.


The thing is, I’m pretty sure I’ve never really come across any instructions as to how to psychically contact the living from beyond the grave, so what I end up doing is mentally stamping my foot and ranting, Why can’t you hear me, dammit?


Unsurprisingly, she doesn’t answer. And I don’t have long to practise my sophisticated technique, as the O’Flahertys are out of my room in under two minutes.


‘Definitely dead, so she is,’ says Seán Senior, shaking his head solemnly. ‘I’ve not seen the like in Ballycarragh in over thirty years.’


Seán Óg’s usual pink flush has entirely left his cheeks, now he’s even paler and more shaken looking than Jenny. He stands behind his father, breathing shallowly and gripping his hat with white knuckles.


Jenny just continues to stare straight ahead, not reacting at all to either of the Gardaí. Her gaze seems fixed on a point a long way off through the window of the cottage and quite possibly all the way into the next county.


‘Well, what the hell happened to me then?’ I demand impatiently, standing up and glaring at Seán Senior.


For a moment, it actually seems like he’s answering me, but the quick flash of hope fades as I realise he’s clearly addressing Jenny. ‘We’ll have to wait for the fellas from the city before we touch anything in there. They will investigate the environment and subsequentially will remove the caddyver from the scene of the crime. It’ll be sent off to Dublin for some ferronsic tests and the like, and an aupotsy.’ He pauses, obviously delighted with the opportunity to abuse such technical terms.


I’m clearly in good hands here.


‘Nothing can be confirmed at this junk-tour, but my initial investigation would suggest that Miss Potter has what appears to be a bullet hole just above her left ear. Also, her surroundings are in an considerable disarray suggesting a struggle or attempted robbery. So we must consider foul play in our investigation. We could well be dealing with a homistide here.’


What? Hang on a minute. Bullet hole? Foul Play? Homistide? Does this mean I was murdered, is that what ol’ Garda O’Flaherty is saying? Oh bloody hell. I suddenly feel very light-headed. It appears that Seán Óg experiences pretty much the same feeling, as he makes a sudden dash for the front door, his hand over his mouth, eyes watering.




Try being the one who’s been viciously executed for no good reason!


What have I ever done to deserve this? Who the hell would want to hurt me? KILL me?


‘Jack Harper.’ Jenny says, under her breath.


‘WHAT?’ I spin around, my eyes bulging out of their sockets. ‘Oh, no, no, no, Jenny, don’t you even dare …’


Jenny raises red eyes to Sergeant Seán O’Flaherty Senior. My heart sinks as I see the cold, hard hatred in those pretty brown eyes.


‘Jack Harper did this,’ she says, loud and clear. Then once more for good measure. ‘Jack bloody Harper.’


Shit.


Shit, shit, shit.









FOUR


Jack Harper walked into McMorrow’s bar one chilly evening last November as I was pondering just how bored I’d have to get to strike up yet another conversation with Seamie Doherty (one of our regular customers) about cars. Seamie only talks about cars, you see. The rest of the time he just sits staring into his pint, giving each new patron who walks into the bar a slight jerk of the head as his greeting.


Or perhaps I could encourage Auld Ross Moriarty (from a safe olfactory distance of course because, phew, that man is ripe) to break into song and serenade the small gaggle of lost-looking tourists gingerly sipping their long-flat pints of Guinness in the corner.


Imagine my delight, then, when as a third option I was blessed with this gorgeous ride of a man walking through the door. He was all wrapped up in a thick duffel coat, gloves, scarf and a beanie hat pulled down over his brows, but the little I could see of him was very promising. Let’s face it, though, if it walks on two legs and has the Y chromosome in Ballycarragh it’s pretty promising.


His (sexy, blue) eyes swept the room as he slowly pulled off his gloves, finger by finger. I watched him taking in the low-beamed ceiling, the big open fire, the crooked shelves running higgledy-piggledy around the walls, the long stretch of dark-wood bar and finally, me, standing behind it, polishing a wine glass to within an inch of its life. I realised I was holding my breath and tried to surreptitiously let it out while he held my gaze, a devastatingly sexy smile slowly lifting the corners of his mouth.


Ah, Jesus. I literally felt a sharp stab of desire in my lower belly. What a treat on a dismally quiet, rainy Sunday night. Just wait till I told Jenny about this!


The handsome stranger pulled off his hat to reveal a tousled head of blondy-brown hair as he walked over to where I was standing. He stuck out one (clean, tanned, neatly maintained) hand and greeted me with a twinkle.




‘Hello, gorgeous redhead behind the bar,’ he drawled, in an accent somewhere between South Dublin and downtown New York.


I was grinning like the Cheshire Cat at this stage. I put down the very shiny wine glass to clumsily shake the hand he proffered. He lifted my (pale, freckly, slightly-sticky-with-Guinness-residue) hand to his lips and planted a firm, dry kiss.


‘Jack Harper, at your service,’ he said, causing me to instantly start fantasising about the many exotic services I would require. ‘I’m the new entertainment manager here.’


Ah, yes. I had heard something about this, the latest madcap plan of Roger Smith. My boss was a big-city business mogul, who had several years earlier moved to Ballycarragh to start a family. He took over the local pub, and ever since then he had been introducing marketing scheme after promotion plan after grand expansion idea. The truth was, there wasn’t another pub for miles around and McMorrow’s would probably have run itself, left to its own devices. But Lydia Smith had yet to produce any new members of the family and Roger was obviously a man who liked to keep busy, so we all tolerated the fancy big business attempts to glamorise our local pub. We’d all been having a great laugh just the previous night at the very thought of some city slicker coming in here and trying to ‘inject a little glamour’ into the place, as Roger had boasted the entertainment manager would do.


However, I was rapidly rethinking my exclamations of ‘Glamour, me arse!’ and ‘I’ll not entertain any new managers around here!’ now that I was faced with the real deal.


‘Rosie Potter,’ I squeaked, my voice somehow managing to come out sounding like a bad impression of a Sesame Street character. Clearing my throat hurriedly, I continued in my normal, low voice, ‘bar manager.’


I was bursting with the news as I let myself into the cottage later that night. Jack and I had chatted for a good hour before he disappeared upstairs to move himself into the small, attic apartment above the pub. I was ecstatic that he was going to be living there; nowhere to hide! Now, I realise I may sound like I have a touch of the stalker about me, but I can’t stress enough how rare it is to see a new face in Ballycarragh, let alone such a pretty one.


Besides, I was generously considering the possibility of handing this one over to Jenny. She still hadn’t had so much as a sniff of another man since returning from Dublin after the whole Tom Devine debacle. Never mind that I kind of wanted him for myself, I thought magnanimously, her need was greater than mine. Then again, one must give a lad the opportunity to choose for himself. It’s not like men don’t have a mind of their own. Either way though, it would probably be best to lay the groundwork quickly; before every unattached female in a six-mile radius started to come sniffing around.


‘Oi, Jammy!’ I called, as the front door slammed behind me. I found her in the sitting room, curled up under several blankets looking pretty doleful. Glancing at the TV before her, I could see why. The kissing-in-the-rain scene from The Notebook filled the screen. I’ve lost count of how many times we’ve watched that film. I’m surprised she can’t recite the entire script from heart.


I rolled my eyes at her exaggeratedly, but she just sniffed at me and returned her gaze to the movie.


‘Cup of tea?’ I chirped. ‘I have some news …’




‘Hmmm?’ She didn’t seem all that interested.


I made my tea, generously making one for her too, even though I wasn’t sure she deserved it, the grumpy wench. Then I flounced back into the dark little sitting room, which was lit only by the flickering fire and the bluish glow of the TV. I flicked on the side lamp by my favourite armchair and flopped down with a loud sigh.


‘Oh, what a day, what a day!’ I muttered, ostensibly to myself.


She vaguely tilted her chin in my direction, not shifting her gaze from the screen at all. Stubborn mare! I was definitely rethinking my generous donation of Jack Harper. I decided I was just going to have to lob my news in like a grenade if I wanted to gain her attention at all.


‘The new ents manager arrived today, and he’s certainly not the vacant blonde PR princess we were expecting,’ I said, loudly. ‘In fact, he’s a drop-dead hottie.’


Calmly, Jenny lifted the remote control and snapped the TV off. She turned her whole body towards me, swinging her legs over the armrest of her chair and making herself comfortable as she fixed me with big, interested eyes.


‘Do tell,’ she said, in a measured tone that belied only a hint of excitement.


‘Ha!’ I barked, delightedly. ‘I’m not sure you deserve my juicy news now, wench!’


We both chortled wholeheartedly for a few moments; the sort of shared giggles that have many years of friendship and experience behind them. And then I told her all about the gorgeous creature who had walked into our local pub that evening and who, joyously, seemed likely to be sticking around for quite a while. Jenny whooped and sighed and ‘oohed’ in all the right places, right up until I said his name.


‘Jack said he’s going to try to do at least one themed night a month, and there’ll be no admittance unless you’re in fancy dress. Can you imagine some of our regulars all dressed up? Seamie Doherty in drag? Auld Ross as Spongebob Squarepants?’ My laughter petered out as I noticed that Jenny wasn’t sharing in the hilarity of it all.


‘Jen?’ I enquired, confused. What had brought on this sudden change of mood?


‘What’s his second name?’ she asked bluntly, her voice clipped and strangely anxious-sounding.


‘Er … Harper, I think,’ I replied, still somewhat bewildered by the turn this conversation was taking. ‘Middle name “Sexy”!’


My weak attempt at lightening the atmosphere certainly didn’t do the trick. Jenny just continued to stare through me, seemingly lost in her own thoughts, a stressed-looking frown creasing her brow.


‘Why do you ask, Jenny?’ I asked gently.


She didn’t answer for a long moment. I almost thought she hadn’t heard me, the silence stretched out for so long. Finally she spoke, standing up from the armchair by the fire abruptly.
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