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ONE







Anna Shifts In The Passenger Seat and tugs the rough edge of the frayed seat belt away from her neck. Her clapped-out Fiesta whines in complaint as Dan shifts down into third gear beside her. He’s not accustomed to driving a manual on these rural Irish roads and now he curses to himself as the front wheel clips another pothole. Anna nibbles at a piece of loose skin by her thumbnail, then turns to check the backseat.

‘Dan?’

‘Hmm?’

‘Did you put my gym bag in the boot?’ She looks at his side profile, sees the frown bloom on his tanned forehead. But even as she awaits his answer, Anna can picture the sports bag, still sitting by the foot of the stairs where she set it down for a moment, Dan droning on about getting a head start on the Friday afternoon Dublin traffic.

‘No, love. I didn’t touch it.’

She turns around in her seat, closes her eyes and tilts her head back against the rigid headrest. ‘Damn it.’

‘It’s not a big deal, is it?’

‘Well, we do have a total stranger staying in my home this weekend and I really don’t want them poking through my gym bag and sniffing my sports bra.’

He snorts a laugh at this. ‘I told you already, it’s an old lady, not some dirty old man. Relax. I’m sure she’ll have better things to do than go looking through your smelly gym gear.’

The flippancy in his tone brings a ripple of tension to Anna’s jaw. He doesn’t get it. It’s bad enough he’s orchestrated this stupid house swap weekend, but the thought of not having her running gear with her… Anna shifts her bum, the cushion of the car seat long devoid of any comfort. Running helps with her anxiety, keeps her sane. But more importantly, it keeps her fast, keeps her prepared.

‘Anyway, we’re almost there.’ Dan’s hand squeezes her thigh and returns to the gearstick. ‘There should be a turn-off coming up soon.’

Anna discreetly sighs out her frustration, then tries to coax some levity into her voice. ‘I’m looking forward to seeing the place.’

The lie hangs in the air between them as she turns to stare out the passenger window, her breath blooming and fading on the glass. Above her, a flat dull sky stretches out like an old bed sheet that’s seen better days. Anna’s eyes scan the dormant landscape, all boggy fields and thorny hedgerows. Gnarled trees twist painfully into the late afternoon October air, stubborn leaves clinging defiantly to branches peppered with long-abandoned bird nests. A scrawny heifer watches her with doleful eyes as their solitary car trundles past. This road they’re on is barely wide enough for two vehicles to pass each other, but that’s okay: they’ve passed no other car for miles. 

Any other woman would be delighted to be whisked away to a remote cottage for a romantic weekend. Dan’s organised everything: it’s their last weekend together before his visa expires and this time next week he’ll be on his way back to Australia. At the thought of Dan leaving her, a familiar tightness begins to claw its way up from Anna’s belly and grip at her chest. But she forces herself to swallow it back down. Right now, she needs to perk up, put on her happy face. She can’t ruin his last weekend in Ireland. God only knows, the past three months have been hell for Dan too.

Anna glances discreetly at her watch. It was only two hours ago that they closed the front door to her house in Skerries. But with every kilometre they’ve driven further from home, Anna’s sense of disquiet has grown insistently louder. She shouldn’t be here, acting like everything’s fine. She should be at home in case the cops find something, in case they need her to come into the station. A romantic weekend away with a boyfriend to a cottage in the arse-end of nowhere is what a normal person does. But Anna Moriarty is not normal. Anna Moriarty is a bad person. As her mood begins to teeter, she busies herself with a quick rummage in her bag for a mint.

‘You’re sure we don’t need to pick up anything before we arrive at the house?’

‘Relax, love. I’ve packed everything we need.’ Dan throws her his easy smile. ‘The reviews say the house is well stocked. Danny Boy here has taken care of everything.’ His hand rubs her knee again. ‘I’m not completely useless.’

 Anna moves her own hand to cup his knuckles and wonders if he can feel the cool clamminess on her skin. She would have preferred a hotel, but Dan insisted on using the house-swap website to find their accommodation. It will be more homely, he’s told her, more relaxed than a stuffy hotel. But Anna knows the truth behind his decision — he’s been diligently saving up his wages recently and this arrangement costs him nothing — so she’ll bite her tongue. But the thought of staying in some random person’s home, sleeping in a stranger’s bed… Anna shifts in her seat again. What’s really churning up her gut is the thought of that same stranger in Anna’s home this weekend, rummaging through her stuff, unlocking windows, moving things. Anna takes her hand back. And as for the two cats… if anything were to happen to Nip and Tuck, she’d never forgive herself. 

She closes her eyes against the bleak landscape and tells herself that everything is fine. She just needs to rein in her worries, focus on her breathing exercises.

In for four…

Hold for seven…

Out for eight…

In for — 

‘Jesus!’

Dan slams the brakes and blasts the horn. The car is on a tight bend and they’ve narrowly avoided hitting a sheep in the middle of the road. The animal has been tagged by its owner with red dye, and for a split second its damp wool looks like it’s matted in blood. Dan crunches the gears again, curses under his breath and manoeuvres them around the sheep. He drums his fingers impatiently on the steering wheel. 

‘Now, where’s this damn turnoff? Can you check your map?’

Anna taps her phone into life. Even after three months, the photo on her lock screen snags at her heart. A picture of herself and Ger, squeezed up close at a cafe table in a shaft of late April sunlight. Their heads touching, their eyes sparkling. Excited, confident, at ease, safe. Anna runs her fingertip gently over the pixels on the screen. Ger, with her big brown eyes, swarthy skin and hippy vibes, the unconventional lawyer with the heart of gold. Nothing like Anna, with her honeyed-blonde hair and her blue-green eyes. Best friends since school, closer than sisters. Anna smiles wanly at the photo. It’s the same picture the cops used, Ger’s face flashed onto TV screens across the country. 

‘Well?’

‘What? Sorry. One sec, Dan.’ Anna opens the map and zooms in. It takes a moment for her to see their position. ‘Okay… did we pass a garage?’

‘Yep, just now.’

‘Okay, well, any moment you should see a…’ Anna squints at the screen, ‘…a Meat Processing Plant? Is that another way of saying—’

‘Abattoir, yeah. Or as I prefer, slaughterhouse.’

‘“Slaw da haus.”’ Anna mimics Dan’s Aussie accent.

He slaps her playfully on the thigh. ‘Ah to be sure, to be sure, my wee Irish leprechaun.’ 

It’s good to see him smile. Maybe this weekend away is what they both need, after all.

Dan slows the car to a crawl and they look out Anna’s window. An old abattoir, long abandoned and boarded up, sits decaying behind a sagging chain-link fence. Anna lowers her window and listens, but the place is devoid of human life. A faded sign for ‘Cassidy’s Meats’ stands at an angle in a bed of tall grass. Behind the sign, a weed-strewn car park sits pockmarked with shallow puddles of dirty water and smashed glass.

‘Charming, Dan. Utterly charming.’

‘Well, you can’t say I don’t take you to all the best places.’

A lone raven swoops past Anna’s open window. Her heart jumps.

‘Stupid bird. Shoo!’ 

Anna glares up at the bird as it eyeballs her with black pupils from atop the chain-link fence. 

‘This place gives me the creeps. Let’s go, Dan.’ She nods up the road, ‘Our turn-off should be just up ahead on the right.’

A moment later, Dan turns the ancient Fiesta onto an even narrower side road. The car bumps along the lane, long tendrils of thorns dragging along the paintwork of the car. 

‘Watch out!’

He grabs Anna by the shoulder, yanking her back from the open window just in time. A whip of thorns flicks at the space where Anna’s face was a second before. She quickly closes the window, then turns back to face him.

‘Remind me again how you found this place?’ 

‘I did a quick Google. Don’t worry, Banana. Like I said, it’s got great reviews, and the lady who owns the place has been doing house-swaps for years. She’s a nice old dear. Trustworthy. She’ll look after your house too.’

‘You actually spoke to her?’

‘Of course.’

Dan is shifting in his seat. From the little he’s told Anna since he booked the place during the week, they’ll be staying in a quaint cottage by ancient woods with a lake at the bottom of the garden. Nobody and nothing to disturb them. 

‘And she’ll definitely be okay with Nip and Tuck?’

‘Yes, love. I chose this house because her profile clearly stated that she loves animals. So Nip and Tuck will be well looked after.’ He reaches the back of his hand up to Anna’s cheek and presses it gently against her skin. ‘So all you have to do is relax, okay?’

Anna turns her face and kisses the back of his hand. ‘Okay.’ 

His skin smells good, his knuckles cool as marble against her cheek. Anna squeezes her eyes shut and tries to capture the moment. Dan will be on the plane back to Oz in just under a week, and Anna can’t imagine how she’s going to cope without him. He’s been her rock over the past three months, more than she deserves. She’ll save her tears until after he’s gone. 

‘Check out the weirdo.’

‘Hmm?’ Anna follows Dan’s gaze. A few metres away, on the other side of a rusted gate, a scruffy old man with a shock of thick white hair stands sharpening the end of a stick with a blade. He’s wearing a stained brown suit belted with a piece of twine, a grubby tee-shirt, a pair of wellies and a flat cap. In the near distance behind him sits an old caravan. Near it, a clothesline hangs limply between two bare saplings, some yellowing undergarments flapping in the breeze. He must live here, Anna thinks. Somewhere out of sight, a diesel generator hums and sends up a filthy plume of smoke into the rapidly darkening sky. Anna’s eyes return to the man. An expression of surly menace hangs on his craggy face. Anna’s hand moves to the lock on her door.

‘Lower your window, love.’

‘What? No.’

‘Go on. Quick, he’s waiting. It’s getting dark and I want to check if this is the right way.’

Anna lowers her window a few inches. Dan shouts across her.

‘Hey mate. How’s it going?’ 

Dan’s foreign accent hangs loud and alien in the air between them. The old man says nothing but continues to slowly whittle the stick with his knife, his penetrating stare fixed on Anna. The methodical, insistent raspy slice of his blade continues. Dan shifts in his seat and tries again.

‘Mate, are we near Laurel Cottage? Do you know the place?’

Anna has turned her face to look up the lane in front of them. Her cheeks are flushed and a prickle of sweat has broken out on her scalp. Dan is about to try again, but Anna’s right hand comes to rest firmly on his thigh.

‘Dan, let’s go.’

Dan exhales, evidently irked at the stranger’s stone-faced silence, embarrassed in front of his girlfriend. He glares at the weirdo as the car moves off, and mumbles something under his breath. Anna senses the mute man’s gaze trailing after her, but she keeps her eyes fixed ahead. 

Dan’s big fingers fiddle at the dashboard, but he finds nothing but static on the radio. He slaps the dashboard, visibly annoyed at the man’s rudeness, and the opening bars of the five o’clock news drift weakly up from the crappy speakers. He turns up the radio to fill the awkward silence. The newsreader’s voice competes with the slap and scrape of gorse and blackberry cane along the sides of the car.

And suddenly Anna spots the house. The brambles thin out, and the narrow track opens up to a wide gate over a cattle grid. A weathered sign for Laurel Cottage has been hammered into the gate post. Dan pounds happily on the steering wheel, his relief palpable. Anna realises she’s been gripping her seat and lets her body relax. Ahead of them, a short driveway curves up to a two-storey cottage which glimpses out at them from behind a dense cluster of laurel bushes, alder and oak trees. Dan hops out to open the gate, leaving Anna alone with the radio.

‘… and once again, following the attempted abduction of a woman…’

Anna’s hand darts to the volume button, her breath held.

‘…police have asked the public to be on the lookout for a white van with tinted windows. The driver of the van is thought to be male, white and around thirty years old…’

Dan climbs back into the car, punches off the radio and starts whistling tunelessly to himself. As the car crunches up the short driveway, the newsreader’s words echo in Anna’s ears.

A white van … tinted windows.

The familiar squeal of the brakes tugs at Anna’s attention. Yet she sits for a moment, distracted, her thoughts galloping off through fields of guilt and remorse and the faintest hint of hope. The car is silent but for the ticking of its cooling engine. Beside her, Dan clears his throat. When Anna looks across to him, she notices new lines around his eyes which weren’t there when she met him six months ago. He’s looking older than his twenty-eight years. But there’s something else in his eyes too at this moment, a pleading, of sorts. Anna understands. It’s their last weekend together and he just wants to leave things on a high. A couple of nights away where they don’t talk about what happened.

Dan nudges her with his shoulder and nods towards the cottage. ‘Ready for your weekend to begin, Miss Moriarty?’

And in that moment, Anna decides to take the self-blame, the paranoia, her constant need to control, and to lock it all away for the weekend. For the next few days she’ll dig deep, find a happy spark and blow some life into it. Bring back old Anna. She glances up at the house, then turns to flash her best smile at him. 

‘I couldn’t be more ready, Mister Pell. Come on.’

















TWO







A wave of stale air hits them as Dan struggles the front door open. They’re standing on the threshold, Dan holding a bag of groceries and a cool box full of chilled food. Beside him, Anna holds the key from under the front door mat. It takes a moment for their eyes to adjust to the gloom in front of them.

‘Far out, did someone die in here?’ Dan enters first, a scowl already darkening his face. He plonks the groceries and cool box on the kitchen island, then rubs his hands together, blowing on his fingers as he turns to survey the open-plan room. ‘It’s bloody freezing. You coming in, love?’

Anna has been hesitating at the door, a sixth sense holding her back. She’s observing the annoyance on Dan’s face as his eyes dart around the space. He’ll be feeling responsible, like he’s let her down, like he can’t even organise a half-decent house for their last weekend together. Anna takes a deep breath of outside air and steps inside.

‘It’s cute! I like it.’ Anna walks in, as breezily as she can muster. ‘Why don’t you light the fire and I’ll bring in the rest of our stuff, yeah?’ She clicks on a couple of lamps and tugs closed the heavy curtains, a stifle of dust swirling around her face. ‘It’s just a little rustic. We’ll make it cosy in no time.’

Anna stands on tiptoe to kiss him, hoping it’s not too late to navigate Dan away from an impending bout of moodiness. His arm comes around her, pulling her close, and Anna allows herself to melt into the embrace. She can’t remember the last time they kissed like this. Dan’s hand drifts down along her spine, over her waist, where it settles firmly against the curve of her jeans. Anna can see where this is going, and love him as she does, she won’t be rutting on these filthy floorboards like a farm animal. She breaks away playfully.

‘We’ll save that for later, big boy. But right now, light the fire? It’s baltic in here.’

Dan moons a sad face, but she can see the twinkle in his eye as he turns obediently to the stack of chopped wood by the hearth. While he busies himself at the fireplace, Anna steals a moment to take in her surroundings. Something’s definitely off with this place. How on earth it would garner good reviews on a house swap website she does not know. It’s not the furniture or decor, per se. That’s just standard, if a little dated — a couple of dark leather sofas either side of a glass coffee table, a dark-wood dining table and six chairs, heavy curtains. No, it’s something else. The sense that they weren’t expected here. A frown creases Anna’s forehead. She walks past the staircase and stops in a kitchen made up of old pine cabinetry. By the far bench top, a laminated page of instructions is attached to the wall. Anna scans it.




Welcome to Laurel Cottage!

Instructions for recycling and waste… 

Tea, coffee, milk… 

Welcome basket of free-range eggs and organic bread in the fridge…

Walk to lake…

mobile phone number of owner… 




Her eyes track back over the laminated sign and stop on the tea, coffee, milk line. Great. A nice cuppa is just what she needs to warm up. And from her cursory glance earlier in the cool box, she doesn’t think that Dan’s brought milk.

‘Dan, fancy a cuppa?’

Anna pulls open the door of the fridge and winces at the pong of stale air. The fridge is completely empty. She stands in the sickly yellow light of the fridge, her jaw tense, trying to calm herself in case Dan looks over. She thinks of her own cute cottage back in Skerries, and of the hours she spent this morning getting it shipshape. She pictures the two loaves she left in her breadbasket - one wholemeal, one gluten-free; the two cartons of fresh milk - one full-fat, one skimmed; the jam and butter, the basket of teas and the bag of coffee beans by her grinder; a dozen free-range eggs; fresh flowers and a welcome card by the bowl of fresh fruit. Her hand grips tighter on the greasy handle of the fridge door. She is livid.

‘Will you stick some beers in the fridge for me?’

‘Sure.’

As Anna shoves two six packs into the fridge, she glances up the staircase. God only knows what she’ll find up there. To think she made up her own bedroom back in Skerries with brand new linens this morning. Even from here she can see a thin layer of dust on the dining table. How hard can it be to engage in a little bit of courtesy and basic cleanliness? It’s like they’ve stumbled into a museum. Anna opens her mouth to ask Dan if he checked the reviews were recent, but he’s humming away to himself over at the fireplace as the first twigs and kindling catch light. No, she’ll not rock the boat. But whoever their ‘host’ is will be getting a pretty stroppy review at the end of the weekend. Damn sure.

Anna begins to unpack the groceries Dan brought for them. She was looking forward to a cup of tea and now she needs something in its place. She pulls out the bottles of red wine from the bottom of the grocery bag and twists one so that the label faces her. 

McLaren Vale Shiraz 2018.

Anna bites distractedly on her inner cheek. In the past she’d have poured them both a generous glass already, would have gulped the frustration away. But no more. A drop hasn’t passed her lips since Thursday 11th July. She needs a clear head, to be ready. And besides, she doesn’t deserve to numb herself.

Fixed to the wall above the counter is a magnetic strip of chef’s knives. Anna pulls the handle of the largest one and watches her reflection stretch and warp as she angles the steel blade in the lamp light. She glances over her shoulder to check Dan isn’t watching her, then hovers the point of the blade over the tip of her index finger, feels its weight, tempting the sharp edge to pierce her skin. She imagines the slice, the focus, the release.

‘What do you reckon’s in here?’

Dan has come into the kitchen. Anna fumbles the knife back onto the wall holder with a metallic click. His hand is on a door Anna hadn’t noticed. She turns to busy herself with the remaining groceries as the door rattles behind her.

‘Dan!’

‘What?’

‘It says ‘Private’. And it’s locked. Maybe that’s meant to tell us something? How would you feel if our host went snooping around my house?’

He rolls his eyes, gives up on the locked door and guides Anna over towards the hearth where a fire has taken hold, the dry wood crackling and spitting. He regards her, smugly, and she laughs.

‘Well done, Danny Boy. Fire-starter extraordinaire! Right, I’ll get our bags in from the car.’

‘I’ll go, love. Relax.’

‘No, you sit down. It’s your weekend too. Back in a sec.’

As Anna reaches the front door, her hip grazes a small console table which holds a carriage clock, a pewter ashtray and the world’s most ugly vase. The vase wobbles for a moment, before she rights it. She shakes her head at the tall monstrosity of coloured glass, a garish swirl of sickly hues, a rancid hangover from the seventies. There really is no accounting for taste.

Outside the sky has darkened, but no stars or moon are to be seen. The trees on the periphery of the land stand sombre, their trunks thickening into shadow on the ground. Anna pulls the front door closed behind herself to keep any heat from the fireplace inside. In the fast-fading remnants of twilight, the air is still. She squints into the gloom and pulls her jacket tighter around her body. 

In the eerie chill, Anna’s breath is visible. She walks quickly over to the car, glancing back to ensure Dan isn’t looking out the window, then slides her phone from her jacket pocket. One steady bar of signal appears and she exhales a gentle sigh of relief. One bar of signal is all she needs. She’d feared that the cottage would be too remote, cut off from the outside world. But now she reminds herself that she’s not living in one of those tropey suspense novels she used to read on the train to work. She stares at the phone for a moment, willing a message to appear from the cops, then slips it back in her pocket. She’ll call Sergeant Rooney in the morning, chivvy him along. She’s read how these things go: if you don’t keep on top of the case, regularly pester the investigating officer, the files get discarded somewhere, and before long will be languishing in the bottom of some archive box in the bowels of a dusty basement. Anna has been like a dog with a bone these past three months, and, quite frankly, she doesn’t give one hoot if the cops roll their eyes when they see her marching up the front path of the police station.

The boot creaks as she pops it to lift out their two weekend bags. She is about to slam it shut when she freezes. She spins around, her heart in her mouth. Her eyes dart towards the thick copse of alder trees near the driveway. Something moved in there. She’s sure of it. A crack of wood. A rustle. She turns again, her chest pounding. The earlier words from the radio newscast play in her mind.

A white van … tinted windows.

Could he have come for Anna too? She stands rigid, painfully alert, her breath a rapid rise and fall. 

‘Hello?’ Her voice sounds piss-weak in the stillness. ‘Is anyone there?’ Her eyes strain in the dark, but the trees form a mass of indistinguishable shadow. She takes the smallest step forward.

‘Banana, you okay?’

An oblong shaft of warm light has escaped the front door. Dan is beckoning her inside. Anna slams the boot and picks up their two bags.

‘Just coming.’ She walks quickly, pretending it’s the cold air propelling her out of the darkness. She hurries into the refuge of the house and slams the door shut firmly with her heel.

















THREE







Dan puts down his empty beer bottle and drums his fingers on the bedroom windowsill. His other hand holds his phone close to his ear. She’s not picking up. He fingers distractedly at the blind, but there’s nothing but darkness outside the glass, and he lets the dusty slats snap back into place.

Anna’s moving around downstairs, rustling up some dinner. He can hear her place the pot of water for the pasta on the stove. It was Anna who asked him to ring their host. Just a courtesy call, she’d said.

Be nice, she’d instructed him. Just check she’s in okay and that the cats are fed.

Dan leans his arse against a low chest of drawers. The wizened leaves of a long-dead spider plant hang over the edge of the furniture. He tugs at the brittle leaves while the phone continues to ring in his ear.

‘Come on. Pick up already.’

The sooner the old lady confirms everything’s fine, the sooner Anna will relax. He saw the look on her face earlier, the disappointment when he opened the door to the house. She’s pretending she’s not bothered, but Dan knows Anna better than she knows herself. He’ll have a subtle word with their host, Mrs Cassidy, if she ever answers her bloody phone.

Dan stands and paces out his frustration. The old woman must have arrived at Anna’s house by now. No doubt she’ll have her feet up on the sofa and the two cats will be happily sniffing around her belongings. 

Christ, if anything were to happen to Nip and Tuck... 

Dan doesn’t even allow himself to finish that thought. Anna has become obsessive about Ger’s two rescue cats. And now it’s as if they’ve somehow come to embody Ger herself. The number of times he’s almost killed himself tripping over them as they traipse around the house after Anna, in a constant state of being fed and cuddled and having their every need met. Dan can’t even shoo them off the dining table these days without Anna spitting the dummy. He snorts quietly and shakes his head. He’s jealous of two frigging rescue cats.

He glances at the screen of his still-ringing phone. It’s definitely the number from the laminated sheet down in the kitchen. Now he’s kicking himself that he organised this whole bloody weekend by messaging a stranger on a house swap website. He should have asked Mrs Cassidy for her phone number during the week. In hindsight it would have been smart to give her a quick call to make sure everything was legit. Oh well, too late now. He rubs the back of his scalp and wills the old woman to answer her damn phone. He scratches his nail across some dry skin on his lower lip. Maybe he should just tell Anna a little white lie for the sake of their collective sanity? Just say that the old woman made it into Anna’s safely, and that the cats are fed and watered. What harm would it do? He’ll give it another ten seconds.

‘Dan?’

‘One sec, love.’

Come on. Answer.

‘Dan.’

He walks slowly to the bedroom door. Anna is coming up. He ends the call as she reaches the top stair. He opens his mouth, unsure yet if he’s going to tell his white lie, but Anna speaks first.

‘Ring her again.’

He frowns at Anna, noticing the distracted concern on her face. Anna has taken his elbow and is now guiding him down the stairs. He hits the redial button and they stop by the kitchen countertop. He goes to speak but Anna holds up a silencing finger. The pair of them stand mute, the only sound the crack and spark of the logs in the fireplace. Both stare off into the middle distance.

‘Listen.’ Anna’s voice is a grave whisper. She has turned towards a shadowy corridor that neither of them has yet explored, and now Dan turns to face it too.

‘Can you hear it?’

Anna tries the switch, but the light bulb is dead. Her other hand is on Dan’s elbow again, a subtle tremor in her grasp. Dan can just about make out a single door at the end of the dark corridor. Now he is aware of a noise too, a pulsing sound. His feet move them slowly forward, Anna’s breath shallow beside him. He reaches his hand to the door, the handle cold to the touch, and creaks it open. His fingers search for the light switch and a bare dusty bulb in the ceiling flickers to life. He’s standing in the doorway of a small room, what looks like a basic office, containing a black leather chair and a desk with drawers. The walls are bare apart from some nails. Another dead plant droops over the edge of a pot on the corner of the desk. Dan moves slowly around the desk and carefully pulls open the two drawers, one at a time. Paperwork, files, pens and clips. Anna has moved towards the side of the desk and is peering at the slim space between it and the wall.

‘Dan. Look.’

A mobile phone is plugged into the wall socket behind the desk. Anna sticks her hand in and retrieves it. She looks at its buzzing screen, then turns it towards Dan. His familiar number flashes back. He kills the call and they both watch as the phone in Anna’s hand dies. He risks a glance at Anna and sees a familiar worry line crease her forehead. She’s gone a little pale.

‘How do we contact her, Dan? How do we check the cats are okay? How do we—’

‘Shh. Banana. It’s fine.’ He walks towards her, but she shrugs away his arm. ‘She’s an old lady. Probably doesn’t use her phone much. She’s probably just forgotten it. I do it all the time…’

Anna raises an eyebrow but says nothing. Dan has never forgotten his phone in his life. He watches as she forces out a slow exhalation.

‘Look, I’ll send her a message using the website. She was always quick to respond before.’

‘I thought you’d spoken to her by phone?’

Anna’s eyes are on him. He rubs the back of his scalp. 

‘Yeah, I did. Both. Phone and messaging using the website.’ He swallows down the lie and turns to close the drawers, hoping to hide the redness flushing his face. ‘Why don’t I message her now. And you keep going with dinner?’ He’s aiming for casual, but he can hear a slight tightness in his own voice.

Anna has already headed back towards the kitchen, throwing a simple but firm ‘Fine’ over her shoulder. As Dan bends down to close the lower drawer, he notices the corner of a photograph poking out from amongst the jumble of paperwork. He pulls it out and tilts it towards the bare bulb overhead. A middle-aged man in a suit smiles back at him. It looks like a dressy event, perhaps a wedding or a christening. A rough crease line runs down the side of the photo. As Dan unfolds the hidden half of the photograph, he puts out a hand to the desk to steady himself. A well-dressed woman stands cosily beside the man. Or, at least, it appears to be a well-dressed woman. The face and body have been sliced by a thousand tiny scores, her features obscured. Dan traces the tip of his index finger down the cuts in the photograph. He glances slowly around the small, cold room with its bare walls, as if that will make sense of what he’s holding in his hand. But no answers appear. Beyond the desk, the window is uncovered, revealing the fathomless blackness outside. Dan makes eye contact with his own reflection and has a sudden sense of being watched. He folds the sliced woman back into her concealed position, slides the photograph back among the paperwork, then closes the bottom drawer. Not his concern, and definitely not something to mention to Anna… probably just some bored grandkid scratching with a nail or something.

‘Dan, I’m serving up.’ 

As he turns to pull the door closed, Dan takes another glance at the fusty room. The whole property needs a good clean, multiple signs of long-term neglect apparent. He lingers for a moment, nibbling his bottom lip, and feels the first stirring of unease in his gut. He can’t put his finger on it, but something isn’t quite right with this place, and it’s not just the dust, the dead plants or the forgotten phone. He flicks off the bare light bulb. And as he shuts the door, he bats away his disquiet, telling himself he’s just a little tired after the drive. Everything’s fine.








FOUR



A sea of cold mist rolls over Anna’s feet. It slithers around her ankles and somehow holds her rigid, rooting her to the spot. Her eyes dart around, an urgent need to know where she is. Slowly, through the breathing curtain of fog, the outline of forms come into focus. In front of Anna, ancient gravestones and Celtic crosses arise. And just beyond those, she sees the outline of an old church tower, long abandoned. She cannot tell if it’s day or night, perhaps somewhere in between. But this place is familiar to her. She came here once with Ger. It’s the cemetery, back in Skerries, but somehow different now. Any colour has been leached away, leaving Anna in a ghostly world the hue of aged bones. An eerie stillness hangs in the air around her. There is no birdsong, no hum of cars in the distance.

In front of her, the layers of grey thin, and Anna’s gut tightens. A man is watching her. A cold fear paralyses her as the mist crawls further up her legs in greedy tendrils. All she can do is watch in horror as the man’s form emerges into solidity. Anna opens her mouth, but no air will leave her lungs, the scream stolen before it escapes. No-one is coming to help her. She cannot see the man’s face, his features obscured, but she’s felt his presence before. For months he’s been trailing her, lurking in shadowy corners, preparing to pounce. 

Anna’s panicked eyes lock onto the old church tower in the distance. If she could just make it there she might be able to barricade herself inside. She wipes her clammy hands on the legs of her jeans and glances back at him. He’s studying her, planning something, a cold determination in the set of his chin. The man has unfinished business. 

An object glints by his side. It’s a butcher’s knife, and now Anna watches, transfixed, as he moves the blade slowly away from his body, then brings the tip of the knife into his right thigh. If it causes him pain, he does not show it. He repeats the action, slow and steady, deeper this time, the sickening slice and suck of his flesh the only sound in Anna’s ears. And now he’s moving towards her, his gait uneven, hobbling through the mist on his bloody leg. His knife is craving more. 

With every ounce of strength she possesses, Anna pulls one foot, then the other, from the grip of the mist sucking at her ankles. And she runs. She runs like she’s never run before. Her heart slams into her chest as she stumbles over graves, cutting her hands on hidden brambles and stones. But the old church tower seems no closer. She stumbles on in wild panic, a quick glance over her shoulder enough to tell her he is gaining on her. The knife
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