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        The woods are lovely, dark and deep,  

        But I have promises to keep,  

        And miles to go before I sleep,  

        And miles to go before I sleep.

         

        Robert Frost

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thornwood House

          

        

      

    

    
      Where Thornwood House now stands was once ancient woodland. It is said that when Lord Hawley purchased the estate in 1882, as a marriage gift for his wife, he ordered the entire site to be cleared before building works could commence. However, in the middle of this site grew a gnarled old hawthorn tree, a fairy tree, and ’twas said that misfortune would befall any man who so much as scarred the twisted bark. A seeress from the locality warned the Master not to touch it, saying that The Good People would have their revenge on anyone who tampered with their dwelling place.

      But Lord Hawley was an educated man from Surrey, England and held no truck with local superstition. The plans were drawn up for his mansion house and he paid the workers handsomely to get the job done. Yet the local men still refused to be a part of it, and Hawley was forced to employ workers from his own homeland to cut the tree down. The seeress foretold no end of misery, but for the first few years, everything in Thornwood House seemed perfectly content.

      However, when Lady Hawley fell pregnant with twins, she did become mightily sick and there was a fear for her life. Mercifully, she and the babies survived, but the real horror was yet to come.

      A few weeks after they were born, the Mistress began to act very strangely and insisted that the children were not hers. A physician was sent for and rumours spread that the woman was suffering from hysteria.

      The seeress, on the other hand, knew that it was not Lady Hawley’s mind that had weakened. She knew that when a mother did not recognise her own child, it could only mean one thing: a changeling. The Good People had finally exacted their revenge by taking the human children and replacing them with evil, sickly souls. If they did not perish immediately, they would live to become mischievous and destructive individuals, intent on creating bitterness and hate wherever they went.

      Before the Hawley twins ever saw their first birthday, Lady Hawley threw herself from the top window of Thornwood House.
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      New York

      
        
        25th December 2010

      

      

      Were it not for that tacky ceramic sheep in the gift shop, Sarah would never have even heard of Thornwood, much less got on a plane to Ireland and spent Christmas there.

      ‘Have you got everything you need?’ Jack had finally asked, after an hour of silently watching her reclaim all her worldly possessions.

      ‘Um, yes, I think that’s it,’ Sarah said, looking about her at all the empty spaces she was leaving behind. Most of her belongings were already shipped and boxed in suspended animation in a Massachusetts storage unit. ‘Well, at least now you can have that snooker table you always wanted in here,’ she added, trying to sound cheery, but regretting it as soon as she heard it out loud. ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean⁠—’

      ‘It’s okay,’ he said, touching her lightly on the arm and giving her a crooked smile. ‘I don’t know what to say either, but you don’t have to pretend, Sarah.’

      The easiest thing would have been to fall into his arms and bury her pain somewhere neither of them could find it, but she’d tried that already and two years later, it still wasn’t working. They were living in a house of unspoken needs and muffled emotions.

      ‘Are you sure you want to leave today? I mean, it is Christmas, after all,’ he said, nodding towards the lacklustre tree that blinked optimistically in the corner. ‘You could wait till New Year’s…’

      ‘What difference does it make, really? We’d just be delaying the inevitable. I have to leave now or I never will. Besides, your family’s expecting you for the big Natale Zaparelli, so you better get a move on too.’

      He exhaled a long and weary sigh, stuffing his hands in his pockets. Sarah wondered bitterly what bothered him more: her absence from the Zaparelli family Christmas or him having to explain it.

      ‘I wish it didn’t have to be like this.’ Jack shifted from one foot to the other. He didn’t know where to place himself and finally, like an unwanted object in his gallery, he leaned against the nearest wall.

      ‘Come on, Jack, it’s taking all of my strength to do this. Please don’t go soft on me now or I might just crack,’ Sarah said, reaching for her purse and coat.

      ‘All right then, beat it, lady and don’t let the door hit you on the way out! Better?’ he asked, with a half smile.

      ‘Much.’ She hugged him, briefly but fiercely, and turned on her heel, dragging her suitcase behind her. ‘I’ll call to let you know I’ve landed safely,’ she called behind her.

      ‘Maybe just a text message,’ he said, adding in almost a whisper, ‘I don’t trust myself not to beg you to come back.’

      Newark Airport had a sense of business as usual but with a halfhearted nod to the holidays. It reminded Sarah of when she was a child and spent Christmas in the hospital having her appendix removed. The worn-out decorations only served to remind her of where she wanted to be, but wasn’t, and now the airport felt the same. Where were all of these people going? Were they all leaving their husbands? Most of them probably didn’t even observe Christmas. Was all of this really going on every year while Sarah tucked into her turkey, naively assuming that everyone else had the same traditions?

      Her sister, Meghan, would probably be serving her famous Christmas pudding about now. She wished she didn’t have to impose on their holidays, but you can’t always choose the timing of a marital breakdown. After three years of marriage, she had precious little to show for it. If anything, her life had shrunk since she’d met Jack. Her only option was to move back in with her parents or stay in her sister’s spare room. It wasn’t much of a choice: failed daughter or failed sister. Meghan’s was the lesser of two evils.

      Sarah absent-mindedly wandered through the gift shops, hoping to distract herself from recurring thoughts of what Jack would be doing now. He was putting on a brave face, like herself, but she was sure he would be feeling as lost as she was. At least she could go back to Boston, remove herself from the familiar, everyday things that would bring memories of their life together flooding back. Feeling certain that her hometown would act as some sort of a restorative, she booked the flight like a homing pigeon.

      Coming back to herself, she realised she was standing in front of a display of ceramic sheep, in varying shapes and sizes. She must have been staring at them for quite some time, for the shop assistant stepped forward, sensing the possibility of a sale.

      ‘They’re super cute, right?’ said the young girl with an overly painted face and nose ring.

      ‘Uh, I suppose, if you like sheep,’ Sarah replied, not wanting to offend. ‘What shop is this?’

      ‘The Emerald Isle Gift Store. You get a ten per cent discount with your Aer Lingus boarding pass,’ she added, as if this would sway her decision. ‘What part of Ireland are you going to?’

      ‘Oh no, I’m not going to Ireland, just home to Boston,’ Sarah assured her, deflecting the sales pitch. She grew up knowing that there was some Irish blood in her family tree (hardly a novelty in Boston) and had always promised herself that, if she ever had the money to do it, she would visit one day. Her honeymoon had seemed like the perfect opportunity, but Jack had argued that two weeks in the Maldives would be much more romantic than shivering in the damp and dreary Irish countryside. Perhaps he’d been right, but the mysticism and charm of the fairytale castles she’d saved on her phone called to her in a way that aquamarine waters never did.

      The young assistant sat back behind the counter and was now testing the stretchability of her chewing gum. Given the day, Sarah took pity on her and picked up a rather startled-looking sheep and an Irish newspaper for good measure. She hardly registered tucking the half bottle of Irish whisky under her arm.

      ‘Thank you ma’am and happy holidays!’ The girl smiled as Sarah took her gift bag and headed for the departure gates.

      Grabbing a cup of coffee to go, Sarah sat apart from the other passengers by the window, where she could see the aeroplanes being refuelled. A light flurry of snow had begun, illuminated by the airport lights to look like flecks of gold dancing through the air. Looking at the screen, she could see that her flight was delayed by two hours. Opening the screw cap, she nonchalantly poured a healthy measure of whisky into the paper cup. A medicinal measure. The coffee was bitter, but mixed with the whisky it flushed her bloodstream with a reassuring warmth. It all felt so surreal. Knowing that you’re going to leave your husband and actually going through with it are two very different things. Her emotions were only now beginning to catch up with the reality of the situation. She twisted off the cap again and refilled her cup.

      She wasn’t getting much sleep since ‘The Big Bad Thing’ as she now referred to it. Somehow it was easier saying it that way, contained it somehow, so the feelings couldn’t get out. Going to bed was like buying a lottery ticket; some nights you won and grabbed a few hours of sleep. Other nights, which were becoming more and more frequent, she woke in a blind panic, hardly able to breathe.

      ‘You’re suffering from an anxiety disorder,’ her doctor had said, with her perfectly coiffed hair and rather inappropriate high-heeled shoes. I mean, how could you attend to an emergency in those heels? Sarah had wondered, while the doctor’s explanation washed over her. Giving it a name didn’t help matters. Pills were offered and refused. Jack had a lot to say about that. He had a lot to say about everything and often drowned any thoughts Sarah tried to have of her own. She was advised to cut down on the drinking. She didn’t tell Jack about that part and had somehow managed to convince herself that this was a generic piece of advice that didn’t really apply to her.  She just knew that if she could be on her own for a while, she could sort herself out.  Except she wouldn’t be on her own in Boston. It was only now beginning to dawn on her that the price of familial support would be more interference. More well-meaning platitudes from people intent on ‘fixing’ her.

      ‘Another coffee please,’ Sarah said, standing at the Dunkin Donuts counter. She tried not to meet his eyes; surely he had smelled the whisky. Not that it mattered, she was well over the legal age. But there was a feeling of guilt there that she couldn’t explain. She wasn’t drinking for fun or because she had a fear of flying. She was trying to forget. She busied herself with her bag and spotted the Irish newspaper inside it. She took it out, just for something to look at, when a photo caught her attention on the back page. An image of a beautiful hawthorn tree, blooming with tiny white flowers, standing alone beside a busy road in the county of Clare in Ireland. The headline read: THE FAIRY TREE THAT MOVED A MOTORWAY.

      ‘Huh!’ Sarah said a little loudly, then bent her head to focus on the words.

      
        
        Clare County Council finally bowed to local pressure to alter the proposed route of a major new motorway currently under construction, all in an effort to protect a very special hawthorn tree. Ned Delaney, a local folklorist and storyteller, lodged an objection, saying that the hawthorn tree was ‘an important meeting place for the Connacht and Munster fairies’. Delaney (known locally as ‘The Fairy Whisperer’) insisted that to cut down the tree would ‘vex’ the little people and cause untold misfortune for anyone using the road.

      

      

      Sarah felt as though she were suddenly back in her father’s truck, as a teenager, driving through the countryside to gather bits of dead wood from the forest. He was a bit of a hippie, or a tree-hugger as the neighbours used to call him, and he instilled in her a great respect for nature. He would let her drive on the quieter roads and it felt so freeing, just the two of them, the road ahead and the trees lining the route. They would spend hours together in his workshop making impossibly crooked birdhouses and desk tidies and anything else that could be fashioned from rough wood and a few rusty nails. He always encouraged her and even got her to start sketching plans on paper for more sophisticated projects like coat racks and shelving units. It was thanks to those early days in the workshop that she finally decided to go to college and study art. She had such high hopes when she graduated, but New York didn’t exactly work out as planned, on any level. Her working-class roots had always made her feel like an outsider in the galleries of New York, but now she felt like she didn’t belong at home anymore either. Her stomach churned at the thought of setting up home in her sister’s spare room. She turned her attention back to the newspaper.

      
        
        Locals were hesitant to admit that they actually believed in fairies, but one resident summed up the general feeling when she said, ‘It’s better to be safe than sorry.’

      

      

      Sarah blinked and shook her head. Could this be possible, in this day and age? She flipped the paper over and double-checked that it was in fact a genuine newspaper and not some kind of joke. Then she began to smile to herself and thought again of her father and what a kick he would get out of it. Her mother, on the other hand, had no time for such trivialities. Her mother and her sister Meghan were the practical ones, but Sarah and her father were the dreamers. Or at least she used to be. All of the magic seemed to seep out of her after The Big Bad Thing. Maybe Ireland was the place to find it again?

      Glancing out over the concourse from her little table at Dunkin’ Donuts, she realised she had walked quite far from her departure gate. In fact, she found herself slap-bang in front of the Aer Lingus departure lounge, with the flight number EI401 bound for Shannon flashing on the screen. An advertisement on a nearby wall showed the striking image of the Cliffs of Moher, standing majestically above the wild Atlantic Ocean, with the tagline, ‘Ireland: The land of a thousand welcomes’.

      Something inside her shifted, then settled. The decision was made. It was made the moment she saw that silly sheep.
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      Sarah woke with a jolt when the plane touched down on the tarmac. Peering out of the window, she couldn’t tell if it was day or night, for torrential rain lashed the window in such persistent bursts that it was impossible to see out.

      ‘You’re lucky you slept through that,’ came a lyrical Irish accent close to her ear.

      Turning around, Sarah saw her neighbour smiling kindly at her, while wrapping up what appeared to be a hooked needle and a large ball of wool.

      ‘I dropped a few stitches, I don’t mind telling you!’ confided the woman. ‘I thought the wind would flip us over, but you slept soundly all the way through, you lucky duck.’

      Sarah tried to compose herself and covertly wipe any drool from her face. She felt completely dehydrated and her head felt like it was being drilled at the temples.

      ‘Sorry I wasn’t much company,’ she said, flattening her wayward hair into what should have been a bob.

      ‘Oh, don’t worry about that, you obviously needed the rest, and besides, my crochet always keeps me company. In fact,’ she said, digging back into her bag, ‘Happy Christmas!’ She added, waving a hat. ‘I crocheted eight of them during the flight.’ It was a perfectly stitched beanie in a lovely berry shade and she handed it to Sarah.

      ‘You’re kidding me. You’ve been knitting these the whole time?’

      ‘Oh I couldn’t go anywhere without my crochet. It keeps me calm and Lord knows I hate flying, so this passes the time nicely.’

      Sarah tried on the hat and it fit perfectly.

      ‘Thank you so much, that’s really very kind of you.’ Sarah realised that she really wasn’t in New York anymore. People hardly made eye contact there, much less offered handmade gifts.

      ‘Listen, my brother-in-law is picking me up so if you need a ride anywhere…’ Sarah said, feeling seasonably charitable.

      ‘Not at all. I’ll get the bus straight from Shannon into Ennis so I’ll be fine, dear,’ she replied.

      Sarah had no idea what the woman was talking about. Shannon and Ennis didn’t sound very familiar. She must have been from out of state. But rather than get into a needless discussion, Sarah just nodded politely and fished for some tissues in her bag.

      The pilot calmly announced that it was 06:45 a.m. local time and a chilly three degrees Celsius (whatever that meant in Fahrenheit).

      Rather oddly, he also mentioned something about Shannon.

      ‘Holy shit!’ she cried.

      ‘Don’t worry, love, it can’t be much colder than New York,’ her companion assured her.

      ‘Where are we?’ she gasped, grabbing the woman’s arm.

      ‘What? We’re in Ireland, love, I told you, you slept right through!’

      Sarah had that sickening feeling that was becoming all too familiar. The cold sweat and the uncanny sensation of popping candy in her bloodstream. It was starting to come back to her – the sheep; the whisky; the green shamrock logo on the plane. And something about a tree?

      ‘We’re not in Boston, are we?’

      ‘Do you not remember, love? Well, I suppose you were a little worse for wear. I think that the air hostess only let you on to shut you up!’

      ‘Oh God.’ Sarah squeezed her eyes shut, trying to force the lock on her lost memories. She remembered laughing, possibly wishing people ‘Top of the morning’, but that was it.

      ‘How did I even get a ticket?’ Sarah shook her head, but still no memories came loose.

      ‘You told me you were flying standby. Sure, they were only delighted to fill up the seats, weren’t they? It’s half empty as it is.’ The woman was packing up her knitting and taking all of her valuable information with her.

      Looking out the window, all Sarah could see was darkness and the blurred lights of the airport through the rain. It was clearly not Logan International. She dug her cell phone out of her bag, powered it on and dialled Meghan’s number immediately.

      ‘I’m so sorry, Meghan,’ she began remorsefully.

      ‘And so you should be. Poor Greg was stuck waiting at the airport for you for hours last night. On Christmas Day, Sarah! What the hell happened to you? Didn’t you get my messages? Are you staying with Jack?’

      The plane finally came to a halt and the passengers began to unclick their seatbelts and open the overhead lockers. Sarah cupped her hand around her ear to block out the noise.

      ‘No, I…’ Sarah hesitated. She knew the least she owed her sister was an explanation, but she was almost embarrassed to admit what she had done. ‘I’m not in New York,’ was what she finally settled on.

      ‘Well you’re not in Boston, either, I can vouch for that!’ Meghan snapped.

      Meanwhile, the hat lady joined the line of passengers about to exit the plane, giving Sarah a supportive thumbs-up. She obviously had more faith in her than she had in herself.

      ‘Look, Meghan, I really needed to get away. I thought it might be good to be on my own for a while, try and work things out in my own space.’ This sounded good, Sarah assured herself. It sounded like a coherent plan.

      ‘Well, I wish you would have thought of that before I spent all of Christmas Eve getting your room ready and half of Christmas Day calling the airline. How could you be so thoughtless? It’s not like you,’ Meghan replied.

      ‘Okay, you’re right, I deserve that. I just … I acted on a whim. I didn’t even know what I was doing myself until I was on the flight and then I fell asleep and…’

      ‘So you did take a flight, to where?’

      ‘Um, well, I’m in Ireland.’ The line went silent. ‘If it makes you feel any better, I seem to have arrived in the middle of a hurricane,’ she added, looking out at a stiffly horizontal windsock.

      ‘Sarah, what are you doing?’ came her sister’s measured reply.

      ‘Well, this is just a rough guess, but I might be having a midlife crisis.’

      ‘This isn’t funny.’

      ‘I disagree. It’s the first truly funny thing that has happened in the last two years. In fact, it’s hilarious. I’ve just arrived in a country where I know nothing and no one, and it’s Christmas, for God’s sake. I haven’t a clue where I’m going, or what I’m doing, and another thing…’

      Sarah suddenly noticed that a flight attendant was standing by her seat, giving her a weary smile. Sarah raised herself up and realised that the entire plane was empty, save for her and the remaining crew. ‘Listen, Meghan, I’ve got to disembark. I’ll call you once I get settled.’

      ‘Settled where?’ Meghan shouted, exasperated.

      ‘Well, in Ireland.’

      ‘You mean you don’t even know what part of Ireland you’re in?’ Meghan accused in a high-pitched voice.

      ‘Sorry, you’re breaking…’ With that, she rang off to the sound of her sister saying how they were all so worried about her. She instantly knew she had done the right thing.

      Inside the terminal, Sarah dragged her lone sky-blue suitcase across the concourse. She’d packed the rest of her belongings in a removal van, which would probably be arriving at Meghan’s house about now.

      ‘What am I doing?’ she whispered under her breath.

      The place was deserted, apart from two tired-looking men in high visibility jackets leaning against the customs counter.

      ‘Anything to declare, Madam?’ the larger one asked in a deep baritone voice.

      Sarah couldn’t think of anything to declare, except that she was now officially homeless, so decided to keep her mouth shut. As the sliding doors opened, she felt the disappointment like a physical blow to her gut. Even though she hadn’t been expecting anyone to be there, the sadness of knowing that nobody cared whether she was here or not still hurt. ‘What kind of oddball travels abroad on their own for Christmas?’ she wondered bitterly to herself. Still, there was nothing to do but get on with it now. A nice warm hotel room with a hot bath and some delicious food would make everything seem better, she assured herself.

      Once outside, she struggled to button her coat against the wind and pulled her newly acquired beanie hat down over her ears. She swiftly blew across the car park and into the reception of the airport hotel. To her relief, a tall, distinguished-looking gentleman sprang up to greet her with all the agility of Fred Astaire.

      ‘You’re very welcome to the Shannon Airport Hotel. How can I help you?’ he rattled off with practised ease.

      ‘Hey there, Marcus,’ she said, reading his name badge. ‘I just need a room for tonight, please, and if you can tell me where I can get some breakfast, that’d be great.’

      ‘Ooh,’ he said, sucking air through his teeth, ‘unfortunately we don’t have any rooms tonight, but I can offer you a twin room for tomorrow night?’

      ‘You’re kidding, right? How could you be booked up when this place is a ghost town?’

      ‘Oh no, we’re not booked up as such, but there’s been a slight problem with the plumbing on two of the floors, so we’ve had to close up most of the bedrooms until we get it sorted,’ he explained.

      Sarah slumped into one of the leather tub chairs facing the view of the car park outside. Despite the fact that she had slept for most of the flight, she still felt like an emotional wreck. An emotional wreck with a raging hangover.

      ‘I’m not normally…’ She trailed off.

      ‘Ah sure, it’s the time of year, makes us all a bit funny, doesn’t it?’ He stepped out from behind the reception desk and made a swift appraisal of the situation. ‘Right, follow me.’

      ‘What? Where?’ But he was already making great strides through the lobby and towards a door marked ‘Dining Room’.

      Once settled at a table with a large plate of bacon, sausage, egg and soda bread, Sarah began to relax a little. Marcus joined her with a large pot of tea and two cups on a tray.

      ‘Marcus O’Brien, at your service,’ he said, introducing himself formally.

      ‘Sarah Harper,’ she replied, offering her hand. ‘Where is everyone?’

      ‘Skeleton staff at Christmas,’ Marcus said as he poured a liquid black as tar into her cup. ‘Anyway, what brings you to the Banner on this Stephen’s Day?’

      ‘The Banner?’ she echoed. And who was Stephen, she wondered, the culture shock already setting in.

      ‘Oh, it’s a nickname really, UP THE BANNER!’ he said, waving his gangly arms about. ‘Never mind,’ he said, on seeing her blank look.

      ‘Would you believe me if I told you that it was a newspaper article about a fairy tree that brought me here?’

      ‘The hawthorn, of course. Are you a journalist?’

      Great, she thought, he did believe it. She had her cover story. Anything was better than the truth.

      ‘Not exactly. This is delicious, by the way. I’ve never tasted anything like this back home,’ she said, buttering her soda bread. It was magically curing her hangover, too.

      ‘Well, if you can’t get a good Irish breakfast here, we may as well all pack up and go home!’ He excused himself with efficient courtesy and left to sort out some hotel business, wiping his finger along the tables checking for dust as he went.

      Sarah took a moment to gather her thoughts, which basically consisted of how relieved she felt to have stumbled into the path of a man like Marcus. Sometimes you just needed to be looked after, especially after a night drinking whisky and buying a plane ticket to Ireland. She started to think that maybe this rash decision wasn’t so bad after all. She could spend a week or two having a nice little holiday for herself; enjoying the country and its people (if they were all like Marcus), before returning home with a clear head.

      ‘You’re in luck,’ Marcus said as he returned to the dining room. ‘I’ve found you the perfect place to stay in the village,’ he said, rubbing his hands together.

      ‘The village?’ Sarah wondered if he meant the New York or the Irish version.

      ‘Thornwood. It’s just a twenty-minute drive from here. It’s what we would call in the business “a home away from home”.’

      All she could do was smile; a home away from home was just what she needed right now.

      Breezing through a landscape of stone walls and green fields, Sarah couldn’t help but smirk at Marcus’s leather driving gloves. Everything he did was so correct and proper.

      ‘You really didn’t have to drive me, I could have taken a cab,’ she said, as they glided around a roundabout.

      ‘Not at all, we often send guests over here when the hotel is fully booked. It’s a small village but it’s also a popular spot for tourists, so we keep busy. And you said you were from Boston yourself?’ he asked, shifting the gear stick with practised ease.

      ‘Yep, although I’ve been living in Manhattan for a couple of years with my…’ She stumbled, memories flooding back. ‘With my husband Jack.’

      Marcus O’Brien had not spent the last thirty-odd years working as a hotel manager and learned nothing. He casually steered the conversation onto safer ground and chatted easily about all manner of subjects. Sarah marvelled at his ability to hold an entire conversation on his own, with little or no need for input from her.

      Marcus wasn’t exaggerating about the distance or the size of Thornwood. As the car rolled over a humpbacked bridge, Sarah was amazed to see that ‘the village’ was simply a cluster of houses, a shop and a pub, with a quaint little church overlooking the river. Instead of streetlamps, the village was lit by old-fashioned cast-iron lanterns, which were all festively dressed in red bows. The whole place looked so well maintained and cared for, with brightly painted shopfronts and window boxes bursting with evergreens.

      ‘I have to give it to you, Marcus, this is one pretty little village,’ she said finally.

      ‘Well, we’re very proud of it and we have a very successful Tidy Towns committee,’ he replied.

      ‘Let me guess, you must be president?’ she joked genially.

      ‘Vice president, but I’ve got my eye on the prize,’ he said, tapping his nose.

      ‘Now,’ he announced, as they arrived at a pretty stone house, which was guarded by two bay trees lit up with fairy lights. ‘It’s not a hotel, but I’m hoping you’ll be a bit open-minded.’

      ‘It looks lovely, is it a guesthouse?’

      ‘Oh, this isn’t where you’ll be staying, no, it’s the owner that lives here,’ he explained.

      ‘The owner?’ Nothing seemed to be straightforward in this place. You had to go from A to C, just to get to B, which probably wasn’t the place you were looking for at all.

      ‘Yes, Mr Sweeney, he rents out a gem of a little cottage down the road,’ he said, checking her reaction.

      ‘Sounds … very … authentic!’ she said, secretly hoping that it would be plumbed with hot water.

      ‘Oh, it is. Full of all those “original features”.’

      It sounded like a euphemism for cold and damp, but Sarah kept her reservations to herself.

      Marcus insisted on taking her to the front door, which was adorned with a beautiful holly wreath.  Sarah noticed the twinkling lights of a Christmas tree in the front window and she hoped they weren’t disturbing these people. The shape of a person appeared in the coloured glass at the side of the door and they were greeted by a towering, grey-haired man with a ruddy face and a strong nose.

      ‘Marcus,’ he acknowledged, reaching out to shake his hand.

      ‘Hello, Brian, how are you?’ Marcus asked, but before the man had a chance to answer, he ploughed on. ‘Listen, you’re great to look after us at such short notice,’ he said, touching Sarah’s arm, ‘and I’ll leave ye to it now, you don’t want to be overcrowded!’

      While she shook hands with Mr Sweeney, Marcus had her suitcase out of the boot, insisting that no guest of his would carry their own luggage, not on his watch.

      ‘You’ll be all right now, won’t you?’ he asked, as though talking to a child. ‘You will, of course,’ he said, answering his own question.

      Rather abruptly, the vital force that was Marcus disappeared back down the road, leaving Sarah and her new acquaintance in an awkward silence.

      ‘I’ll just get the keys,’ Mr Sweeney said, lacking the vitality of her previous companion.

      ‘I’m sorry, I’m interrupting your Christmas.’

      ‘Ah sure, it’s over now,’ he said in a very practical way. ‘It’s not very far, but I doubt you don’t fancy lugging your suitcase down an old boreen.’

      Brian Sweeney was the polar opposite to Marcus. He was calm and unhurried, using his words only sparingly. There was a reserve there that made even small talk challenging.

      They sat in a decrepit-looking jeep with mud and manure caked on the sides. After a sputtering start, the engine eventually agreed to turn over and they set off down the road, past the church and back over the humpbacked bridge. The road forked and he indicated to turn left onto the narrower road.

      ‘Is this a one-way street?’ Sarah asked, which earned her a hearty laugh from her driver. There were no road markings, just a barely visible ridge of tarmac that, over the years, had formed something of a spine in the centre of the road. Like a prehistoric animal, asleep for now. ‘You can’t be serious; how are two cars supposed to fit on this road?’

      ‘They’re not! One of you has to reverse until you come to a layby or an entrance to a field,’ he said, assuring Sarah that it was all perfectly normal in the country.

      The car heater was furiously blowing out hot air, making Sarah feel drowsy and slightly queasy. Despite the bright sunshine, everything still glistened with a light whisper of frost. To the left, there was a large area of woodland, with the top of a hill peeking out above the conifers.

      ‘What’s up there?’ Sarah asked, pointing up at the verdant hillside.

      ‘That’s Cnoc na Sí,’ he said. ‘It’s a lovely spot for walking.’

      ‘Canuck na Shee?’ Sarah repeated, trying to form the strange Gaelic sounds.

      ‘It means hill of the fairies,’ he translated.

      ‘Seriously?’

      ‘I’m not codding you; “Cnoc” means hill and “Sí” is the Irish for fairies. Did you think it was something we just made up for the Yanks?’ he said, winking at her. She was glad to see he was thawing a little.

      After a slight dip in the road, the countryside opened out in front of them once again. The little river from the village reappeared, almost leading the way to a solitary cottage standing proud and dignified on its own little patch of land bordered by a whitewashed stone wall. He glanced furtively at Sarah to gauge her reaction as he pulled up at the little blue gate.

      ‘Welcome to Butler’s cottage. It’s just been newly thatched and you know, despite what people might think, thatched houses are very warm,’ he pointed out.

      Sarah, however, did not need convincing. The cottage was like something from a postcard. The single-storey home was painted white with a neatly trimmed thatched roof that boasted a beautifully scalloped design. They trod carefully up the frosty garden path that was made up of a jigsaw of flagstones and came to the matching light blue door. As he jiggled the key in the lock, Sarah noticed that the door seemed to be split into two sections.

      ‘Oh yes, it’s an authentic half door,’ he explained, slipping into his role as tour guide. ‘It was a great way to let air into the cottage, without any four-legged friends getting in.’ On seeing Sarah’s face he continued, ‘You know they used to say that if you were stood leaning on the half door, you were passing time; but if you were stood leaning against an open doorway, you were wasting time!’

      Marcus was right about the original features; it felt like stepping back in time.

      ‘When was it built?’

      ‘Oh, probably in the mid-1800s. My son bought it back in the nineties, but we still call it Butler’s cottage. That’s just how it is around here; the Butlers built this house and worked the farm for over a century, so it’ll always be Butler’s. It’s pretty much open plan,’ he continued, ‘but it should be enough for you.’

      The ceiling had been knocked through to the rafters, giving the place a light and airy feel. Sarah was relieved to see a small but modern country kitchen with a sunken porcelain sink and on the opposite wall a giant hearth with two cosy-looking armchairs upholstered in plaid. A toy-sized window with four little square panes looked out onto the back garden. The place was certainly working its charm.

      ‘Now here’s what we used to call the “back bedroom”,’ he continued, opening a door to the side of the hearth where Sarah could see a double bed dressed with a homely patchwork quilt.

      ‘Can I afford this?’ she asked, concerned that her budget might not stretch.

      ‘I hope so,’ he laughed, then saw the look on Sarah’s face. ‘Well, it’s low season anyhow, so I’m sure we can hash out a deal,’ he assured her. ‘But of course, it depends on how long you want to stay…?’ he said, trailing off.

      ‘Oh, you know, maybe a week, or two. Just checking out the old family tree,’ she said, cringing at the cliché.

      ‘Right so, I’ll leave you to it. My son dropped off a few essentials earlier on, tea and the like,’ he said. Without much further ado, he was gone. The stillness he left in his wake was almost startling after the day’s events.

      ‘Hello, Butler’s cottage’, Sarah whispered to herself, as she kicked off her boots and turned to look at her new home.

      She couldn’t recall the last time she had done something so impulsive and purely for herself. She kept expecting the panic to set in, but as she took in her new surroundings, all she felt was joy. ‘Maybe,’ she thought, ‘this is what following your heart feels like.’
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      It felt like the middle of the night when Sarah woke with an awful familiar feeling. Her chest tightened and her stomach felt sick with dread. It was a panic attack.

      ‘Shit,’ she said aloud to no one. There was only one way to get through it and that was to get up and out into the fresh air. The room felt cold, and while she didn’t want to leave the warmth of her bed, nature called. She pulled the woollen blanket from the end of the bed around her shoulders before letting her bare feet touch the cold floor. Without turning on the light, she got up and walked straight into the wardrobe, stubbing her toe.

      ‘Shit, shit, shit!’ It took a few moments to remember where she was and to register why her surroundings were so deathly silent. She was in a tiny village in the west of Ireland, not her apartment in New York City where the buzz of human life never stopped. It was stupid to think she’d outrun it – left The Big Bad Thing in the US. How would she deal with the panic attacks here? Despite Jack’s objections, she had begun jogging at night. Whenever the panic struck, she would blindly pull on her sneakers and take the elevator down to the ground floor. Bursting out onto the neon-lit streets, she would pound away the shakiness in her legs until she couldn’t feel anything anymore and returned home wasted. It was the only thing that worked. The fact that her sports bottle was laced with vodka was a detail she kept to herself.

      Reaching for the light switch, she looked at her watch and was shocked to see that it was just after eight in the evening. She must have slept all day. She had crept under the duvet almost as soon as Mr Sweeney’s car was out of earshot that morning. ‘Just to rest my eyes,’ she had said to herself.

      She tiptoed cautiously through the living room, wondering how on earth anyone could live with this kind of cold. Her whole body shivered as her skin touched the marble-cold of the toilet seat. Thankfully, there was toilet paper, even if it was a little damp. Her heart was still thumping and she knew she had to get running. She washed her hands then pulled at her case, which was sitting exactly where she had abandoned it that morning. She dressed as though she was being timed with a stopwatch. Pulling on two of everything was her best defence against the Irish weather, and so she fought her way into extra socks and knitwear before tumbling towards the door. She plunged her hand into her handbag and felt the smooth curves of the whisky bottle. As she lifted it out, she could see that there was barely a third of the bottle left. She hoped they sold liquor at the little store in the village. Digging her feet into her boots, she burst out into the evening air and realised that the place was pitch-dark. She couldn’t even see the road from the cottage. Retracing her steps, she flicked the light switch on in the kitchen and raided the drawers for a flashlight, her breathing shallow and ragged. After scattering several kitchen utensils on the floor, she felt a palpable sense of relief when she located an industrial-size orange flashlight.

      The air was cold and frosty, chasing away any residual drowsiness. There was the occasional bark from a dog in the distance, but apart from that, the only sound was the gentle gurgle of the river making its unseen journey through the fields. There was a moon up there somewhere, but it was concealed behind a heavy covering of clouds. Sarah shone the flashlight on the narrow strip of grass growing in the middle of the road. She couldn’t jog here, but walking briskly was good enough to convince her fight-or-flight reflex that she was in flight.

      Looking ahead, she could see an occasional light in the distance, perhaps from a house or a shed. She slugged hungrily from the bottle, letting the bitter whisky warm her insides. It flooded through her bloodstream, giving her that instant feeling of detachment and something close to relief. At that very moment, the flashlight began to fail, then flickered and died, along with any hope of making it to the village.

      ‘Oh, crap,’ she said aloud, tapping it against the palm of her hand. She turned around to see how far she had come from the cottage. It wasn’t very far and it probably would have made more sense to turn back, but she had to keep moving. Her eyes were adjusting to the dark and besides, what was the worst that could happen? Just as she began to pick her way forward, she noticed something in the distance, a shape at the side of the road. She kept walking, affecting an air of quiet confidence that felt more like grim determination. It was so dark and the figure on the road was dark, too. In fact, it looked like someone wearing a hooded cloak. She tried not to think of every horror movie she had ever seen.

      Her instincts told her to run, but she held her nerve. Besides, running in the dark wasn’t a great option. It’s probably nothing, just shadows, she told herself.

      All hopes that she was seeing things were dashed as she drew closer. It was a black figure standing by a stone wall and it was very much alive and moving. She was holding her breath, perhaps even saying a short prayer, when she finally reached him, or her, or it. A large head with long ears and a creamy white nose came into view, braying for all its worth. The noise almost finished Sarah off, as she grabbed her chest and the briar behind her for support.

      ‘Jesus H Christ!’ she roared at the donkey who seemed equally put out by her presence. ‘You almost gave me a heart attack, you know that!’ she told him, relieved. A large glassy eye turned towards her and she stroked his furry neck. ‘What are you doing out here?’ she asked, quickly followed by ‘Why am I talking to a donkey?’ It was comforting, in some strange way. He made her feel less alone. Less silly for being here in the first place.

      As if to say their meeting was over, the donkey slowly turned and shuffled along to only he knew where. ‘Bye, then!’ she called after him, her heartbeat finally restored to some normal rhythm. It felt oddly satisfying to be frightened by something real, instead of the fears inside her own head.

      She leaned her weight against the wall behind her so she could catch her breath. Like a slow avalanche, the stones beneath her started to shift and crumble until she found herself flat on her behind in the field.

      ‘Great! Just great,’ she said, wondering what else could go wrong. A light flurry of snow began to fall and spiral around her. ‘Happy Christmas,’ she whispered to herself. The winter moon began to pull the clouds from her face and nestled them around her, like the tresses of a Pre-Raphaelite muse. The earth was suddenly illuminated and in the sodden grass beside her she spied a small, circular thing. A nest, cleverly disguised with dead leaves. Tentatively, she reached out and gently picked it up. An empty nest; beautifully intricate, made with such care and now cast aside. The effects of the whisky seemed to evaporate all at once. The air became still as she cradled the little home of twigs, moss and cobwebs in her hands. A symbol of everything she’d lost. Something within her threatened to break. Looking up, she saw the branches of a large tree reaching overhead. As she looked closer, the moonlight picked out a dark shadow on the rough and twisted bark. The night air was twitching with an energy that was intoxicating; unpredictable even. Her life in New York had been reduced to a set of rules and habits that she thought would keep her safe, or sane at least. Yet sometimes, holding on so tightly to a routine was like clinging to a life raft, awaiting rescue. There was never an end or a point when she could say, ‘It’s okay; I’m safe.’ In Thornwood, there were no such rules.

      The grass was long and wet underfoot as she got to her feet and made her way over to the tree. She could see it clearly now: a large hollow in the trunk. She had the idea of burying the nest inside the hollow. It seemed like the right thing to do. Yet at that moment, with the nest in one hand and the bottle of whisky in the other, she let her gut make the decision. If she had to bury something, let it be the drink. When the bottle hit the ground inside the tree, it made a loud clank, rather than the soft thud she had been expecting. It had hit something that wasn’t wood. It sounded like tin, which could have been an empty can of beer, but the sound was deeper than that. Her curiosity soon got the better of her.

      Five minutes later, Sarah was on her knees and up to her armpit in tree trunk. With her cheek pressed against the rough bark, she had fished out three polystyrene cups, an empty packet of cigarettes and two Coke cans. She could just feel the edges of a square tin box, but her fingertips struggled to lift it. It was wedged in and so she had to search for some rudimentary equipment to help her lever it out. Her nostrils were filled with the smell of damp earth and her fingers were almost numb at the tips. Feeling on the ground around her, she found part of a branch and broke off a long piece with a sharp end. A voice (which sounded suspiciously like Meghan’s) kept telling her to give up, to go home and set a fire so she could stave off pneumonia. But her inquisitiveness forced her on. Who knew what she would find? Maybe it would be something trivial, but there was a chance it could be something … meaningful. Perhaps her imagination was running
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