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I greatly miss. I think they would have
liked each other if they’d met.
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Chapter One


We stopped for petrol outside Monaghan. Just over halfway into a journey, which had seemed interminable already, taking us across the border into Northern Ireland, speeding through Derry, bypassing Strabane and Omagh and returning into the south at Aughnacloy.


‘Can I get you anything?’ Molloy asked, before climbing out of the car.


I shook my head, sitting hunched over in the passenger seat as if I were cold, hands clasped tightly in my lap. My eyes darted from the yellow fuel bunkers filled with logs and peat briquettes to the red LED sign proffering Off licence, Car Wash and Coffee – taking very little in.


In the rear-view mirror I watched Molloy fill the tank, his features illuminated by the ghoulish light of the garage forecourt. He was worried too. I could see it in the set of his jaw, his grey eyes troubled. It validated my panic, convincing me that I wasn’t overreacting. Although I’d have preferred it if he’d thought I was.


We’d taken Molloy’s car rather than the Mini. I was too stressed to get behind the wheel, plus I’d had a full glass of wine, supposedly the prelude to a relaxed Saturday night dinner; our attempt at a normal relationship without all the drama and misunderstanding that had marred our connection to date.


Until the call came, an unfamiliar Dublin number appearing on my phone’s screen. The caller was Pat Barnes, a man who’d recently moved into the same housing estate as my parents, a new neighbour taking an interest in the older couple across the street, chatting with my dad while he mowed the lawn, passing the time of day with my mum.


With the low thrum of the petrol pump in the background, I replayed the conversation in my head, hearing again the hesitancy in the man’s voice, treading that fine line between spooking someone unnecessarily and ignoring a red flag. I don’t want to come across as the nosy neighbour but … well, some people have moved in with your parents. I called over and they say they’re fine but I don’t know where they’re all fitting. There are at least four or five of them …


I’d thanked him, assured him he’d done the right thing and straight away rung my parents. I’d got voicemail. On all three numbers, the landline and both of their mobiles. I’d tried numerous times since with no success.


Molloy replaced the nozzle and crossed over to the shop to pay, his taut stride reflecting the urgency I felt. Was this four-hour mercy dash a ridiculously impulsive move on my part? I wasn’t sure. But I needed to find out what was going on.


Molloy circled the back of the car and sat back into the driver’s seat, tossing me a bottle of water for which I was grateful. I took a long draught, downing a quarter, feeling the cold liquid cut through my throat, which was dry and tight from alcohol and fear.


I offered him the bottle and he shook his head, starting the engine without a word as if sensing that I didn’t wish to talk, overtaking a lumbering, belching oil lorry on the way out of the service station. I stared out of the window as we drove, rubbing condensation with my sleeve, vaguely aware of fields of cattle rushing by, houses with lush gardens, churches, a roadside sign for a school open day. It was May so a late dusk but the encroaching night felt ominous. As if we were driving from light into dark, from the warm possibilities of an early summer’s evening to something far more sinister.


‘Do you want to talk?’ Molloy asked after a while, as we sped along a wide road, its hard shoulders lined with trees which looked almost black.


I shook my head. My mind was too cluttered to speak. Why the hell had neither my mum nor my dad answered their phones? Had something happened to them? We still had an hour and a half to go before Dublin, and I needed to stop my thoughts from spiralling or I would go crazy from inaction.


‘Radio?’ Molloy suggested, as if reading my mind.


I nodded. Radio.


He chose an arts show on RTÉ Radio 1, or maybe it was the first station he hit. A woman was being interviewed about a TV documentary which she was producing and presenting. I recognised her as one of the arts journalists who worked for the station, the easy intimacy making it obvious that she was talking to one of her own colleagues. I made an effort to focus, wondering if I needed music instead, something which didn’t require me to think. I was about to suggest changing the station when something caught my attention.


‘Well, he’s English but he lives in Donegal so we claim him,’ the woman laughed. ‘About time we took one back! He turns seventy next year so it’s a perfect time to do a retrospective. He was one of the youngest winners of the Booker Prize and he’s also an IMPAC winner. There’s no doubt that Gavin Featherstone is one of our best-known writers.’


The interviewer paused as if checking something. ‘His last book was what? Five years ago? Violet, Green and Red. Is that right? Is he still writing?’


‘Word is he’s writing a memoir.’


‘Ah. So, you want to get in before him then?’


Another laugh. ‘Something like that.’


‘And are you interviewing the man himself for this documentary?’


‘I wish. He hasn’t spoken publicly for years. The man’s basically a recluse … It’s what makes the documentary such a challenge and so fascinating. Obviously, we can access lots of archive footage but …’


The host cut across her, hurrying the segment along as if he was running out of time. ‘Sounds as if you’ve got your work cut out for you! We’ll look forward to seeing the final product. Thank you to arts and culture presenter Gina Bailey for coming in to chat to us. After the break: film reviews.’


Molloy chose that moment to overtake an articulated lorry at speed and I reached for the dashboard, gripping it with my fingers while the words ‘All Ireland Championship. Congratulations to Monaghan Minor Ladies!’ whooshed past. Despite the white-knuckle ride, I was glad he’d abandoned his usual cautious driving in favour of a more Starsky and Hutch approach, weaving in and out of traffic, breaking speed limits and lights and ignoring continuous white lines to overtake whenever he saw an opportunity. Displaying driving skills I didn’t know he had.


When we’d returned to our lane, I glanced over at him. Tom Molloy, Garda sergeant in Glendara and my boyfriend, I supposed, yet that word felt strange even inside my head. I’d certainly never said it aloud. Years of running a solicitor’s practice in the same small town had brought us together first as colleagues, then friends and eventually lovers. Although it had been anything but straightforward, not least because Molloy had been transferred to Cork for a time and I’d recently returned from six months working in Florida while a locum took over my own small practice in Glendara. But no matter where we stood in our personal relationship, Molloy had always been there for me, just as he was now. Literally taking the wheel.


A blue tractor sat crossways on the hard shoulder between Carrickmacross and Ardee. I felt Molloy suppress his instinct to pull over and give the guy a telling off, and my gratitude for this made me willing to talk.


Molloy turned off the radio and I filled him in on what I knew.


‘And you don’t know these people who’ve moved in?’ he asked.


I shook my head. ‘I don’t think so.’


‘Do they? Your parents?’


I shrugged. ‘I don’t know that either. They never mentioned anyone coming to stay when I spoke to them last, especially four or five people. They already have this guy Chambers living with them.’


Molloy shot me a quizzical side glance. I’d never had a chance to speak to him about this. Shortly after I’d returned from the States, which was only a couple of weeks ago now, though it felt like longer, there had been serious floods in Glendara, cutting off the town completely and taking up everyone’s energy and attention. There’d even been a death. The town was still getting over it, slowly repairing the damage wreaked by the flood waters.


‘When I visited them on the night that I came back from Florida there was a guy living with them who I’d never met,’ I said, the memory causing my throat to constrict. Did he have something to do with this? ‘His name was Stuart Chambers. They met him at a grief counselling group which they joined.’


Molloy knew my sister had been killed by her boyfriend years before I’d moved to Glendara, and that my parents had struggled for a long time with their grief. He had been the one who encouraged me to see them more often when my guilt had kept me away.


‘They’ve been spending a lot of time with this group,’ I added. ‘They even went to Iceland for Christmas with them one year.’


‘I remember.’ Molloy indicated to join the huge roundabout which led onto the M1 motorway between Dublin and Belfast.


‘I don’t know much about the group but they seem to have got a lot of support from them,’ I said. ‘Anyway, this guy Chambers lost his wife and baby in a car accident. He’s pretty young, barely thirty I’d say. My parents befriended him and he’s been staying with them while looking for somewhere to buy. It’s a little odd, but …’


Molloy raised his eyebrows. ‘And the four or five other people this neighbour mentioned? Do you think they might be friends of his? That he might have invited them to stay?’


Unease crept across my scalp. It was this very possibility that had disturbed me since I’d got the call; strangers invading my parents’ house, taking advantage of a vulnerable older couple.


‘I have no idea,’ I said. ‘But six adults if you include Chambers, in addition to my parents, living in a small three-bedroomed house? That’s going to be fairly crowded.’


I took another sip of my water. My mouth had gone dry again.


An hour later we turned in to the Chapelizod housing estate in West Dublin where my sister Faye and I had grown up. Darkness had fallen, although only just; it stayed bright until after ten in May. The amber streetlights illuminated an old beech tree on the corner which my daredevil sister used to climb, taunting her more cautious older sibling about the wonders to be found in its branches if only I had the nerve to follow her.


I suppressed the memory before it took hold and gave Molloy directions to the house. ‘It’s down at the end of this cul-de-sac on the left.’ Suppressing, too, the general weirdness of arriving with him at my childhood home; the two halves of my life that had never met colliding without warning, without giving me a chance to prepare.


A plastic bag skittered across the road and a light rain stippled the windscreen as we drove past identical three-bedroomed semi-detached residences, each with a small front garden. Unsurprisingly most were lit, occupied by families who would be home on a Saturday night.


‘This one?’ Molloy asked, indicating to pull in.


I nodded, gazing up at my childhood home, a house so familiar to me, from which I’d come and gone maybe thousands of times.


‘Well, they’re in, at least,’ he said. The front room was in darkness but there were lights on in the hall and upstairs.


‘Or someone is.’ I grimaced; my stomach tightly knotted. I glanced at the neighbour’s house across the road and pointed to it. ‘That’s Pat Barnes’s house.’ Did I imagine a twitching curtain?


As we parked at the kerb, it occurred to me that if there were six extra people staying here, then we’d have to check into a hotel. Molloy couldn’t drive back to Donegal tonight.


I felt a twinge at the thought of this house being closed to me, occupied by strangers. But I pushed away the thought; I needed to work out how I was going to handle this, assuming my parents were actually here. Because while I may have grown up here, in this neat 1940s semi-detached, this was my parents’ house not mine. I couldn’t just barge in and demand explanations as if they were teenagers having a party.


But yet, I knew they had been vulnerable since my sister Faye died. Vulnerable and a little lonely. I also knew that I hadn’t been there for them as much as I should have been. I’d left Ireland straight after her killer’s trial and when I’d finally returned, I’d moved to Inishowen, an almost four-hour drive away, leaving again more recently for my six-month stint.


The truth was I’d been absent more than I’d been present, dealing with my own guilt as well as my grief, guilt that arose from the fact that the man who’d killed my sister had been my boyfriend too, or my ex-boyfriend, a man she’d never have met if it hadn’t been for me. A man who’d ruined our relationship and caused the falling out that had prevented me from answering her call on the night she died.


Molloy turned off the engine. For once, I was glad of the man’s taciturn nature, his wordless squeezing of my hand before we got out of the car. The wind was chill and it was spitting rain as I walked to the door with him in my wake, somewhat relieved to see that my parents’ old Nissan was the only car parked in the narrow drive.


I still had a key but it seemed wrong to use it when they were here. So, I knocked and waited for a minute, exchanging a glance with Molloy who stood calmly beside me on the doorstep. I was about to ring the bell, which I knew rarely worked, when footsteps sounded in the hall, and a figure appeared silhouetted in the door’s glass panels.


It was opened by the man I’d hoped would have slung his hook long before now.









Chapter Two


Stuart Chambers was smooth featured, clean shaven and dressed just as he had been the last time I’d seen him, in chinos, a chequered shirt and a tie – a tie at ten o’clock on a Saturday night.


He smiled as if he’d been expecting me. ‘Benedicta,’ he said, insisting on using the full version of my name, which I’d shortened to Ben. ‘Come in.’ He opened the door wide, glancing over my shoulder at Molloy. ‘Both of you. Welcome.’


As with the last time, I resented his ease in my parents’ house. His use of ‘welcome’ grated with me. The man simply did not behave like a guest. Maybe it was rude but I couldn’t bring myself to reply to his greeting or to introduce Molloy. I simply followed him down the hall and into the kitchen, passing the open door to the sitting room on the way. As we’d seen from the outside, the lights were off. The whole house seemed quiet with no evidence of the four or five extra residents the neighbour had described. But where were my parents?


My question was answered with merciful speed. The door to the kitchen, also ajar, revealed them both sitting at the kitchen table with a pot of tea and a huge slab of coffee cake between them. They turned as one when we walked in, and I wondered why one of them hadn’t answered the door. It wasn’t as if either of them was incapacitated.


‘Ben!’ My dad stood up, beaming, crossing the floor to enfold me into a big bear hug. ‘Why didn’t you tell us you were coming?’


He was followed by my mother whose smile quickly morphed into concern, the knitted brow of someone for whom the unexpected rarely brought good news.


‘Is everything okay?’ She switched her gaze to Molloy, questioning the presence of this stranger whose frame seemed suddenly too large for the small kitchen.


‘Everything’s fine.’ I forced a smile, feeling a lump in my throat as I looked from one to the other – taking in my dad’s salt and pepper hair, darker on his knuckles, and my mother’s green eyes as familiar to me as my own. They looked well, well cared for, well fed, if a little older each time I saw them. I was filled with relief and I breathed properly for what felt like the first time in hours. But was everything fine? It didn’t feel that way. ‘I tried to ring but you weren’t answering your phones.’


‘Oh, we were at a meeting,’ my dad said, easily. ‘All three of us. We’ve just come back. We turn off our phones while we’re there.’


I looked at Chambers, who seemed unruffled, beaming at this family reunion in an almost fatherly way, as if he’d had some hand in orchestrating it.


I introduced Molloy, beginning the sentence before figuring out how to finish it. ‘This is Tom Molloy, a … eh … friend of mine from Glendara. He drove me down. Tom – my parents Margaret and Des.’


Molloy didn’t flinch at the ‘friend’ description. He simply shook my dad’s hand and then my mother’s, smiling warmly at them both. I felt my eyes well and I pressed my palms against them before anyone noticed.


‘It’s good to meet you both,’ he said. ‘Apologies for landing in on you like this. Ben here suddenly had an urge to see you, so it was all a bit spur of the moment.’


My dad looked at me unconvinced. I’d only seen them a couple of weeks before, but I was glad Molloy had chosen to downplay our visit. Now that we were here, I wondered if I’d overreacted. Was that what he thought?


Chambers broke into my thoughts. ‘You’ll stay, won’t you? It’s a long drive from Donegal. You can’t be planning on going back up again tonight.’


My annoyance flared again. Why was he the one issuing the invitation? But my parents looked eagerly at us both so I glanced at Molloy and he nodded. Maybe later we’d get an opportunity to find out what had been happening, not that it would be easy with Chambers’s constant presence. I glanced over at him, his straight back, his combed hair, already reaching into the cupboard for two extra cups.


He caught me looking when he turned, meeting my gaze evenly. ‘Have you eaten? I can whip up an omelette or something?’


We’d set off before Molloy had served up the food he’d been cooking and I was suddenly, unexpectedly hungry. Not that I wanted to tell Chambers that.


My mother, seeing my hesitation, said, ‘Stuart’s a great cook. He does all of it now. We’re spoiled, aren’t we?’


I stared at her, amazed. She never allowed anyone help her in the kitchen, claiming she worked better without people getting under her feet. ‘It’s fine,’ I said. ‘I’ll make us a couple of sandwiches, if that’s okay.’


While I rooted in the fridge for some cheese and ham and Molloy joined my dad and Chambers at the table, my mother crossed the kitchen to help me. She leaned in conspiratorially and, for a second, I wondered if she was about to confide in me, to ask for help like a kidnap victim passing a note. Instead, she glanced at Molloy and whispered, ‘One bedroom or two?’


I flushed. ‘You only have the one spare now, don’t you?’ I said, defensively. It was another thing I’d found difficult to handle, Chambers sleeping in my late sister’s room. I knew that my parents couldn’t keep it as a shrine forever and she’d moved out long before she died, but it was just another example of this stranger getting his feet under their table. I looked over at him now, seated at the head of it, in his shirt and tie like some dad in a 1950s sitcom.


My mother smiled, shrugging off the question. ‘So, one then.’


I attacked some cheddar with the cheese slicer, her lack of reaction irking me more than was reasonable. ‘Has he had any luck finding somewhere to live?’


‘Not yet,’ she said brightly as she lifted the lid off the bread bin. If she noticed the edge to my tone, she ignored it.


And then Chambers himself was beside her. I hadn’t even heard him approach. He placed his hand on her shoulder with the words, ‘I’ll do that. You sit down.’


She moved meekly back towards the table while he lifted a loaf of sourdough from the bin and passed it to me. I was willing to bet that he’d baked the damn thing.


Molloy plucked the Nancy Drew mystery The Hidden Staircase from the bookshelf above his head the following morning, along with a very battered copy of Every Girl’s Handbook. My old bedroom had been recarpeted and repainted many times since I’d left it for good as a first-year law student but the bookshelves still held most of my old books. There were even some from the 1930s, which my grandmother had given me, the flyleaves of Deb of Sea House and Hans Christian Andersen’s Stories shamefully defaced by my childish hand in blue crayon.


‘So, this is how I get an insight into the complicated psyche of Ben O’Keeffe?’ He narrowed his eyes in amusement as he flicked through the dusty hardback with its cover image of Nancy the teen detective ascending a set of spooky steps with a torch. ‘By finding out what kind of teenager you were …’


‘I was reading those as a child not a teenager,’ I retorted. ‘And I’m hardly the closed-off one of the pair of us.’ But the dig was half-hearted. I’d awoken feeling uneasy and out of sorts. Nothing had yet been resolved. Tomorrow was Monday and I needed to be back in the office, leaving my parents in the clutches of Chambers. Because that’s what it felt like: ‘clutches’.


Molloy was out of bed now, mooching around the room in white T-shirt and boxers, his morning stubble giving him a rakish look he didn’t usually sport. I liked it but I was too distracted to let him know, or do anything about it.


He caught my troubled expression, placed the book on the bedside locker and sat on the end of the bed; a double to replace my old single with the broken spring around which I had to curve my teenaged body. He reached for one of my hands and held it. ‘You’re still worried.’


I chewed at my bottom lip. I was. I just couldn’t put my finger on why.


‘Chambers does seem to be pulling his weight,’ he said. ‘He cooks, he cleans, he was the one who left fresh sheets up for us last night.’


‘I know,’ I conceded. ‘It does seem as if he is taking care of the house and my parents but I just can’t shake the feeling that he’s in charge, somehow. In charge of the house and them.’


Molloy examined my face. ‘Do they seem any different to you?’


I thought about that for a few seconds then shook my head. ‘On the surface, no. They’re pretty much themselves, but …’ I struggled to articulate what I was feeling. ‘It’s just not like them having someone to stay for this long.’


Molloy frowned. ‘How long has it been?’


‘Over a month, according to them. But I suspect it’s longer. He moved in while I was in the States and, from what I can gather, rent free. He’s a guest.’ I made inverted commas with my fingers, a gesture I disliked when other people did it. I was beginning to irritate myself.


Molloy raised his eyebrows.


‘That of itself doesn’t bother me,’ I added quickly, though it wasn’t entirely true. It felt like he was taking advantage of them. ‘It’s their house, their decision. But my mother, particularly, has never really liked having visitors. She’s very house proud. And that,’ I waggled my hand at Molloy, ‘what you just said about Chambers pulling his weight, doing all the cooking and cleaning, that is odd. It isn’t like her. Faye and myself had to pull our weight when we were growing up, taking turns doing the washing up and making our beds, but my mum always preferred doing the important things herself so they were done properly.’ I smiled at the memory. ‘Her standards were high. Are high.’


‘And the other people that neighbour mentioned staying here? Did you ask about them?’ Molloy had gone to bed shortly before me in the hope of giving me time on my own with my parents.


I rolled my eyes. ‘I didn’t get the chance, did I? He was there the whole time.’


It hadn’t been a long evening – it was after ten when we arrived – but Chambers’s ingratiating presence, brewing fresh pots of tea and washing up the cups and plates, made it feel never-ending, his presence forcing our conversation into something stilted and banal. I was sure my parents were curious about my unannounced visit so late on a Saturday night and so soon after my last one, but they didn’t press it. And I couldn’t ask them the questions I wanted to, either.


The only memorable moment had come when my dad asked Molloy, ‘So what do you do?’


‘I’m a guard,’ Molloy replied simply.


‘He’s the sergeant in Glendara where my practice is,’ I’d added, unable to stop myself from glancing at Chambers. Did I imagine seeing his eyes narrow, betraying the first hint of something other than smug self-assurance? Or was that just wishful thinking on my part?


I withdrew my hand from Molloy’s and lay back on the pillow. Even if I got the chance to speak to my parents alone, I still wasn’t sure how to broach the reason for my visit. I didn’t want to tell tales on the kindly neighbour. He’d clearly deliberated over making the call, not wanting to interfere, but unable to shake the feeling that something wasn’t right. I knew how that felt. He’d gone as far as telling my mother that he was considering a holiday in Inishowen to get my phone number.


‘If there were four or five extra people in the house, where did they all sleep?’ I murmured. ‘My parents are in their room. Chambers is in Faye’s. Did they all sleep in here?’


Looking around me, I imagined that the room wasn’t as pristine as it usually was, the carpet not freshly hoovered, the little bowl of potpourri missing from the dressing table. But that was hardly evidence of anything. They hadn’t been expecting us.


I realised that Molloy had fallen silent.


‘There’s something familiar about Chambers,’ he said eventually. ‘I’m not sure what or why. Whether it’s him in particular or just his manner.’


‘Really?’


Molloy wrinkled his nose. ‘Ah, I’m not sure. But I might see if I can have him checked out on the QT.’ He gave me a wry smile. ‘Bit tricky since he hasn’t actually done anything illegal.’


‘That we know of.’


‘That we know of,’ he agreed. He ran his fingers through his hair, a messy thatch of bedhead, also at odds with his usual neat appearance. If I hadn’t been so addled, I’d have teased him about it. ‘I don’t think we should leave today without finding out more. That neighbour wouldn’t have called you out of the blue unless he was seriously concerned, especially when he’s never met you.’ He studied my face. ‘You’ll need to speak to your parents properly before we leave. And that neighbour.’ He paused. ‘Or would you like me to do that?’


I felt my eyes glisten. Molloy understood how things were in my family better than most, and for the first time in my life, I had someone I could lean on. I gave a tight nod. ‘Maybe. Or at least come with me when I do?’


‘Sure.’ He kissed me lightly on the lips. ‘Anyway, let’s get up. I can hear movement downstairs.’


I lifted the covers and climbed out of bed, grabbing a towel and Molloy’s extra toothbrush; I’d nothing with me but he’d grabbed his and a spare. I was about to head across the landing in T-shirt and knickers when it hit me that I might meet Chambers so I tugged on my jeans.


The door to the bathroom was yanked open before I reached it. A toilet flushed, and my dad emerged wearing the same shabby blue and red checked dressing gown he’d always worn, a newspaper tucked under his arm.


‘Morning!’ he said cheerfully, squinting at me. In the harsh morning light, he looked a little washed out; deep lines on his forehead, shadows around his eyes, and his throat raw from shaving.


‘Why are you using the main bathroom?’ I frowned. ‘What about your ensuite?’


He looked oddly sheepish. ‘Ah, I like the bigger one. Anyway, your turn.’ He did his ZZ Top impression to direct me inside, and I saw that he had toothpaste on his cheek.


I noticed that the bathroom was a little grubby. Last night I’d been too tired to pay much attention to it, but now I could see that the bath was grimy and the windows were greasier than I’d ever seen them. Another odd thing. My mother always said she couldn’t stand a dirty bathroom, and Faye and I had been trained to scrub the bath each time we used it. If Chambers had taken over the cleaning, his standards weren’t as high as hers.


I was surprised and pleased to find her alone in the kitchen when I went downstairs, standing with one hand on the kettle looking at her watch. She glanced up quickly when I appeared, her expectant smile fading when she saw that it was me. Not great for the ego.


‘Oh, morning. You didn’t see Stuart, did you?’


‘No.’ I shook my head.


She rubbed her neck; her face looked pinched and tired. ‘He’s usually up by now. Has his shower at eight, same time every morning, breakfast at half past.’ She checked the clock on the wall as if hopeful it might show a different time, an earlier one maybe.


Apart from general bewilderment at my mother’s concern that a guest wasn’t up at nine o’clock on a Sunday morning, something else jarred, which took me a couple of seconds to figure out. And then it hit me – the only working shower was in my parents’ ensuite. The shower in the main bathroom was an ancient one over the bath, which didn’t work and my parents hadn’t bothered getting replaced since they never used it.


‘Where is he sleeping, Mum?’ I asked, slowly.


‘Oh, he moved into the main bedroom,’ she said airily. ‘He needed a shower first thing before work and, sure, what are we doing all day? Your father and I can have baths.’


‘You’ve given him your bedroom?’ I fought to keep my voice calm. She hadn’t even called it their bedroom. It was now the main bedroom apparently.


‘Not permanently.’ She waved me away distractedly like some minor irritant. ‘Just for a while.’


I felt a knot in my chest. Had this happened while those other people had been here? The house had only three bedrooms. Then a horrible thought occurred; was it possible that my mum and dad had been sleeping downstairs? In the sitting room?


My father burst through the kitchen door, cutting through my thoughts. ‘He’s gone,’ he exclaimed.


My mother’s frightened gaze flicked past him. He was followed closely by Molloy, now fully dressed and shaved.


Dad spread his palms in a gesture of confusion and hurt. ‘His door is open. The room is empty and there’s no sign of him. He’s taken everything and just left.’


All colour drained from my mother’s face. ‘Everything?’


Molloy and I exchanged a look. I tried to remember if I’d noticed anything, but I hadn’t even glanced in the direction of what I still thought of as my parents’ room on my way down. ‘It’s the one at the front of the house, with the ensuite,’ I told him.


Molloy headed back upstairs, and we listened silently to his heavy tread. A few minutes later he was down again, shaking his head. ‘Your dad’s right. It’s been cleared out.’


‘He didn’t leave a note?’ I said, appalled. ‘Not even to say thank you for all the weeks he’s been staying here?’ What the hell was going on?


Neither of my parents spoke.


‘Mum,’ I said, ‘did you have other people staying here recently? Other than Stuart?’


Her intake of breath was audible. ‘Why do you ask?’


‘Stuart mentioned something,’ I lied, suspecting it was the last thing he’d have told me.


‘Well, yes,’ she conceded. ‘But it was only for a few nights.’


‘Were they friends of his?’


Her face darkened. She rounded on me. ‘Why all the questions? Did you say something to him? Ask him to leave?’


‘No, of course I didn’t.’


Molloy shot me a warning look, but it was too late.


‘I might have wanted to but I didn’t,’ I snapped.


‘So why is he gone then?’ she countered. ‘He never mentioned anything to us about leaving. I knew you weren’t happy with him staying here the last time you visited. But this is our house and it’s our decision who stays here. We’re not children.’


‘I know that,’ I said, flushing. ‘I swear I didn’t say anything. I’d never go over your head like that. I promise.’


My dad leaned back against the worktop and crossed his arms. Unlike my mother, his expression was hard to read, his head bowed as if he was trying to process what had happened. I felt a strange coldness seep through me as it hit me that, beneath my mother’s annoyance, I could hear fear in her voice. Were they afraid of Chambers?


‘Where does he live?’ I asked.


My mother threw me a hard stare. ‘Here. Until this morning.’


I held the stare, biting back the response I wanted to give, knowing this time it would be a mistake. ‘I know that,’ I said. ‘I meant where is he from? Does he have family, other than …’ I trailed off, deciding that now might not be the right time to mention the dead wife and child.


She turned away so she didn’t have to look at me. ‘Clare originally, I think,’ she said dully. ‘But he’s lived in Dublin for a long time and his job is here – he said that his family are all far away.’


‘Well, maybe he’s gone back for a visit,’ I said breezily. ‘Clare is lovely this time of year.’


There was no response. All that could be heard was the slow and deliberate ticking of the kitchen clock.









Chapter Three


Molloy chose that moment to interject with a suggestion that he take us all out for breakfast, and I was grateful. His presence would help alleviate the uncomfortable atmosphere for which I entirely blamed Stuart Chambers.


The rain from the night before had cleared to a bright day, so we walked the short distance to Chapelizod Main Street and took a table outside one of the cafés. The old Dublin village looked pretty in the sunshine; a bike with a wicker basket was propped up against the old phone box and the horse chestnut under which we sat was lush, a watery sun dappling through its quivering leaves. It should have been a treat, having breakfast under a blue sky with my parents and Molloy, but everything felt askew and wrong. Why were my usually sensible mother and father so distraught that a stranger who’d been effectively living off them had upped and left? Why weren’t they annoyed instead, that he hadn’t thanked them or left a note?


A tiny, hairy-faced dog who was flat out, nose down, snoring on one of the tables would usually have given us all a laugh but the most I got when I pointed him out was a weak, unconvincing smile from my dad.


Once we’d decided what to eat, I went inside with Molloy to order, the sweet scent of roast coffee giving me a much-needed boost. But as we waited in the queue for the counter, I revealed my fear. ‘I don’t want to leave them,’ I blurted. ‘I’m afraid Chambers will come back as soon as we’re gone.’


‘Can you stay?’ he asked, brow furrowed with concern.


I shook my head. ‘I’ve a ton of appointments tomorrow and we’ve court on Tuesday, remember?’


‘Of course.’ He nodded. Molloy would be there too; he prosecuted at the monthly district court in Glendara. He frowned in thought for a few seconds, then gestured towards the counter as we were called forward. ‘We’re up.’


On the way back out, both of us carrying cardboard cups of freshly squeezed orange juice, he nudged my arm and took me aside.


‘Why don’t you invite them up?’ he said quietly. ‘Ask them to stay for a bit?’


I looked at him, startled. ‘To Inishowen?’


‘Why not? They’ve never visited before, have they? You have the space.’


He was right on both counts. They hadn’t ever visited before, and I did have a spare room in my cottage in Malin. It seemed a little odd now that I thought about it. Though we’d been partially estranged for a few years, things were a lot better now. At least until Chambers had showed up.


Molloy took a step back to allow a woman in a flowery skirt pass by, then lowered his voice another notch. ‘In the meantime, I can arrange for the local guards to keep an eye on the house and I’ll see if we can find out anything about this Stuart Chambers.’


‘Oh God, yes, please do,’ I said, spilling a little juice on the white tiled floor in my eagerness. The woman behind the counter waved to say she’d sort it out and I mouthed an apology.


‘As I said earlier, I will need to play it carefully,’ Molloy cautioned, sympathy softening his features. ‘But I’m sure I can do a little light digging.’


We re-emerged from the café to find my parents deep in some intense exchange of their own. It came to an abrupt halt as we approached and I was sure I saw my mother quickly shove her phone back into her bag. Had she been trying to ring Chambers?


I said nothing as we retook our seats, leaving Molloy to chat to my parents, picking up the Dublin Post, a local newspaper which someone had left behind on a neighbouring table. I flicked through it while we waited for our food, suppressing the uncomfortable thought that the conversation was flowing more easily now that I wasn’t part of it.


A wasp lurched drunkenly towards me and I waved it away as a headline caught my eye – Liquid Cocaine concealed in Wine Bottles among €1 million drugs seizure in Dublin.


I started to read.




Over €1 million worth of drugs have been seized from a residential premises in South County Dublin together with a substantial quantity of cash, believed to be the proceeds of drug trafficking. Garda National Drugs & Organised Crime Bureau (GNDOCB) personnel, assisted by Dublin officers, say that a number of champagne bottles were seized, which, following technical examination were discovered to contain cocaine in liquid form. The estimated street value is believed to be in excess of €1,000,000. Three men have been arrested and are currently being detained pursuant to drug trafficking legislation at Donnybrook Garda Station. It appears that a new method of concealing controlled substances has been identified and exposed.





I showed it to Molloy, and he raised his eyebrows. ‘Seems a long way from Donegal, doesn’t it?’


We turned as our cappuccinos, toast and eggs arrived on square wooden blocks, which I imagined would amuse Tony from the Oak, Glendara’s pub.


After we’d finished, Molloy suggested that my parents and I go for a walk, saying that he had some calls to make before the drive back. I knew that he was giving me a chance to issue the invitation to stay and suspected he would double back and speak to Pat the neighbour in the meantime.


We strolled down to the Liffey walk, where the verdant, early-summer green of the riverbank felt like a cool oasis in the middle of a fraught morning. I’d always found the river to be calming, just as I now derived comfort from the rolling waves of the Inishowen coast; moving water reminding me that so much is out of our control, that sometimes we just need to let things take their course.


My mother had brought the tail end of her toast to feed to the swans, and she tore it into clumps before throwing it into the river. On the far side, a mallard attempted to corral a chaotic clutch of ducklings, and I remembered a grim photograph on the front of the Irish Times depicting a heron flying off with a baby duckling in her beak, pursued by an anguished-looking mother duck. I thought about a parent’s instinct to protect their young and how mine must have felt when their daughter was killed by a predatory man. Though they’d taken care not to show it, I’d always wondered if they blamed me for bringing him into their lives. But how badly must it have shaken them? Shattering everything they believed in and questioning their ability to take care of their own child? How powerless must they have felt, and how vulnerable might that have made them to predators themselves? Was that what Chambers was? A predator?


I looked at them now, standing side by side to watch a set of double sculls slice through the water, while a man cycled along the path calling out instructions. There had been little conversation since we’d left Molloy. I wasn’t sure what to say. The adult child’s need to protect older parents was so much harder to manage, the need to balance it with a respect for independence, autonomy and agency. While I’d been in Florida, I’d worked in elder law and saw how difficult a line that was to tread, even for those whose motivations were pure. I recalled a woman whose son kept her a virtual prisoner after a fall; his love and concern for her almost killing her.


A commotion behind made all three of us turn. The tiny, hairy-faced dog who’d been asleep outside the café was yapping wildly and straining at the leash in a challenge to a black and white greyhound who was at least eight times his size.


‘Sorry.’ The owner grimaced and picked him up in her arms. ‘He’s a little barky.’


The greyhound owner smiled indulgently and headed on, and we watched them make slow progress along the river as the dog stopped every few yards to sniff the bank.


It was time to say it. ‘How would you both like to come back up to Donegal with us?’ I asked.


My mother turned to me in surprise. ‘Now, you mean? Today?’


I nodded. ‘For a visit. I’d love to have you.’


My dad’s face lit up. ‘Why not?’ he said, and I felt a rush of shame that it had been Molloy’s idea and not mine.


‘But what if Stuart comes back?’ my mother protested.


I bit back the response I wanted to give and said, ‘He has your mobile numbers, doesn’t he? He can call you and you can come back if you want to. It’s only a drive.’


My mother looked doubtfully at my dad. ‘I don’t think we …’


It was all I could do not to throw up my hands in frustration. And then I remembered something. I took out my phone, did a quick search, and found that, yes, next weekend was Glendara’s biennial literary festival: Glenfest. A reason for them to visit. Assuming, that was, that our local bookseller and the organiser of the festival, Phyllis Kettle, had managed to finalise the plans for it. Her bookshop had been seriously damaged in the floods and the repairs had been taking up most of her energy of late.


I told them about it, hoping that it might hook my mother, who was a retired librarian, in particular.


‘You’d want us to stay a whole week?’ she asked, looking amazed.


‘Why not?’ I said. ‘You’ve never visited before. And that’s my fault for not inviting you. It’ll be a chance to see where I’ve been living all these years.’


I chose not to point out that they had just had a visitor stay for a whole month, probably more.


Molloy offered to drive: there was plenty of room in his car and we, at any rate, had no luggage. The same could not be said for my parents who, once they’d agreed to come, decided to pack for every eventuality in both weather and occasion.


But my dad insisted on driving their ancient Nissan. It had just passed its NCT, he said, and would be well able for it. ‘Be good to give it a decent run out.’ My impression was that he was happy enough to go, my mother being more reluctant, but he’d persuaded her.


Waiting downstairs while they packed, I felt as if I could breathe in the house for the first time since we’d arrived and I began to hope that Chambers’s absence would be a permanent one. Still, it was a relief to set off.


‘Did you speak to the neighbour?’ I asked Molloy, once we were alone in the car. ‘I should have gone over and thanked him, but Mum and Dad would have wondered what I was doing.’


‘I did that,’ Molloy said, checking the mirror for my dad’s car as we pulled out of the estate. ‘He couldn’t really tell me anything further. He noticed four or five extra people coming and going from the house for about a week. They used keys, were clearly staying there, and seemed to know Chambers well. When he decided to call over, he found the house full of people and your parents looking overwhelmed and a bit lost, which was why he went back the next day to ask for your number.’


The thought of my mum and dad in any kind of distress, especially being bullied in their own home, made me livid. They’d been through enough in their lives.


‘Maybe his visit triggered their leaving,’ I said. ‘Maybe Chambers anticipated Pat might call and tell me what was going on and got them to go. Did you get the sense that he was half-expecting us when we arrived last night?’


‘A little. It was brave of Pat to call in. People don’t usually stick their noses in like that.’


‘They don’t in the city,’ I said wryly. ‘They do in Glendara.’


‘See?’ Molloy reached out to pat my knee in a gesture he knew I’d find patronising. ‘Not always such a bad thing having the neighbours knowing your business.’ But then he paused, and I knew something big was coming.


‘Go on,’ I said, eyes narrowed.


‘More importantly, I haven’t been able to find any record of a car accident involving the wife and child of a Stuart Chambers.’


I spun around to face him. ‘What?’


‘That doesn’t mean it didn’t happen,’ he added quickly, hearing my sharp intake of breath. ‘Just that I haven’t been able to find it.’


‘I knew it,’ I cried. ‘I knew he was a fraud. What the hell is he up to?’


Molloy shook his head. ‘I have no idea. But you might need to find out some details about that grief support group where they met him. Do you know the name of it?’


I shook my head. I’d never asked. Now, that seemed very careless of me.


‘What does he do for a living?’ Molloy asked,


‘He’s a civil servant,’ I said through gritted teeth.


‘Okay, well that’s pretty vague.’ Molloy indicated to overtake a slow-moving car, checking in the mirror again before he pulled back in to see if my father was following.


‘I know. I should have asked more but it felt intrusive as if it was none of my business. Although my mother still picked up on the fact that I didn’t like him,’ I said ruefully.


‘Now, there’s a surprise,’ Molloy said with a smile.


We stopped in Monaghan for something to eat; a sort of late lunch, early dinner. We’d lost my parents somewhere along the M1, but they arrived only minutes after us in the square, making it feel like some weird family road trip. I was impressed. GPS wasn’t my parents’ thing and four hours’ worth of directions wasn’t exactly practical, but my dad seemed to be enjoying the drive and my mother had a map open on her knee, navigating, her finger glued to the route.


She was quiet over the meal, which worried me a little. It was less than twenty-four hours since Molloy and I had last been on this road, and while my stomach was no longer somersaulting as it had been on the way down, nothing had actually been resolved. Having my parents visit would only be a temporary solution, especially if they weren’t prepared to discuss things.


We ate quickly and set off again, reaching Derry at around half five. The city looked fine in the evening sunshine as we drove along a glimmering River Foyle, past the expansive white of the Peace Bridge and the handsome Guildhall. Once through the village of Muff we emerged onto the east side of the Inishowen peninsula to make our way along the estuary, accompanying the river on the last leg of its journey to the North Atlantic.


I was sorry I wasn’t travelling in the same car as my parents at this point. I’d have liked to see their reaction to the drama of the Muff strait, the broad wide road that ran alongside the shore, at times so close you felt as if you could skim stones from the car. The sea was almost turquoise this evening, a pleasant change from its usual gunmetal grey; the horizon a thin line beyond the expanse of the lough, above which a few ragged scraps of cloud floated, casting shadows across the green water. Early summer in Inishowen was sweet.


At Quigley’s Point, we turned inland and upland, crossing over a temporary replacement for the Riverside Bridge erected by the Defence Forces after it collapsed during the devastating floods. It would take some time for the area to recover completely. Many bridges had been damaged and some roads were still closed. I’d heard on Highland Radio that the infrastructure repair was likely to cost Donegal County Council over fifteen million euro.


We continued along the road hewn from the mountain, at times winding and narrow, then wider and straight, overlooking the valley on our left through which the Glentogher River meandered. After a fifteen-minute drive the purple-coloured mound of Sliabh Sneacht would come into view, followed by farmhouses and a thatched cottage. And then, finally, downhill into the little town of Glendara. We were on the home straight.


Suddenly I couldn’t wait, impatient to show my parents my beloved Inishowen. I breathed out audibly, catching Molloy’s sympathetic smile in response. We’d only been gone one night but it felt like a hell of a lot longer, and I suspected he felt the same.


He checked the rear-view mirror. ‘Where are they?’ My parents had fallen back again.


I wasn’t concerned. ‘They don’t know the road so they’re probably just taking it slowly. They can’t go wrong, it’s a straight run.’


We passed a wide section of road with a sweeping turn before the road narrowed again to trace a route thorough rocky fields filled with sheep and heather and furze.


Suddenly, out of nowhere, a car was approaching, hurtling towards us at high speed. A blue BMW with two people in it, on the wrong side of the road. Molloy pumped the horn. My heart leapt in my chest, terrified. We were done for. It was coming straight for us. There was nowhere for Molloy to go. On one side of the road, the land rose above a deep ditch while on the other it fell away steeply to the river glen below.


With no choice, he swerved and braked at the same time. At the last minute, the BMW swung back into its own lane, clipping our side mirror. But it was too late for us. Molloy braked again, desperately. He succeeded in slowing the car down but not enough. We were heading straight for the ditch.
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