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I’m impatient to get going. I take a last drag on the cigarette and flick it away. It erupts in a shower of sparks on the grey stone steps before blowing away with the soft afternoon breeze.

At last the taxi cruises in through the front gate and pulls up beside us. I bend to get my suitcase but Nurse Phillips picks it up instead. She pushes past me and puts it on the back seat. Then she holds the door open for me.

Doctor Ryan holds out his hand.

‘Well, Alan, this is it.’ He gives a forced grin. ‘Not much one can say at a moment like this, except ... well, take care of yourself. We don’t want to see you back here again, now do we?’

His handshake is delicate, almost fragile. Nurse Phillips gives me a tender hug.

‘You’ve always been such a good boy.’ She pats me on the back. ‘Always so pale, so thin. I only wish you wouldn’t go back to that old house tonight. Why don’t you stay in a hotel instead? Go to the house tomorrow. In the daylight. Settle back slowly, like.’

‘Now, Nurse.’ Doctor Ryan’s voice is stern. ‘We’ve already been over that. He’s done extremely well so far. He has to pick up where he left off.’

‘I know, Doctor.’ Nurse Phillips sighs. ‘Tis just that - well, it’s been ten years since he was last in that old house. The poor boy! He’ll be all alone there.’

I climb into the taxi and pull the door shut. The driver glances back at me. I nod and we move away, trailing a cloud of dust behind us. Loose chippings patter against the bottom of the car.

I’d promised myself I wouldn’t look back. That I’d just quietly slip away. But after ten years - well! The seat groans as I turn to catch a final glimpse of the huge hospital. Doctor Ryan’s hand rises in a self-conscious wave that goes straight to his bow tie. Nurse Phillips has a handkerchief to her eyes.

You are now leaving Killarney. Slán Abhaile says the big sign on the side of the road as we turn out of the gate and head for Tralee.

We reach the outskirts of Tralee and take a sharp left. A few minutes later we’re outside the big iron gates of the Galvin Estate.

The gates used to be green. Now they’re pitted and streaked with rust. And held firmly to the ground by a carpet of weeds.

The taxi gets as close as it can and I jump out. My hands are shaking with excitement as I unlock the chain and tug the gates open. I’m home! I’m back in my own little corner of God’s Earth. And I’m thrilled to bits. Somewhere up behind the thick wall of trees is the house.

And it’s mine. All mine!

The driver is reluctant to take his taxi up the dark overgrown drive so I pay him.  Then he’s gone. I don’t mind. I want to walk. I want to savour this moment.

But it never dawned on me what years of neglect would do. I remembered the driveway as a long ribbon of asphalt with borders neatly trimmed and full of colour. Now it’s a wasteland. Wild nettles and giant dandelions fight for space around the roots of trees that lift big lumps out of the road.

I pass the big oak tree and I’m in the courtyard. More wilderness! Wild rose bushes strangling the forsythia hedges. Clinging clematis strangling the rose bushes! But worst of all is the state of the house itself.

Huge patches of stucco have peeled away to expose the naked grey walls underneath. The windows are thick with dirt. Their frames are blistered and warped. The glass is cracked.

And I can’t believe how small it looks. It seemed huge back then. Five bedrooms. Two living room. A drawing room. A kitchen. A pantry. I used to rattle around in it!

But I suppose after ten years in an enormous place like Killarney it was bound to look smaller by comparison. And of course I was smaller myself too, back then.

The big front door gives a prolonged groan as it swings open. I walk slowly into the great hall. My footsteps are muffled by a thick carpets of dust that hides the mosaic tiles. I brush away cobwebs that hang like streams of ivy from the ceiling and almost touch the floor.

The front door slams shut and causes a draught that sweeps the dust into crazy little whirlwinds. But they die again almost immediately.

Then there’s silence. Not like it was when I left, all those years ago. No reporters. No flashing lights. No TV cameras. No police holding a blanket over my head.

Just the silence!

I close my eyes and breathe in the memories. I see the house exactly as it used to be all those years ago. The dark wooden panels that lined the hall. The thick blue carpet that swept up the winding stairs.

And what was that? Music?

That would be Mother playing the piano in the drawing room. Her eyes would be closed. She’d have a faint smile on her lips as her pale fingers floated over the keys. Her head would be swaying gently from side to side.

I cross the hall and open the drawing room door. There’s nobody there now, of course. Just dust and cobwebs. The piano is where it’s always been. The lid is open to show the strings. Rusty old strings covered in dust.

Poor Mother. She’s gone now. She’s been gone almost ten years. God rest her poor soul.

On the sideboard there’s a picture of my father. I pick it up. I’d almost forgotten what he looked like. Small. Weak. Sunken eyes leering from under a raising hairline.

As a father he was detestable. His slightest touch made my skin crawl. Not that he touched me very often. If he did it was to hit me when he flew into one of his rages. He’d charge around the house calling young fella! until I came. Then he’d clout me for something stupid that he’d already forgotten about.

Not once did he call me anything other than young fella, and that hurt most of all.

But repulsive as he was, my mother loved him. My delicate, sophisticated mother. Her very presence made men breathless, yet she doted on a man like that! She could even say nice things about him.

But he’s gone now as well, poor old sod. And may God rest his soul too.

I put the picture back on the sideboard and take a deep breath. It was so good to be back. In spite of my father, I really loved this place.

Up in my old room I drop the suitcase on the bed and open the wardrobe doors. I look in all of the drawers. Nothing’s changed.

The Estate Trustees had arranged for someone to come in and make up the bed, fill the fridge and turn on the electricity. They could have cleaned the place too. But never mind. I’m home. And I’m elated.

Wiping a hole in the dust with my sleeve, I look out of the window at the beautiful green fields rolling away into the distance. The setting sun is casting a halo of pale blue around the ridge of the impressive Slieve Mish Mountains.

And as the sun dips down behind the mountains, creeping shadows begin to appear everywhere. Growing longer and deeper by the second. For the briefest of moments the silhouette they create around the clump of trees at the bottom of the garden has a very odd and ominous shimmer about it.

Something tugs violently at the curtain of my memory.

A shock runs through me right down to my boots. I stagger back away from it and crack my leg against the bedpost. I grab my leg and flop down on the bed. What the hell was that all about? The only thing down there is an old quarry. Why should I suddenly be bothered by that? It’s just a big hole in the ground.

And I’m not sure if it was even a real quarry - it’s just what everyone called it. Maybe it’s because it looks like one, as if a huge chunk had been gorged out of the side of a hill by a giant hoe. It has a semi-circular wall of rock going straight down to a bowl at the bottom. The sloping sides are rough and uneven. A forest of bushes poke out from all the cracks and hollows.

In the winter the bowl fills with water. Then in summer when the weather is dry a thick green sludge festers on the top of it.

Elm trees cling to the edge of the bowl around the stagnant water that always seems to have a strange fog hovering over it.

For generations the family used it as a dump. And over the years the rubbish built up to create a neat slope against the back wall.

And it bred rats. Some the size of a small dog wallowing in the mounds of rotting waste.

But that’s all it was! A rubbish dump! I used to play there as a child, for Heaven’s sake. I must have visited that quarry a million times! 

So what caused this reaction now? This sudden – what?  A tingle of foreboding?  It didn’t make any sense.

My heart batters madly in my chest as I force myself to stand up. Go back to the window and look at it again. You’re a man now - you can’t be scared by a shadow!

The creeping dusk has already shrouded the trees in a haze that distorts the shape of them and exaggerates the contour of the branches. They look as if they’re actually reaching out towards the light from the bedroom window. I take another deep breath and hold my ground. The quarry is an ugly place all right!

Eventually I drag my eyes away from it and my trembling legs take me back to the bed. I drop down wearily and sigh out loud again. My first day back home and already I’m starting to wobble.

Snap out of it! You’re over-tired. Make some tea and get into bed. A good night’s sleep will have you feeling better in the morning.

Down in the kitchen I turn on the tap and the water bangs like a drum in the empty kettle. I put the kettle on the stove and light the gas. I’m feeling better already. The shadows in the quarry don’t seem so dark anymore.

I smile as a warm memory drifts into my mind. Uncle Peter! We used to go shooting down in that quarry, Uncle Peter and me. He had an old army Webley .45 that he brought home from the war. Rats, mainly, were our targets.

Uncle Peter and me! He was my best friend. He was my father’s younger brother but you’d hardly notice. They were like chalk and cheese. Uncle Peter was big with deep brown eyes and dark wavy hair. The complete opposite to my father.

Uncle Peter taught me to fish, to swim, to shoot. All the things my father didn’t have the time for.

The curtain twitches in the depths of my memory again. And this time a sliver of something else shimmers into view. Something to do with Uncle Peter? What? I try to focus on it but it’s gone again like smoke in a sudden breeze.

Take your tea and go back to bed!

Back in the quiet of my old bedroom a wonderful sense of contentment wafts over me. I glance around at all the familiar objects that were such a big part of my life back then. The old wooden wardrobe with the big brass handles. The rickety old chair by the window. Apart from the cobwebs it’s just as I’d left it.

Just as it was the day Uncle Peter went away.

Strange how he left so suddenly, all those years ago.

I sip my tea. Why has that suddenly popped into my head? Why, after all these years without a single recollection of that period of my life, should an image suddenly reappear now?

Anyway, what did it matter? I’m pleasantly tired and totally relaxed. This wonderful day has finally arrived. I’m home again.

I swallow my final couple of tablets of the day. They’ll keep the chemical imbalance in my brain under control. And I allow myself to savour the comforting, familiar fragrance of my room. It wraps itself around me and makes me feel so good. So secure. So glad to be home.

Gradually I drift into a comfortable sleep. And my mind floats back to that day again. The day Uncle Peter went away.

I was lying on the sofa in the drawing room, listening to my mother playing the piano. The French windows were open. A gentle summer’s breeze fluttered
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