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      For Richard,
at long last

      




      
      
      One

      
      Cathy Long waited by the wall as the bus inched along its route. She closed her eyes and felt new freckles burst onto her
         face in the late evening sun. Maybe if she got enough of them they’d join up to form a tan. At least then she’d have something
         to show for this endless drag of a summer. Normally she had company but her dog, Dennis, had died and had been buried earlier
         that day in a patch by the apple trees reserved for family pets, past, present and future. As the bus edged by Cathy gave
         three short barks, in honour of the late Dennis, and waved to the driver. He gave a grumpy shake of his head and went back
         to looking poisonously at the swaying rumps of the cows blocking his way. A voice called from the Long house.
      

      
      ‘Cathy, time to go into town and get your father. Tell him his dinner is on the table.’

      
      There might have been an argument another time, but Cathy was missing the dog and little inclined to add to her present mood by rowing with her mother. She broke into a loose run, all bouncing curls and adolescent lengthening of
         legs, overtook the bus without breaking a sweat and left it to ponder her dust as she headed for the least favourite part
         of her day.
      

      
      Ozzy O’Reilly sat on the graveyard wall watching the bus through his binoculars. Best bloody present he’d ever bought himself.
         His watch, another treat with, as he endlessly told all who’d listen, more dials than the old phone service, called the time
         at 19.05. Fourteen minutes late already and two miles yet to go. It was the new driver again, a young Dublin fella, too cautious
         by half on the country roads. Not like Ozzy who tore up that tarmac in his red Ford Capri; a vintage motor for a classy guy.
         He was a small man with a big interest in transport. And some other things. He let the binocs roam at will. The Marrs had
         the washing out on the line. Nothing much to see since herself had got the circular job. Now she put all the underwear on
         the inside, to hide the state of it, and the even bigger garments on the outside. They waved to him in the breeze. Further
         on, Bert Fahy was marching through his fields kicking the stones and rocks as he went. Temper, temper, Bert. Ozzy could’ve
         taken a good guess as to why Bert was so disposed. And he knew what would cure him too. In fact, Ozzy knew a lot more than
         he usually shared with anyone in the town. Wasn’t information power, and all that? His gaze drifted to the bus again as it wound over and back the tortuous route leading to Kilbrody. At this rate of
         going it would be at least half an hour late into town. That young fella had a long night ahead of him getting out and on
         to Limerick. Ozzy chuckled. Nothing more amusing than another man’s misfortune. Then he began to laugh out loud. No one to
         hear but the dead, and they didn’t seem to mind, having had their fair share of misery.
      

      
      ‘Sure you have to laugh,’ he told them. ‘If we didn’t laugh we’d cry and then where would we be?’

      
      Jack Cunningham swore to himself as he ground the bus to a halt behind the herd of cows ambling home to be milked. Picture-postcard
         Ireland full of moo cows and red-faced farmers and dogs and mountains and tourists and potholes and delays. He hated this
         route above all others. He should never have given his boss lip over that Friday pint a fortnight ago. Now he was on the punishment
         shift: Dublin to Limerick via Kilbrody, County Clare; one hundred and seventy miles of hell. Then a shitty overnight in McDonagh’s
         Bed and Breakfast with a nymphomaniac landlady the size of an articulated lorry. And a smell of bacon and cabbage off everything,
         including her. Back again the following day to Dublin via Kilfeckinbrody. No doubt about it, everything west, south and north
         of Dublin was a toilet and the tourists were welcome to it. As well as the culchees, of course. Savages, the lot of them. Cute hoors trying to take the eye out of yer head without you noticing, and even then
         their left hand not letting on to the right what it was up to. There was the crazy kid on the wall, as usual. No dog though.
         Maybe it was dead, or arrested for harassing motorists. Could dogs actually be banged up for that? Now she was legging it
         ahead of him into town. Was there no justice in the world at all any more? He needed a career break, he thought, as he picked
         his nose and chewed on the harvest. And a good ride; clear the blood a bit. Maybe he should shag the McDonagh woman. He shuddered.
         Ah now, lads, stall on. He must really be losing it if he was contemplating that. Imagine her bouncing up and down on top
         of him, folds of overripe flesh quivering long after he’d done with her, orange lipstick smeared across those crooked teeth;
         all the better to eat you with, my dear. That wasn’t an image to dwell on either. And while he was at it, if he found one
         more orange mouth print on his tea cup in the morning he was going to say something. He was. Definitely. And move B & Bs,
         if he could afford it.
      

      
      He checked on the passengers in the rear-view mirror. Usual lot of tossers and losers. A few Germans in search of the ‘real’
         Ireland, and a load of bumpkins back from a day out in the Big Smoke. He could hardly understand a word any of them said with
         the big aul bog accents on them. That went for the Irish too. If he hadn’t been so far gone he’d have laughed at his own joke,
         but stopping every quarter of a bleedin’ mile to deliver the locals to their bloody doors had his heart broken. This evening there
         was only one item of exotica on display: a woman on the back row who’d slept all the way from Dublin. As he looked at her
         the woman stirred and opened her eyes. She caught her reflection in the bus window as the hedgerows passed gently by. Recognising
         no one, she drifted off again. Bit of a looker, thought Jack, and a bit drunk too, if the shape of her when she was buying
         her ticket was anything to go by. Maybe she’d need a cure when she woke up. Maybe she’d missed her stop along the way and
         he could show her a good time in Limerick later. If it was humanly possible to find a good time in that shithole. He needed
         cheering up, no mistake. And anything was better than ploughing into the Widow McDonagh. The cows decided to take a right
         into a field that looked like any other to his eyes. Dumb animals. He eased the bus forward past them then cut loose along
         the potholed road to the town of Kilbrody. That should jolt a bit of life into all concerned. They’d be forty-five minutes
         late arriving.
      

      
      As if he gave a flying fuck.

      
      Charlie Finn was beginning to think that it was a bad idea to have the dartboard so close to the toilet door, as a missile
         thudded into the outermost ring of the target. Luckily, the latest exitee of the gents was a bare five foot one and walked with a natural stoop, well below the arc of the arrow so violently flung by a drunken neighbour.
         No rancour involved, just a lot of alcohol fuelling the vehemence; the importance of being seen to be Still Totally In Control.
         A typical Tuesday evening, then.
      

      
      A tiny nod from a customer signalled the pulling of another pint. Charlie reached for the glass and three-quarters filled
         it with a hush of liquid, the waves of effervescent foam settling and separating into a handsome division of black topped
         by a creamy head. He could almost taste its smooth, bitter darkness.
      

      
      ‘The bus is in,’ Old Mikey Byrne observed.

      
      The stragglers at the bar nodded at the wisdom and sheer accuracy of the statement.

      
      ‘At last,’ Charlie rejoined, to more accord from the barflies.

      
      ‘We’ll have reinforcements so,’ Mikey continued, in time-honoured tradition. ‘And, please God, plenty of them, sez you,’ he
         directed graciously to Charlie, landlord of the establishment.
      

      
      ‘Please God,’ Charlie acknowledged, reaching for the waiting pints of stout to finish them off, slowly and lovingly, under
         the watchful gaze of the experts lining the counter. Ritual was everything.
      

      
      Old Mikey’s gnarled and hairy paw engulfed the glass and he lowered a good half of the pint before declaring, ‘’Tis thirsty
         work all the same.’ He met with no argument and nodded his head of startled grey hair like the dog on the back shelf of a car always agreeing with life.
      

      
      Cathy Long exploded through the door, spilling the late sunlight in her wake across the dull, stone floor. The codgers at
         the bar instinctively turned their backs lest the light dissolve them from their dreamlike vampire existence, shielding their
         precious pints from an unwelcome, and most likely hostile, outside world.
      

      
      ‘Where is he?’ Cathy asked Charlie.

      
      He nodded towards the usual corner. Her dad was involved in a convoluted argument with the Whinge O’Brien, who was threatening
         to run for the local County Council after planning permission was denied him for an ugly bungalow his wife had wanted built
         nearer than was allowed to the main road.
      

      
      ‘Discrimination, pure and simple,’ insisted the Whinge. ‘It’s nothing but punishment for doing well. But sure anyway weren’t
         they always a mean shower of shites, them lot, and doesn’t every dog and divil walking the street know that?’
      

      
      Tom Long had reached a point well past inebriation where he was thinking almost cogently again, but more or less unable to
         articulate his responses. It was the stage of the day he loved and the one his daughter detested: he was anaesthetised, she
         saw a drunk.
      

      
      ‘Ah, it’s my own darling girl,’ he declared, for all to hear.

      
      
      Cathy doubled over on herself to make her presence as small as possible. She hated the attention. She hated this place. She
         hated her dad.
      

      
      ‘Dinner,’ she growled. ‘And I’m not waiting for you.’

      
      Though of course she did, outside.

      
      The bus was disgorging its cargo.

      
      ‘Kilbrody,’ roared Jack the driver.

      
      He shook his head at the child-like delight of the tourists, excited at being amongst the natives. Gobdaws, the lot of them.
         What was there here to please them so much? An uppity two-horse town with a rake of pubs, a chemist, a few hucksters’ shops
         and a grotty café. He didn’t ‘get’ the Clare thing. Beyond the towns and villages was nothing but rock and scutch, and eventually
         the sea. The famous Burren was supposed to have rare plants and the like but he never saw any of it, and anyway so what? All there was by way of nightlife was a few hairy aul fellas banging on bodhrans and sawing away at fiddles with mad diddlyidle
         music. No clubs, no babes, no action. No thanks.
      

      
      The woman on the back row shook herself upright and headed for the door.

      
      ‘Are you sure, love?’ he asked her. ‘You could stay on with me and we’ll have a mad night of it in Limerick.’

      
      For a moment, he almost believed that any or all of that last statement was possible. She looked through him and out onto
         the main street. Across the road a large sign over a door said ‘Finn’s’ and, seeming satisfied that this was where she’d wanted all along, she crossed the road and
         went through the door.
      

      
      ‘Bitch,’ Jack muttered to anyone who chose to hear. He slammed the bus into gear and tried to take off with a movie-like screech
         of tyres. The vehicle hulked and baulked, then sluggishly picked up a pace and headed for the nearby hills. Jack glanced in
         the rear-view mirror along the near empty aisle. Silently watching him from the back seat was a handbag.
      

      
      Oops, he thought, smiling. Someone’s forgotten her bag. Too bad I didn’t notice it till we got to Limerick.

      
      Charlie consulted the pub clock, prominent above the empty fireplace. Eight o’clock. Dear Jesus, another three and a half
         hours to go. That was if he managed to shift everyone out on time, and there was precious little chance of that. Might as
         well call it another five hours and be done. He reached for a packet of dry-roasted peanuts and poured himself a lemonade;
         no point in letting his sugar levels plummet him into a worse place than where he was headed. This was his twilight zone,
         the terrible hours when he switched to auto-pilot and his mind fevered the same old questions. Why had he come home at all,
         really? Or, more importantly, why had he stayed on then when his immediate business was done? And what had he come back to?
         A place where he’d always be known as ‘Young Finn’ in spite of his forty-three years. Aul lads marking his card with that name and their seniority, like cats spraying territory: ‘Sure I remember
         you when you were in nappies . . .’ Oh, the punters called him Charlie or Charles while in the pub, but it’s what they call you
         behind your back that matters and defines you, in their eyes. And that would always be Young Finn.
      

      
      Tom Long got to his feet, leaving the Whinge in mid-complaint. He nodded to Charlie on his exit and announced to the gathering
         that the War Department had summoned him. They threw their eyes to heaven in acknowledgement of a universal situation. The
         door opened, light made a brief, unsuccessful foray then the usual torpor settled itself once more. Even the Whinge was silenced.
      

      
      Standing sentinel at the bar, Charlie knew there were other matters lurking in a particular darkness of his mind. It was best
         not to let them surface because there was no telling what the consequences might be. They were hard to shake tonight. Why?
         And then, as a tiny gesture indicated another pint was to be poured, it hit him: he was bored. Very, very bored. Bored almost
         to death.
      

      
      And that’s when the woman from the bus came through his door.

   



      
      
      Two

      
      She drank brandy, sat with her back to the pub crowd, idly playing with a newspaper. It seemed not to bother her that it was
         in French, having been abandoned by a tourist earlier in the day. Every so often she would squint and take in her surroundings.
         Then she would rustle a hand in her jacket pocket and produce a note for more drink. Her voice was so low as she ordered that
         Charlie could not detect her accent. She was of unremarkable height, being neither short nor tall. Her shoulder-length hair
         was a mid-brown with well-applied blond highlights. Her clothes were casual and crumpled: a white linen blouse, beige pants
         and light jacket. Her face was pleasant and troubled, and in the dim interior of the pub Charlie was sure he could see that
         her eyes were tired with crying.
      

      
      Now and again one of the regulars would try to put the chat on her, but she simply ignored them, without glancing at the source
         of the voice or registering its sound; a very effective system, and soon they gave up and abandoned her to her thoughts, shrugging their eyebrows to show
         they had an odd one here, a bit of a loulah. When the newspaper finally lost its odd charm she began to shred beer mats. This
         was a slow, precise activity which involved piling the debris in a small mountain on the table. She obviously doesn’t smoke,
         Charlie thought, or she’d have been through a pack and a half by now.
      

      
      After her third squint and puzzled look round the joint he knew she was drinking to be drunk and staving off reality each
         time it tried to impinge. Each to her own.
      

      
      ‘Come ON, Daddy,’ Cathy implored.

      
      This walk was taking forever. It always did. If she had a sister or brother she could share the burden but there was only
         her. Just her bloody luck. And now he was singing; one of his nonsense ditties with no tune but plenty of words, and all about
         her.
      

      
      ‘She loves a song, our Cathy Long, she’s never wrong, not Cathy Long. She’s very strong, is Cathy Long, she doesn’t pong,
         she’s Cathy Long.’ Drink made him even more foolish than usual. Cathy couldn’t wait to be sixteen, then she could legally
         leave school and this awful place and her parents. But although she had a birthday coming soon, she would still only be thirteen
         and it was intolerable to think that she had another three long years before her escape.
      

      
      
      They had just reached the boundary of the front garden when her father started clicking his tongue for the dog.

      
      ‘Dennis,’ click-click-click. ‘Where’s the Denny? Dennis?’ Click-click-click. ‘Here, Denny-den.’

      
      Tears stung Cathy’s eyes. Stupid bastard couldn’t even remember that the dog was dead. Dead and buried. As she felt salt liquid
         burn her cheeks, Cathy let out a muted ‘FUUUCK’ and ran for the house.
      

      
      The night brought a steady dribble of punters to Finn’s. Grizzled, mountainy types still smelling of livestock and their few
         acres of bog and reed. Some of the town’s smarter set were in attendance also, including Carol Kelly, one of the few eligible
         women of Charlie’s age in the area, and her friend Linda. The former was chasing him with a view to marriage and the latter,
         unbeknownst to her friend, was shagging him on a regular basis. Linda’s husband was not aware of this arrangement either.
         Charlie sighed contentedly; he hadn’t lost it yet. And with the arrival of the cuckolded spouse he had the added frisson of
         deciding whether to take Linda out back for a quickie or relax and let her deal with the mess that was her marriage.
      

      
      The women added a sweet, synthetic perfume to the pub air but, as Charlie knew, the smells of the night before often brought
         unwelcome memories and a lot of laundry. In spite of a nationwide smoking ban in public places, and a stonker of an air conditioning system, he still reeked after a day’s work. Partly, it was because the law round
         these parts smoked and liked to drink in Finn’s, so the ban was flouted royally when the Sergeant was ‘in the house’. In retrospect,
         as it always is, it was inconceivable to Charlie that the stinking clothes worn the previous night could signify a good time.
         In fact, in the bad old days, after he hit his first thirty euro bill for three dry-cleaned items, he switched to natural
         fibres ripe for the twin tub and some ironing, at five euro an hour à la Mrs Daly next door. This was robbery according to
         the national average wage but, as no one was kicking up, a neighbourly consensus materialised with uninjured parties and even
         a little satisfaction, if truth be told. He finally invested in a front-loading machine and dryer and still enjoyed using
         them. Was he that easily pleased now? Well, he still loathed ironing and though some might say he had little else to occupy
         his down time, he’d prefer to remove his own kidneys with a blunt spoon. Memories of his earlier years tried to butt in and
         he knew if he let them take hold, he couldn’t guarantee where he’d end up. He set about collecting empties with the vigour
         of a man possessed.
      

      
      Bert Fahy came through the door, looking as if he’d bring the frame with him. He was a large, handsome farmer with an equally
         large and handsome portfolio of land and assets. He hung his head low, the mark of a painfully shy man. All he was short of
         was a stutter to complete the stigma; what a companion piece that would make for the poor divil, Charlie thought. Linda nudged Carol and gestured
         towards the new customer. They both giggled softly. That settled it for the landlord; she was not getting the ride this evening.
      

      
      ‘Evening, Bert,’ Linda called.

      
      If the earth could have swallowed Bert Fahy he would have been grateful and paid it a tip for its trouble. Still, he wanted
         every opportunity to speak to Carol and if this was one, he had to grasp it. Bert, for all his shyness, loved women, and battled
         gamely with his condition when they were in his orbit.
      

      
      He reddened and said, ‘Ladies. Ye’re looking lovely this evening.’ They let him squirm so he continued with, ‘Can I get ye
         anything?’
      

      
      ‘You’re grand,’ Carol said. ‘We’re sorted.’ Bert was so crestfallen she added, ‘Maybe later?’

      
      He nodded energetically. ‘Later, yes,’ he said. ‘That’d be great. Let me know when.’

      
      He moved over to join the Whinge who took up where he’d left off with Tom Long earlier.

      
      The woman from the bus ordered another brandy.

      
      Cathy Long lay sprawled across her bed, cheek to cheek with Britney Spears, courtesy of her matching duvet cover and pillowcase
         set. The dreaded dinner hour was approaching with its endless questions and annoyances. He’d be slopping food on the table
         and himself. Her mother would pretend not to notice, probably. Unless it was a night when she decided to make a stand; those were nearly worse
         than ignoring the situation. Cathy could hear her parents shuffle around the kitchen.
      

      
      ‘Ah, Tom,’ her mother was saying. ‘Would you look at the cut of you. Clean yourself up till we have a meal in reasonable peace
         and quiet. CATHY! Come on. Dinner.’
      

      
      Cathy dragged herself through the rooms and to the table, every fibre wanting to stay in her sanctuary, even if it meant starving
         to death.
      

      
      ‘So, young lady, tell us how your day was.’

      
      Cathy gave a shrug of the shoulder and left it at that. She was nearly a teenager now and had to act like one. It came quite
         naturally, she noticed, delighted.
      

      
      ‘You went swimming? How was it?’

      
      ‘OK.’

      
      Her mother rose to the lack of details. Why couldn’t she just let it go?

      
      ‘Cathy went to Lahinch with a few others for a day out at the beach, Tom. Didn’t you, Cathy?’

      
      She tried another shrug.

      
      ‘Well?’ her mother wanted to know.

      
      ‘Yeah, it was good.’ Then she stuffed as much of her meal into her face as possible and settled back in her chair to chew
         on it. Full mouth equals no more conversation. End of episode. PLEASE.
      

      
      Tom Long looked into his daughter’s eyes and for a moment he grabbed at lucidity. He winked and asked, ‘Is no one allowed to have their own life around here without having to explain every last thing?’
      

      
      Cathy looked at her plate, not wanting to be sided with him of all people; the root, no the square root, of all their problems.
         Her mother forged on.
      

      
      ‘Ah, come on, Cathy, how was it? That’s hardly asking you a deep secret, is it?’

      
      ‘It was fine,’ she mumbled. ‘Nothing major.’ Which was true.

      
      ‘Was Fiona there?’

      
      Fiona was supposed to be Cathy’s best friend of the moment but was always accusing her of ‘going all weird’.

      
      ‘Did ye go back to her place?’

      
      ‘Yeah.’

      
      ‘Well, maybe she’d like to come here next time?’

      
      There, there was the crux of it: how could she ask Fiona over when no one ever knew what state he’d be in? And was she supposed to bring Fiona along with her later too when she went to get him from Finn’s like she had to
         do most days? No wonder she couldn’t have lots of friends, and didn’t want them.
      

      
      There was a late flurry as official closing time approached, though Charlie knew that none of the locals involved had any
         intention of leaving before one in the morning. It helped their cause that the local Sergeant was propping up the bar and
         his underling, a rookie called McGowan, wouldn’t dream of raiding the place with his boss inside. Bad enough that he’d ticketed every last uninsured car in the district on his first day and nearly earned himself a transfer
         to an even more remote outpost of the Irish Republic. No, McGowan had learned a valuable lesson and the Sergeant was pleased
         with him, especially as once the fines were issued he told the locals he couldn’t undo them, so the station was looking efficient
         in the eyes of his commanding super and the rabble temporarily back in line. Life was sweet and so was the Guinness.
      

      
      ‘You’ve a grand crowd in for a Tuesday,’ he told Charlie.

      
      ‘I do. Though you can’t rely on it, that’s the trouble with this game.’

      
      ‘Oh yes, yes, sure don’t I know.’

      
      ‘You’ll have a wee something on the house?’

      
      ‘Well, I suppose I might. And I was wondering if you’d like to sponsor the box of oranges for the under-thirteens soccer match
         on Sunday.’
      

      
      This was an order and not a request, as Charlie well knew. And no matter how many of these ‘favours’ were done, you could
         never expect one in return. He’d got sure proof of that when the Sergeant searched the place for drugs six months after Charlie
         took over, found a small lump of hash and threatened him with jail. From there on out Charlie took all the ‘hail fellow well
         met’ with a kilo of salt.
      

      
      ‘No problem at all,’ he told the law.

      
      
      
      Cathy snuggled under her duvet with her torch and a book. Britney lay over her and kept her safe. She couldn’t concentrate.
         Next door her mother was trying to talk some sense to her father.
      

      
      ‘Why can’t you even try to give it up? Why don’t you go to a meeting or something? It’s tearing us all apart, you know.’

      
      Cathy heard a stifled sob. She didn’t know why her mother bothered any more. The tears never worked. The silences had no effect.
         Throw him out, was the only way. Or escape. She heard a gentle snore escape from her father and the discussion was at an end.
         Thing was, he’d be up and out to deal with the livestock and all the other farm business at cock crow. He never let the work
         suffer. But when it was all seen to and afternoon came, it was off into Finn’s and that was the end of that for the day. Every
         day. Cathy rolled onto her side. She missed Dennis. The tears came freely and soon she too was snoring gently into a wet pillow.
      

      
      She was the last to leave. In fact, she didn’t look like she was going anywhere.

      
      ‘Sorry, Miss,’ Charlie said. ‘We’re all done for the night. Time to go home.’

      
      She met his gaze with drooping green eyes and struggled to her feet. He noticed a red mark on her cheek, like a touch of sunburn.

      
      
      ‘Wherem I?’ she wanted to know.

      
      ‘You’re in Finn’s of Kilbrody.’

      
      This seemed to draw a blank.

      
      ‘Wherezat?’ A reasonable question, actually, and frequently asked. The arse end of the planet, he might have tried, but settled
         for the truth.
      

      
      ‘County Clare,’ he said.

      
      ‘Rilly?’ She tried to make sense of it. ‘My s’posed be here?’

      
      ‘Well, I couldn’t tell you that.’

      
      ‘Jye know you?’

      
      ‘No.’

      
      ‘Oh.’ She seemed confused. ‘You ’specting me?’

‘Definitely not.’

      
      She thought about that too. ‘Then I’va problem.’

      
      Charlie believed that she did. ‘I don’t suppose you have a place to stay,’ he said.

      
      ‘Donthing so.’

      
      Her speech grew more halting and sibilant as impossible new information confronted her and she began to close down. Charlie
         made the only decision available to him.
      

      
      ‘Right,’ he said. ‘You can stay here and we’ll deal with this after a good night’s sleep.’

      
      She began to check in her pockets, hands emerging with the loose change he’d given for the brandies. Then she searched under
         the table and the stools.
      

      
      ‘Musdava bag.’

      
      
      ‘I didn’t see one.’

      
      She looked at the few coins left to her.

      
      ‘S’all I have to pay for accom . . . acc . . . accom . . . idayshun.’

      
      Now she was swaying and incomprehension was only a syllable away. She was just about asleep on her feet. Or semi-conscious,
         to be more precise.
      

      
      ‘Don’t worry about that,’ Charlie told her. ‘You can work off the debt.’

      
      He made for the door at the back of the pub, which led upstairs to the living quarters. He turned to beckon her and was astonished.
         The woman was naked. Here, amongst fag ash and the certainty of a blocked gents toilet, he approached a luminous figure, whose
         vulnerability lit up the smoky darkness. And it touched him. He wanted to help. He did.
      

      
      ‘Oh no, no,’ he told her. ‘Not like that. You can do some bar work to pay me.’

      
      He almost laughed at the absurdity of the situation and, above all, that he was refusing sex with a fine woman. This would
         not look good alongside his legendary reputation for conquest. Nevertheless, he went to wrestle her back into her bits and
         pieces. Although Charlie was a man who knew his way around women’s lingerie as easily as a homing pigeon found its base, he
         settled for simply draping her jacket around her shoulders and helped her up the narrow stairs.
      

      
      
      ‘You arrived on the bus, so that’s maybe where your bag is. We’ll check on all of that tomorrow.’

      
      ‘Tomorrow,’ she slurred.

      
      But in fact that particular tomorrow never came for her. It was almost two days before she woke.

   



      
      
      Three

      
      It was Deborah from the chemist who suggested the baby monitor. When the woman from the bus didn’t wake the next morning and
         seemed to have no intention of doing so in a hurry, Charlie found himself without adequate cover to run the bar or a body
         who could be trusted to sit with, well, the sleeping body. And Charlie was needed downstairs. Business was booming with word
         of the strange arrival and, as the rumours and falsities made their way around the town and onwards, pilgrims came to hear
         of his curiosity woman from the horse’s own mouth.
      

      
      ‘You’ll be able to keep tabs on her,’ Deborah explained. ‘The last thing you want is for her to wake up and wander out onto
         those stairs. She could fall and break her neck.’
      

      
      Card schools sprang up to while away the long hours as the sentries waited for word of consciousness. The monitor sat amongst
         the rarely opened bottles of vermouth and Pimms lining the shelves by the cash register. Occasionally a sigh would bring a hush to the gambling, then the
         sound of sleep once more.
      

      
      In the meantime Ozzy O’Reilly narrowly missed losing his life to a dart thrown by the Whinge. It was generally accepted that
         he would have died if the Whinge had been even half a glass of Guinness less drunk. Feeling ran high over the banned bungalow
         and Ozzy was a member of the County Council. The attempted murder cleared a little of the venom from the Whinge and he settled
         for relieving Ozzy of a hundred and fifty euro. A betting man would have predicted the money would yo-yo between them over
         the next week, and the betting man would have been correct.
      

      
      The Whinge was an undefined hulk of man, with a fleshy, disappointed face and a soft, under-used body. He was overfed and
         had almost returned to that baby stage where human children have limbs but no joints, where arm meets hand and decides to
         form a wrist later. He looked allergic to sunshine. In contrast, Ozzy was a tanned, wire terrier with pinched features and
         a yappy personality. He could never shake the idea that the town was dragging him down into its festering gloom; but better
         to be the big fish in this claggy, ornamental pond than a minnow a few miles down the road. Ozzy ran a turf accountants cum
         internet café called Surf ’n’ Turf and was constantly dismayed by the community’s reluctance to embrace his empire. Tweenies were a whizz on the computers but legally barred from placing bets on dogs, horses or other
         sporting events, whereas the oldsters just wanted a smoke and the traditional pencil and paper of a bookie’s business. And
         now they weren’t allowed to smoke on the premises, so times were slow.
      

      
      The O’Reillys were new men who fumbled in the greasy till of Irish commerce and local politics, whereas the Whinge was of
         ancient agricultural stock. In his day, the Whinge’s father drank half the O’Brien family farm but died of a heart attack
         before he could finish the job. His son never forgave Old Mikey for taking advantage of the O’Briens’ need and buying the
         acres sacrificed by his daddy. He didn’t dislike Old Mikey, just couldn’t forgive him. And that was understood by all.
      

      
      ‘Sure, weren’t they miserable enough fields?’ Mikey would often ask in mitigation.

      
      But in a country where land was Land, this rang hollow as a defence, and no one knew it better than himself.

      
      They called her the woman on the bus, because that was indeed how she had arrived in their lives. The local quack, Gilhooley,
         said she had to be left till she was ready to return, and that there was nothing much to worry about as long as she was kept
         hydrated. Charlie thought about that a while, aware that Gilhooley was of the old school, who would examine a woman’s breasts
         to determine pregnancy rather than use a new-fangled and ninety-nine per cent accurate tester. But there was something in the woman’s situation that triggered recognition in him
         and he was happy to wait until she decided to waken, while spooning her water on the hour and half-hour. And, as Mikey pointed
         out, if she woke before her time she’d be ‘as sick as a small hospital with the hangover she’d have on her’. They let her
         be.
      

      
      Cathy Long wanted a bra for her thirteenth birthday.

      
      ‘Are you sure?’ her mother asked, regarding her daughter’s flat chest. ‘Isn’t there enough time for one of those? And besides,
         won’t you have to wear one long enough?’
      

      
      The speech was always the same and Cathy had zoned out before her mother got to the part where she assured her that she was
         speaking from experience and that Cathy would look back some day and be sorry that she’d wished her life away. Life wasn’t
         happening quarter fast enough in Cathy’s opinion. It was a wonder to her that adults could be so out of touch. Did they pass
         the age of eighteen and lose all cop on?
      

      
      Cathy remained adamant. What her mother did not know was that she already had a share in a bra. It was a body-hugging thrill
         of a secret. She and Fiona owned a white AA-cup which, it had to be admitted, her friend filled somewhat better than Cathy.
         The exhilaration of feeling the Lycra and elastic against her flesh far outweighed the fact that it did absolutely nothing
         for her figure, real or imaginary. It was also beginning to lose a little of its sparkle as they had not been able to sneak it into
         either household’s laundry and makeshift washing in the sea or local river wasn’t quite doing the job.
      

      
      Cathy had decided on a nice pretty one of her own for her birthday, with matching knickers. Pink would be lovely but it would
         probably clash with her red hair; admired by all, hated by Cathy. So maybe white with little flowers would be a better bet.
         They would travel to Ennis and shop for it there. It would be better than Christmas.
      

      
      The journey to collect her father from the pub was more exciting today because word had it that a strange woman had got off
         Tuesday’s bus and was now passed out from drink upstairs in Charlie Finn’s bedroom. The town was buzzing with theories as
         to her identity and predicament and Cathy, no more than the next, was dying for a look at her and maybe, even, her story firsthand.
      

      
      Along the hedgerows berries thickened and drooped. A grey film of exhaust fumes and dust clung to the boughs, dulling the
         burgeoning harvest. What they needed, Cathy knew, was a few days of rain, to wash the pollution and dirt away. Then the birds
         would harvest nature’s bounty and all would be well for another season. She would get her berries from further into the fields
         and lie in the long grass, pressing them into her mouth and relishing the abandon of juice and privacy. Later she would carry full cans home to her mother for jam and pies. She sighed to think of it; sometimes life just broke your heart
         with beauty. But mostly it just broke your heart.
      

      
      At the pub the news was that there was no news. The woman off the bus was still out cold. And her father was still a drunk.

      
      They managed to keep word of the stranger from the Sergeant for less than a day. Although there were dark mutterings of squealing,
         no Kilbrodian had broken ranks to tell him. Rather, he had a call from the Limerick lost property office alerting him to the
         fact that a drunken woman had alighted from the bus on Tuesday and crossed the road to enter an unidentified pub, leaving
         behind her bag. The Sergeant was no flat and it didn’t take long to do the maths. He had once been a bright light amongst
         the Garda recruits at Templemore, but placements in one hick town after another had ground any great ambition out of him and
         he had settled into a life of hard-boiled detective novels and as little work as possible. As the years passed, his resentment
         levelled into a mean application of the law, ruling by tough talk and the odd thrashing. Now he had revolution in the ranks
         and he was not pleased. It also confirmed his notion that Young Finn was a maggot in the barrel of pastoral rivalry that was
         Kilbrody and the Sergeant was sick and tired of it.
      

      
      ‘The way it is,’ Charlie explained when authority came a-calling, ‘I haven’t been able to get any sense out of her and I didn’t want to bother you with a comatose woman and you
         so busy.’
      

      
      Even he would admit that he had started out sounding like he was making excuses. Slowly it began to sink in that he was in
         some trouble here. The Sergeant wore the pained expression of disbelief that comes only from an encounter with extreme stupidity.
         He was also red in the face with the gobsmacking effrontery of margin-alising the law and his high office.
      

      
      ‘There’re some countries where you’d be packed off into a dungeon for kidnapping and the key thrown away, though in my opinion
         that’d only be the tip of the bloody iceberg. Did it never occur to you that you’re keeping this unfortunate individual against
         her will?’
      

      
      ‘To be fair, Sergeant, she doesn’t really have one at the moment. It’s kind of on leave.’

      
      ‘Worse still. God Almighty, man, you could be up to anything with that poor creature.’

      
      ‘But I’m not,’ Charlie reasoned, knowing that he was in big shit if the Sergeant chose him to be. And things seemed to be
         headed in that direction. No doubt about it, he had been a complete fucking eejit at best and a criminal at worst. What had
         he been thinking of, indeed? He could be accused of just about every deviance known, and unknown, to humanity and he had no
         witnesses to tell otherwise. He needed the Sergeant on board and quickly.
      

      
      
      ‘What do you want to do?’ he asked, lobbing the ball into the uniformed court.

      
      ‘It’s hard to know where to start, you’ve made such a fuck of it,’ the Sergeant pointed out.

      
      Charlie bit his tongue. God, but he hated having to be meek. However, there was a beggars and choosers line ricocheting along
         his brain canals and he thought better of dissing the Sergeant further with idle cheek.
      

      
      ‘Did Gilhooley have a look?’

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      The Sergeant narrowed his eyes. The doctor was in on it too.

      
      ‘Very, very reluctantly,’ Charlie added, by way of damage limitation.

      
      At this rate of going he wouldn’t have a friend or customer left in Kilbrody by nightfall.

      
      ‘And I think he was bound by his Hippocratic oath, or he’d have gone straight to you.’

      
      The Sergeant waved off this paltriness. ‘It’ll interest you to know that I’ve located her bag. At least someone in this shithole
         of a situation is thinking straight and acting responsibly.’
      

      
      Charlie thought it didn’t suit the Sergeant to dwell on the moral high ground but he was in no position to point that out.
         He nodded at the plan to have the Guards call at regular intervals to maintain propriety. He also agreed to sponsor the rest
         of the under-thirteens summer season. The Sergeant had left before either of them noticed that he hadn’t stumped up a rake of free pints. Both were unhappy with this for different reasons.
      

      
      The woman’s eyes scratched open. She blinked carefully, trying to minimise the irritation of lid on eyeball. Her mind was
         full of noise and pain. She turned her head groggily from side to side, unwilling to overburden herself and cause more discomfort.
         White curtains with a blue stripe blocked out most of the light, giving the room a mellow haze. It lulled her. Her mouth was
         dry. So dry. Her body ached heavily into the mattress. Down, down. She tried to fight it, to figure why the room was strange.
         Her eyes were too, too tired. She struggled to keep them open but could not match the strength of the weariness. Later, perhaps.
         Now it was time to give in to sleep. She drifted away again.
      

      
      Cathy and Fiona lay tummy down by the bank of the short river flowing from Kilbrody to the sea. They threaded daisies on a
         chain, each having grown special index fingernails for the purpose. Slit halfway down the stem, then slot the next through.
         Repeat. Their fingertips were green and so was the smell of sap juice from the captured flowers.
      

      
      ‘Frankie Marr says he likes you,’ Fiona said.

      
      ‘Urgh. He’s such a pain.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t think so.’

      
      ‘Yes you do. He’s a nerd. You said so last week.’

      
      
      ‘Well, maybe I changed my mind.’

      
      ‘No way. Not about that eejit.’

      
      Cathy rolled onto her back, and gazed at the dappled light playing through the trees. High above, leaves whispered to each
         other, sharing secrets humans could never understand. Beyond them white, balled clouds scudded across the blue sky on the
         way elsewhere. She closed her eyes and listened to the birds singing up a storm. Their happy chirps matched the day. She could
         be on the Mediterranean, a princess ruling her own, small country, beloved of all her subjects, especially—
      

      
      ‘He says he doesn’t mind that you’re a ginger.’

      
      Reality was overrated, no doubt about that. Cathy tried hard not to grimace. Fiona might be her friend but she was definitely
         lacking in the tact department. So much so, Cathy sometimes wondered if Fiona liked her at all, or was deliberately trying
         to hurt her. She took in her friend’s mouse-brown bob and felt a keen envy.
      

      
      ‘I mind that he’s a freak, though,’ was all she parted with.

      
      ‘Are you having a party for your birthday?’

      
      ‘Nah. Don’t think I’ll bother.’

      
      ‘Knew you wouldn’t.’

      
      ‘How did you know?’

      
      ‘Just did.’

      
      ‘That’s a miracle, so, ’cos I only just made up my mind this minute.’

      
      
      Silence was all that met this. Maybe lying’s not my forte, Cathy thought, in spite of her mother’s opinion to the contrary.
         She was so bloody tired of all the pretence. All she wanted was to go to sleep and wake up in a world without the baggage
         of her life. Surely the next thirteen years couldn’t be as bad as the first lot. Then again, each year seemed to throw up
         new shit, often with bells on.
      

      
      ‘Let’s go and get a Coke,’ she said. ‘I’m parched.’

      
      They threw the flower chains into the river and didn’t bother to watch them disappear.

      
      She swam back in to the hazylazy room. It was darker now. Her eyelids had lost their abrasion and the tinny ringing had subsided,
         removing the sharpest edge of pain. She lay beneath the feathered duvet relishing its light embrace. Something was out of
         place though, nagging her. Each time she came close to identifying it, it fled. A streetlight shone dimly through the curtain.
         She closed her eyes to savour the night’s silence. After a time a car passed, taking a leisurely pace along its route. Then
         the silence carried on its business. The notion came again, the idea that something was amiss. Warily, she opened her eyes
         again and reviewed the room. Her brain and body began to throb with apprehension. The bed cover was unfamiliar and surely
         those curtains were new? New to where? asked an inner voice. She didn’t quite know. But what she saw clearly was that this was not her room. She was not at home. Home? the voice asked, persistent now. She sat bolt upright, her breath coming shallow and fast. Fear gurgled in her throat. This was not her room.
      

      
      Charlie was ushering Old Mikey and the Whinge out of the door and into the small hours of the morning when the baby monitor
         issued a shriek. The small herd stopped in its tracks, then Charlie shoved them through the door and bolted it quickly. He
         heard hammering, and Old Mikey’s voice insisting that he needed their help, as he raced for the stairs and the distraught
         woman in his bedroom.
      

   



      
      
      Four

      
      The words ‘fight’ and ‘flight’ stormed her brain. Although the traditional choice, she found neither a comfort. For starters,
         this place had the advantage over her, because she had no idea of its layout. She edged along a wall, hands spreadeagled to
         each side. A wooden board creaked underfoot, sounding like a crack of thunder to her ringing ears. Should she turn on the
         light? A redundant question, as she didn’t know where to find the switch. Her legs felt weak and unused. How long had it been
         since she’d last walked? Had she been drugged? She was wearing over-sized pyjamas that were not hers. Perhaps a madman had
         taken her. Perhaps she was about to die. Her heart was thundering like a rocket launch and heaving so hard she felt sure it
         would burst through her ribs. Her breath rasped loudly in panic. She stopped to calm herself, taking a few large gulps, but
         these made her dizzier. Two paths were of paramount importance now, she realised: the first was to get out of here (wherever ‘here’ was) and the second was to find a loo. Quickly.
      

      
      Footsteps on stairs, then a man’s voice. ‘Don’t be afraid. You’re safe here. Please don’t be afraid.’ Easy for him to bloody
         say, whoever in hell he was. Her eyes were accustomed to the semi-darkness now. She scanned the room for a weapon. Typical,
         she thought, as her eyes found a small lamp, the only light I can see and I’ll have to use it to brain this weirdo. At least
         I won’t have to look into his eyes as I bash his head in. She grabbed the stalk of the lamp and stood by the door, holding
         the makeshift protection over her head as she’d seen on television. All those wasted hours were proving handy at last.
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