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      Free Falling. Book 1 of the Irish End Games.

      Copyright 2012 by Susan Kiernan-Lewis. All rights reserved.

      

      When David and Sarah Woodson take a much needed vacation with their ten year old son John, their intention is to find a relaxing, remote spot to take a break from the artificial stimulation of their busy world back in Florida. What happens within hours of settling into their rural, rustic little cottage in a far-flung spot on the coast of Ireland is an international incident that leaves the family stranded and dependent on themselves for their survival. Facing starvation, as well as looters and opportunists, they learn the hard way the important things in life.

      Can a family skilled only in modern day suburbia and corporate workplaces learn to survive when the world is flung back a hundred years? When there is no Internet, no telephones, no electricity and no cars? And when every person near them is desperate to survive at any cost?

      
        Books by Susan Kiernan-Lewis

        The Maggie Newberry Mysteries

        Murder in the South of France

        Murder à la Carte

        Murder in Provence

        Murder in Paris

        Murder in Aix

        Murder in Nice

        Murder in the Latin Quarter

        Murder in the Abbey

        Murder in the Bistro

        Murder in Cannes

        Murder in Grenoble

        Murder in the Vineyard

        Murder in Arles

        The Maggie Newberry Mysteries: 1,2,3

        The Maggie Newberry Mysteries: 4,5,6

        A Provençal Christmas: A Short Story

        

        The Stranded in Provence Mysteries

        Parlez-Vous Murder?

        Crime and Croissants

        Accent on Murder

        A Bad Éclair Day

        Croak, Monsieur!

        Death du Jour

        Murder Très Gauche

        Wined and Died

        A French Country Christmas

        

        The Irish End Games

        Free Falling

        Going Gone

        Heading Home

        Blind Sided

        Rising Tides

        Cold Comfort

        Never Never

        Wit’s End

        Dead On

        White Out

        Black Out

        Irish End Games, 1-3

        

        Mia Kazmaroff Mysteries 

        Reckless

        Shameless

        Breathless

        Heartless

        Clueless

        Ruthless

        The Mia Kazmaroff Mysteries, 1-3

         

         Ella Out of Time

        Swept Away

        Carried Away

        Stolen Away

         

        The French Women’s Diet

      

      

      
        Every trial endured and weathered in the right spirit
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      The bad thing happened on the second day of their vacation.

      Although they would end up calling it many things in the coming years—the crisis, the blackout, the incident—the event would always be defined by one important feature: In a flash, it changed everyone’s lives forever.

      The trip itself began with anticipation and expectation like every other vacation they had ever taken as a family. The Boeing 757 touched down at Shannon Airport outside of Limerick in early September. Sarah could feel her ten year old son’s excitement in the seat next to hers.

      “And you’re positive I’ll be able to recharge my iPhone?” he asked, as he stared out the airplane window.

      “Ireland is not a third world country,” his father said as he unbuckled his seatbelt. “In fact, I read that they lead the world in computer technology or something.” He stood and pulled down the carry-on luggage from the overhead compartment.

      “But consider giving the iPhone a break,” Sarah said. “We’re here to see Ireland. It’s a very rural country with—”

      “You told me, Mom,” John said. “I get it. Rural, beautiful, lots of history and stuff. I just don’t want to be bored out of my mind, okay? I mean, while you and Dad are sitting in cafés and visiting museums, I need my stuff, too.”

      Sarah caught her husband’s eye.

      He shook his head. Plenty of time to fight this battle later, his expression said.

      “Come on, sport,” he said. “Let’s find some authentic Irish food. And a lager.”

      “Cool. They have logging in Ireland? Like in Seattle?”

      Sarah laughed. “Let’s go find those loggers.”

      That first night they stayed in a traditional Irish hotel and ate a simple meat stew. They spent three hours in the corner pub singing with other tourists and washing away their jet lag with the local brew. They tucked John into a spare bed in their small hotel room. Sarah and David kissed briefly before falling into bed exhausted.

      The next morning it was raining.

      “It’s freezing outside,” John said as he entered the hotel dining room. “And it’s only September.”

      “Come get warm by the fire and eat something,” Sarah said. “Dad’s out renting the car for our drive to the village where we’ll be staying.”

      John sat down and examined his breakfast plate.

      “They cooked the tomatoes.”

      “They do, over here.”

      “And I wanted bacon but they gave me ham.”

      “This is what their bacon looks like.”

      “It’s ham.”

      “Well, so is bacon, really.”

      “No, bacon and ham both come from a pig but bacon is not ham.”

      “Okay. But this is as close to bacon as you get for the next ten days, okay?”

      “The toast is weird.”

      “John, everything is weird when you’re in a foreign country, okay? It’s part of the reason one travels. To have things not the same as where you live.”

      John cut a piece of ham and ate it. “It’s not terrible.”

      “Good boy.”

      The door swung open and an cool blast of air invaded the room. David strode in, gave Sarah a quick kiss and sat down.

      “It’s really cold out there,” he said, pouring himself a cup of tea. “Oh, crap. Don’t they have coffee?”

      “It’s in the other carafe.”

      David tousled his son’s hair. “Eating an authentic Irish breakfast, I see.”

      “It sucks.”

      “John.” His mother frowned at him.

      “Just kidding,” he said, grinning sheepishly.

      Sarah turned to David. “How long do you think it’ll take us to get to Balinagh?”

      “About half a day, I think,” he said, pouring his coffee. “You got the directions to the rental cottage?”

      “There’ll be someone there to show us where everything is and to change the linens every few days, but for the most part, we’ll be on our own.”

      “Mom? Did you ask someone about the iPhone charger?”

      

      As they drove through the countryside, David decided Ireland was green and wet in order to stay that way. The road divided undulating hocks and hills crisscrossed by ancient stone walls. With so few trees, the green horizon seemed to stretch on indefinitely, one verdant field after another.

      “Hey, there’s sheep ahead.” John tossed aside his Game Boy and pointed over his mother’s shoulder. “Don’t run over ‘em, Dad.”

      “I won’t,” David said, slowing down. “But I have to admit to not knowing who has the right of way, here.”

      “Give it to the sheep, dear,” Sarah said.

      They braked to a halt.

      John rolled down his window and stuck his head out.

      “There’s, like, a real shepherd out here and everything. And man, those sheep are dirty.”

      They sat in silence as the sheep and their shepherd moved slowly across the road.

      As David watched the sheep, he realized that Sarah’s idea to visit a remote part of Ireland was a good one. They had all gotten stretched thin with their schedules back in Jacksonville, Florida. She was probably right, too, about John’s obsession with his electronics, although David had been pretty addicted to television when he was his son’s age.

      Even so, just being some place foreign—and rural—felt like it was already doing them all a world of good. He glanced at his wife who was frowning at the way the shepherd was handling things—as if she could will him to move his flock faster.

      It was all very well for Sarah to orchestrate this vacation in order to amend what she saw as a deficit in the family (and possibly the marriage?) but he would be interested to see how she managed the next ten days without her smartphone, iPad and movies-on-demand.

      The shepherd waved to them as he led the sheep up the hill into a pasture enclosed by a dilapidated fieldstone wall.

      John pulled his head into the car. “I’m starving, Mom.”

      Sarah dug into her purse and handed her son a biscuit wrapped in a paper napkin.

      “Here, I saved it from your breakfast.”

      “Oh, great. Now we’re in an episode of Survivor Man.”

      “We’ll stop for lunch in a bit,” David said. “Want your first beer?”

      “David,” Sarah said, admonishingly.

      John took the biscuit and bit into it. “I’m dying of thirst,” he said.

      

      By the time David parked the car in front of the little cottage, Sarah was tired and her back ached. They had stopped in Balinagh, the nearest town to the cottage, and stocked up on groceries. Because of the condition of the poor country roads, the drive had been longer than she expected.

      The cottage was a one-level carriage house. It had a steep roof of shingles and a chimney between two large windows in the front. Grass lined both sides of the long drive that led from the main road to the front yard. Flowering vines crawled up the window framework and around the door which had a small porch with three flat wooden steps. A back door from the kitchen led to a courtyard of stone flanked on one side by the entrance to a small paddock with broken fence slats, a very old barn, and a vegetable garden that looked like it hadn’t been tended in years.

      It was clear that no one had lived here for a long time. The house was what the Irish called “self catering.” Sarah didn’t think it looked like it had been self-catered in a long time either.

      “Wow! There’s horses here. Mom, did you know there would be horses here?” John leaped out of the car and ran toward the barn.

      David looked at the piece of paper Sarah held in her hand.

      “Are you positive this is it?”

      “David, yes. Can we, at least, look inside before you decide I’ve made a big mistake?”

      “Did it look like this on the Internet?”

      “No, this isn’t…” Sarah took a breath as she felt anxiety climbing higher into her chest. “This isn’t the one I saw online, remember? I got the e-mail at the airport saying that one had burned down and we were to go to this one, that it was comparable.”

      David stepped out of the rental car. “Did the other one have horses?”

      “Of course not,” she said, unhappily. “There were no horses.”

      “Dad! Mom! You gotta see this!” John ran back to the car. “There are three horses in there!”

      “Are we supposed to take care of the horses?” David asked.

      “Can we, Dad?” John jumped in delight. “Can the small one be mine?”

      David looked at Sarah.

      “Let’s look in the house first, son,” he said.

      Please let it have indoor plumbing, Sarah thought as she climbed out of the car.

      John ran to the front door and pushed it open. “It’s not locked,” he called before darting inside.

      “I’m sorry, David,” Sarah said. “The one I booked on the Internet was much bigger.”

      John met them on the porch. “It’s just got one room,” he said. “And only one bed. I don’t get my own bed?”

      Sarah and David went inside.

      “Well,” David said with a sigh. “To quote my son, this sucks.”

      A large king-sized bed was pushed up against the far wall. Next to it was a door, which Sarah hoped was to an indoor bathroom. A giant stone fireplace anchored the front wall of the house and faced the kitchen and dining area on the opposite wall. The floor was polished wood and several thick rugs covered most of it. Two easy chairs faced the fireplace.

      “It’s actually very cozy,” David said. “Very comfy—except for the one bed thing.”

      “Hey! There’s a TV!” John said with excitement. “On the table next to the bed.” He began to fiddle with its dials.

      “I wonder if they get Colbert here,” David said, sitting down on the bed. “It’s a nice bed.”

      “Look, David, I’m sorry, okay?” Sarah said. “I booked a two-bedroom cottage.”

      David looked at her. “Why don’t we unpack our groceries and get settled in a little?”

      “Really? You’re okay with this?”

      “Do we have an option?”

      “I don’t really know. I have a phone number.”

      He got up and took her in his arms. “Don’t bother. I say we make the most of what we’ve got.”

      She put her head on his shoulder and felt some of the tension drain from her body.

      “Thanks,” she whispered.

      He kissed her then called to John: “Come on, Sport. Let’s unload the groceries and the luggage and Mom and I can start getting supper on the table.”

      “You gonna come out and see the horses?”

      David looked at Sarah, who shrugged.

      “Right. Okay. Show me the horses,” David said. The two walked out the door and headed for the barn.

      Sarah buttoned her sweater and rubbed her hands together. It was cold in the little cottage. She began looking for the thermostat she would never find.
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      It happened sometime during their first night.

      They had built a fire in the fireplace and made a supper of canned stew with a fresh salad and a bottle of good South African red wine. John was able to get Sponge Bob Square Pants on the TV but was told he couldn’t watch his first night in Ireland. The three of them bundled up in jackets and a quilt and sat outside under the stars talking and identifying constellations.

      That night would be the last time that Sarah could look up to the heavens without praying. It would be the last time any of them would choose to sit outside and waste the warmth of the fireplace.

      On that first night, the experiences of their day of travel and discovery had left them all ready for bed.  However, the sounds of the Irish countryside, combined with the occasional horse whinny, made it difficult for both David and Sarah to fall asleep.

      In the cold and foggy morning to which they awoke, they found the world forever changed.

      

      “Mom, can we ride the horses today?”

      Sarah turned in bed and put her hand out to touch her husband’s shoulder.

      “David,” she murmured. “He shouldn’t be in the barn. There are too many things to fall on his head.”

      “John,” David groaned from his side of the bed. “Stay inside until we’re all up.”

      “But Dad—”

      “Just hang tight, John,” Sarah said, groping for her iPhone on the side of the bed. Eight o’clock.  “I’ll make breakfast.”

      “Can I watch TV?” John came over and sat on the side of the bed. “Pleeeeeease?” He leaned over and kissed his mother on the cheek.

      “We need to have some rules about the TV,” she said.

      “Thanks, Mom.” He jumped up and snapped on the set.

      “David. I am so not going to change one country’s television laugh-track for another. It’s the same droning idiocy as back home. Only the accents have changed.”

      David yawned and sat up beside his wife.

      “Morning,” he said, and kissed her.

      John turned up the TV. “Mom, I think something’s wrong.”

      “Don’t tell me it doesn’t work, sweetie. Because it doesn’t matter anyway. We’re not here to—”

      David’s body tensed. He jumped out of bed. “Sarah, something’s happened.” He stood next to his son in front of the TV set. “There’s been a...an incident or something. John, go out and play.”

      “It’s raining, Dad.”

      “What is it?” Sarah pulled on a sweatshirt and joined David and John in front of the TV. “What’s happening?”

      The images on the television looked like amateur video. There were explosions, cars flipped over, crumpled buildings, and fires. The Irish announcer alternated from a serious reporting voice to a shrillness bordering on hysteria.

      “My God, what —” Sarah covered her mouth with her hands. “It’s home,” she turned to look at David. “It’s America.”

      Stunned by the images, David held up a hand for silence. He listened as the newscaster intoned in a strong Irish accent: “…reports of nuclear contamination in several major cities…”

      “What is it?” John looked panicked. “What’s happening back home, Mom? Dad? Are we...? Are we being bombed?”

      “Shhhh.” Sarah wrapped her arms around her boy. “Just listen,” she whispered.

      “‘......too soon to attribute to any specific terrorist group but certainly an attack of this magnitude...”

      “My God,” Sarah said and tears filled her eyes.

      “Take him outside, Sarah,” David said. “For God’s sake, don’t let him see this.”

      John turned to his mother. “What’s happening, Mom? Is it going to be okay?”

      Sarah stood and ushered the boy outside. The two of them stood on the porch. The rain splattered droplets of mud onto the legs of their pajamas. She hugged him tightly.

      “It’s going to be okay,” she said into his hair. “It’s going to be okay.”

      “Are they attacking us?” he asked.

      “I don’t know, sweetie. Dad will let us know in a bit.”

      

      An hour later, the rain had stopped and David and Sarah sat on the front steps of the cottage. The clouds had blown away, leaving a clear blue sky. John hung on the fence of the adjoining corral talking to the horses and feeding them carrots.

      “What do we do?”

      David shook his head. “It’s bad,” he said. “They’ve shut down all flights in and out of the States. Indefinitely.”

      “So we can’t get home?”

      “I tried to call the American embassy in Dublin,” he said, pulling out his cell phone. “But it just goes to a recording.”

      They were silent for a moment.

      “Should we drive back to Limerick?” Sarah watched her son as he laughed while petting the forelock of the biggest horse.

      “I don’t know if that’s a good idea. It’ll be crazy there. Probably wouldn’t be able to get a hotel room. At least here we have a place to stay.”

      “Did they say who did this to us?”

      David took his wife’s hand.

      “They’re suggesting some place in the Middle East, big surprise. They made it sound like whole cities are affected.”

      “Which cities?” Sarah felt the panic rise in her throat. “Washington?”

      “I...I couldn’t tell. It wasn’t much in the way of news. It was just, you know, mayhem and fire and explosions. The Irish newscasters didn’t know. Just knew the US was under attack.”

      All of a sudden a bright flash appeared in the sky, turning the horizon briefly white with its intensity.

      “John!” David shouted. “Come to me, son!”

      The boy dropped from the fence, and trotted over to where his parents sat, a questioning frown on his face in response to the panic in his father’s voice.

      It was over in less than five seconds. The brightness faded and the sky returned to a bright Irish fall day.

      “What the hell, David? What just happened?”

      “I’m not really sure.”

      “What was that big flash?”

      “Sarah, calm down. Let’s all just calm down.”

      “I’m scared, Dad,” John said, prompting David to put his arms around him.

      “Look, you guys,” David said. “We’re together and we’re safe. That’s what’s important.”

      Sarah looked at him with fear growing in her eyes. “Something just happened here, didn’t it?”

      “I don’t know, Sarah. Maybe.”

      She stood up. “We need to get into town and see if anybody knows anything there.”

      He could see she was terrified. His own heart was pounding fast in his throat. He looked out over the pasture where the flash had lit up the sky. Everything looked so normal now. So peaceful. The birds were singing.

      “Sarah, let’s stay calm, okay?”

      “John, wanna go into town?” Sarah held out her hand to him. “Car keys, David, please.”

      David stood up. “I’ll drive.”

      They all got into the small rental car, buckled up and then sat in the driveway facing the main road.

      The car wouldn’t start.

      “Crap,” David said.

      Sarah looked over at him. “Do you know something?”

      “I was afraid of this. The car’s too new. If there’s really been some kind of nuclear explosion—”

      “Are you serious?” Sarah gaped at him. “Is that what you think happened? Ireland had a nuclear bomb dropped on it?”

      “Mom? Dad? Is everything okay?” John’s voice shook.

      David opened the car door. “Let’s don’t do this here. Come on, sport. We’re not taking the car today.”

      As Sarah jumped out of the car. Her purse spilled onto the dirt driveway.

      “David, why is the damn car not starting?”

      David ran his fingers through his hair in exasperation. “It’s a world catastrophe, Sarah. If something happens to America...I mean…when it is in crisis, the rest of the world is affected too.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      John looked from one parent to the other. “Did America get bombed?”

      David turned to him and put his arm around him. “Yes, son.”

      “So, why doesn’t our car work in Ireland?”

      “That’s what I would like to know, too,” Sarah said, as she knelt in the dirt picking up the contents of her purse.

      “Well, if England was bombed too—” David said.

      “Did you hear on the TV that they were?”

      “No, but they’re our allies, and if they were hit, Ireland is close enough to be affected.”

      For a moment, no one spoke.

      “That big flash that just happened,” Sarah said. “Was that Ireland getting bombed?”

      “I don’t know, Sarah. Maybe.”

      Sarah stared at the car as if she were in a trance. “I guess this answers any question of evacuating to Limerick,” she said, turning and moving slowly in the direction of the porch steps.

      “Or anywhere else,” David said, looking toward the dusky blue horizon.

      “So, now do we ride?” John said brightly.
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      The first day was the hardest.

      The terror and insecurity of knowing just enough and nothing more was literally almost more than Sarah could bear.

      Were their homes bombed? Was Washington still there? Were her parents alive? The frustration of no news—of not being able to do anything while death and destruction dismantled their country—was agony. All she could think was: we have to do something!

      The town of Balinagh was ten miles away—too far to comfortably walk over rough and rocky Irish back roads—but there was no other way of getting there.

      “Why can’t we ride?” John asked for the hundredth time.

      “John, please stop asking me that,” Sarah said. “We don’t know if these horses are used to being ridden—”

      “There are saddles all over the barn.”

      “But if they haven’t been ridden in a while,” Sarah replied as patiently as she could without screaming, “they’ll be too difficult for us to handle.”

      “Not for you,” he said stubbornly.

      “It’s been too long since I rode a horse. I’m too rusty to be jumping on some horse I don’t know.”

      David shrugged. “They seem gentle.”

      Sarah stood up from the porch step where she had been sitting.

      “Both of you, listen to me. They might be gentle on the ground but hell on wheels once you’re in the saddle.”

      “Why don’t we try one out in the paddock?” David looked at his son who nodded enthusiastically.

      “David, are you serious?” She looked at him with horror. “And what if one of us breaks something? Are you going to set the bone? Horses are not like golf carts, you know. They have minds of their own.”

      So that day they walked into town. In slightly less than four hours, they arrived tired, foot sore, blistered, and thirsty.

      The first person they met was Siobhan Scahill, the village grocery store and pub owner.

      “Sure, why would you be walking and you with three big horses just standing around?” she said as soon as they walked into her grocery shop which was lighted only by the daylight coming in through the big shop windows.

      Sarah wanted to slap her.

      “Mom says we need to take things slow,” John said.

      “Sure, it’s slow you’ll be taking things, all right,” the woman said. She reached over and tousled John’s hair. “But I’m sorry for your troubles. Sure, the Americans are a hard lot to take for the most part but we love ‘em, God knows we do. My own lad, Mickey, lives in New Jersey.”

      Sarah tried not to break down crying right in the store.

      “Have you heard from him?” David asked. “Or any news at all?”

      The woman shook her head.

      “Sure, no,” she said. “Just something terrible bad, that’s for sure. The telly went out about two hours ago with the rest of the power.” She indicated the dark overhead light fixtures. “My Mickey is hard to locate at the best of times. If I don’t hear from him in another few weeks, then I’ll start to worry.” She nodded to the shelves in her store. “People have already come to stock up and I don’t expect much in the way of deliveries, now do I? What took you so long to come to town?”

      “We woulda driven,” John said. “But our car won’t start.”

      “No, nor anybody else’s,” Siobhan said. “Although Jimmy Hennessey did say he got his tractor to working.”

      “You’ve got nothing at all?” David asked, looking about the store. “No milk, no cans of stuff?”

      “Sorry, no,” she shook her head. “I’m dead cleaned out. But you’re staying at the McKinney place, aren’t you?”

      “McGutherie,” Sarah said.

      “McGutherie’s burned down last year,” Siobhan said. “I’m sure it’s the McKinney place you’re at now.  It’s more of a weekend cabin, not really a tourist rental, aye?”

      “That explains a lot.”

      “But you’ve got the goat, don’t you?”

      “There’s a goat?” John said.

      “Sure, there’s a goat and sheep and didn’t Mary McKinney keep a stocked root cellar? Have you looked?”

      David gave his wife’s shoulder a squeeze. “We’ll look. Where are the McGuthries now?”

      “They’ll be living in London, won’t they?”

      Sarah felt the panic blossom in her chest. “But the emails I got from her said that there were caretakers. We don’t know how to take care of horses, or where to wash our clothes or—”

      “Well, sure you’ll be needing to take care of the horses. Don’t tell me the poor things haven’t eaten since you’ve arrived?”

      “They’ve eaten some grass,” John said.

      “I suppose there’s horse feed in the barn?” David asked.

      “There is.”

      “And the caretakers?” Sarah persisted.

      “I’ll not be knowing anything about any caretakers. Unless it’s yourselves.”

      “We’re the caretakers. Great.”

      “Who’s been taking care of the horses until now?” David asked.

      “Likely that would be the Kennedys. They live about five miles t’other side. Now they know you’re there, they’ll leave it to you, I imagine.”

      “How much for this lantern?” David pointed to a kerosene lantern sitting high up on a corner shelf.

      “Sure, there’s bound to be ten of ‘em at your place.”

      “I’d like it all the same,” David said, reaching for his wallet. “And I see you still have matches and a jug of kerosene.”

      As David and the shopkeeper busied themselves filling a small but essential shopping bag, Sarah stepped outside and looked down the deserted village street. John followed her.

      “Will we get rickets?”

      “What, sweetie?”

      “Rickets. We read about it in school. When you don’t get fresh fruit and stuff your bones start to go bad.”

      “No. We’ll find fresh fruit and vegetables.”

      “How about a hamburger?”

      “That may be a bit trickier.”

      A few moments later, David joined them.

      “She said she’ll hold our lantern and fuel ‘til we’re ready to leave. There’s a little restaurant down the way,” he nodded down the street. “Siobhan thinks they’re still serving. Guess the locals don’t eat out much.”

      “Siobhan?”

      “Yeah, I think she means to be helpful. She’s just Irish-y.”

      “Let’s eat, guys,” John said, pulling his parents down the street.

      Sarah walked ahead of David. Maybe because she didn’t look like she was walking with anyone, a man coming toward them in the opposite direction got eye contact. He was thin and young and dirty. Her first impulse was to smile, as she might at the drive-through of a fast food restaurant, so it startled her when the man leered at her.

      Sarah noted his filthy beard and scruffy clothes which looked like he’d slept in them. She smelled him as he walked past. Stung by his visual assault, she turned to get David’s attention as the man passed.

      “Did you see that?” she said. But David was looking at the shuttered and dark village windows. He met her eyes with a distracted, vacant look that told her he wasn’t listening or even seeing her.

      Sarah shook off her annoyance and focused on keeping up with her son.

      “Wait for us, John,” she called, hurrying to catch up with him and leaving David to his reflections.

      

      Later that afternoon, stuffed with mutton and potatoes, they collected their purchases from Siobhan’s store and made the long walk home. John was tired and fretful. Sarah began limping before they had even turned the first corner out of town. And David’s shoulders were aching from carrying the heavy bag by the time, four and a half hours later, they finally walked into the frontcourt of their cottage at twilight.

      David opened the door to the dark interior of the cottage. He went in first and set the bag down.

      “Power is definitely out,” he called to them. “Give me a sec to get the lantern lit.”

      “I’m tired, Mom.”

      Sarah wrapped her arms around him, grateful they were so far away from the destruction and confusion of what was happening at home, and then feeling instantly anxious for her parents and what they might be experiencing at that very moment. It seemed like such a basic, little thing, she thought, to have a warm, well-lit place in which to curl up tonight.

      “I know, angel. Just a few more seconds and you’ll be in bed.”

      A few moments later, the one room of the cottage glowed warmly from the kerosene lantern.

      Later that night, as John slept soundly in the big bed, Sarah and David sat on the porch with the lantern between them and finished off a bottle of Pinot Noir.

      “I can’t imagine what’s happening at home,” Sarah said, shivering in her heavy sweater.

      “I know.”

      “And you don’t have any theories about what happened? That’s so unlike you.”

      David sighed. “From what I saw,” he said, speaking deliberately as if carefully choosing every word, “and from what Siobhan heard from other people in the area, I think what happened is that a nuclear bomb exploded over London or maybe the Irish Sea.”

      “Oh, my dear God.”

      “And the reason that’s my best guess,” he said, putting his arm around Sarah and giving her a reassuring squeeze, “is because of the big flash we saw earlier and because none of our electronics work any more.”

      “Nuclear radiation did this?”

      “No, it’s called electromagnetic pulse. It’s hard to explain but the results of it are pretty much what we’re experiencing now.”

      “If it is this electromagnetic thing, how long until things get back to normal?”

      “That’s just it. Everything has to be rebuilt. All the cellphone towers are fried, all the cars, the power grid. It’s a total destruction of the infrastructure.”

      Sarah stared out into the dark Irish night.

      “Oh, my God,” she said, her voice a whisper.

      “I’m sure people are already working on rebuilding things. But it will take time.”

      “In the meantime, we’re safe?”

      “We’re safe.”

      She tilted her face up and they kissed and then sat in silence a moment. Sarah could see David was working something out in his mind.

      “What are you thinking?” she asked.

      “Just wondering,” he said, rubbing her arm and looking out into the black Irish night. “Where do you imagine that damn goat is?”

      

      When they awoke the next morning, Sarah made cheese sandwiches and mugs of tea for breakfast. The first thing they did was locate the root cellar. They found potatoes, two cases of a decent Côte de Rhône, three bags of flour, sweet feed for the horses, and several dozen tins of meat.

      David dragged a bag of feed out and the three of them went into the stables. It was obvious that the horses’ stalls had not been mucked for weeks.

      “Oh, shit,” Sarah said.

      “Yeah. Literally,” David said.

      “What do we do?” John asked, holding his nose.

      “First, we get them out of here to someplace where they won’t run away so we can feed them and clean out their stalls,” Sarah said. “I’ll do one and you do one,” she said to David. “And you stay out of the way so you don’t get kicked,” she said to John.

      “Aw, Mom.”

      Sarah took a leather halter off the hook in front of the first stall.

      “I can’t believe we’re on our own with these animals. Unbelievable.”

      She opened the stall door. The name “Dan” was on a tarnished metal plaque on the door.

      “Whoa, there, Dan,” she said as she stepped into the stall. “Just gonna arrange breakfast and do a linen change, big guy.” Carefully, she approached the horse and slipped the halter over his head. “Hand me the lead, will you, David?”

      He looked around.

      “It’s like a big rope or leash,” she said, buckling the halter. The horse was big, at least seventeen hands. He was a dark bay with a blaze on his forehead. Sarah was grateful for his calmness and tried to force herself to relax.

      David handed her the leather lead he found hanging on the wall. She clipped it to the halter and led the horse out of the stall.

      “We’ll put them all in the paddock while we clean up. God, what a mess. My shoes are already ruined.”

      She stood, frozen for a moment, staring at the manure and holding the rope attached to the horse.

      “What are we going to do, David?”

      “I thought you said we needed to get them out first,” David said.

      “No, I mean about everything.” Sarah looked over her shoulder to make sure John was still outside tossing the ball he had found against the wall of the house. “Don’t you think we should try to get to Limerick? There should be an American consulate there.”

      “Sarah, no.” David shook his head. “If this was some kind of nuclear bomb that went off then there could be a risk of nuclear contamination in the cities.”

      “I just don’t think staying here is a good idea.” She looked around for a place to tie up the horse. She knew she was telegraphing her anxiety and frustration to the animal. He had started to stamp his feet and that made her more nervous. “We can’t even feed ourselves here. I want us to go to Limerick.”

      “Okay, Sarah, that’s crazy. How are we going to get there? Walk? It’s like two hundred miles or something.”

      “You just made that up!”

      “It doesn’t matter how far away it is.” He jabbed a pitchfork into a pile of manure and narrowly missing his shoe. “Even if the cities aren’t radioactive, it’s still a bad idea. For one thing, Americans aren’t going to be too popular wherever we go.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean whatever happened, it’s because of us. You get that, right? Either someone did this to us and the UK is paying the price of being our friend, or we retaliated. But however it went down it still adds up to the Americans being the ones at the center of this disaster.”

      Sarah stared at him, the will to fight left her as the realization of what he was saying began to sink in.

      “Should we…should we stay away from town, do you think? There are no laws now to protect us.” She clasped her hands as the fear sifted through her. “Should we stay away from Balinagh even?”

      “I don’t know,” David said, picking up the pitchfork again. “But I do think we’re safer
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