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From the collection Dreamin’ Dreams; A short thriller in 2,400 words.

By

Brendan Gerad O’Brien

When Edward O’Leary came home from America in the summer of 1904, Joe Coffey knew there was going to be trouble. Old flames were bound to be rekindled. And old wounds were bound to be reopened.

He just didn’t expect it to happen so soon.

Edward was the only son and heir of Squire Colm O’Leary. His vast estate on the West coast of Ireland swept up from the Atlantic Ocean and touched on three counties. Joe Coffey was just one of the small army of gamekeepers that worked on the estate. And the only thing that Joe Coffee and Edward had in common was their feelings for the beautiful Maeve Ryan.

They’d all grown up on the estate. Edward lived up in the Big House and Joe Coffey lived next door to Maeve Ryan in the workers’ cottages down in the village.

As children they all played together. They skipped and rolled hoops in the dusty lanes or just ran free through the woods. They swam in the lake during the long, lazy summer days and they fished in the wild River Shannon. And as the evenings drew in they sat around a campfire swapping stories and dreaming their dreams.

But then, when they grew older, Edward went off to boarding school. The only education Joe Coffey got was out in the countryside where he learnt how to be a gamekeeper.

Maeve Ryan grew older too. She changed from a scruffy tomboy who used to wrestle with the boys into a beautiful young woman. She went to work as a seamstress up in the Big House where she was coached in the finer points of decorum and etiquette as well.

As time went by Joe Coffey and Maeve grew very close. Everyone assumed they’d get married one day, have lots of children and be together for the rest of their lives.

Edward, on the other hand, was footloose and fancy-free. He didn’t need to chase the girls. He was tall and handsome with jet-black hair and eyes that smouldered wickedly. No woman could walk past Edward without giving him a second glance. All the girls in the village worshipped him. Their conversation always turned to him and his affairs.

Of course Joe Coffey was aware of all this. But it never bothered him. Because in the first flush of young love he had no reason for doubt.

Until one Sunday afternoon as they were strolling around the lake, Joe Coffey noticed how Maeve became totally distracted when Edward rode by.

‘Maeve!’ Edward tapped his hat with his riding crop.

‘Hello, Edward.’ Maeve gave a courteous nod. And her beautiful grey eyes sparkled as she tossed back her hair and gave him a long and knowing smile.

Joe Coffey read all sorts of messages into that smile.  And the first stab of a totally unfamiliar pain tore at his heart.

And it disturbed him so much he couldn’t bring himself to even look at Maeve as they walked home in a silence that hung around them like a dark bitter cloud.

They never spoke about it, though. Joe Coffee felt it was best left alone. But that strange painful feeling never really left him until the day Edward announced that he was going to seek his fortune in the New World and he sailed away to America.

The relief was overwhelming. Joe Coffey immediately proposed to Maeve and they got married a month later in the tiny chapel up in the Big House.

They moved into their little cottage and quickly settled into the happy routine of married life.

Now Edward was back! No warning. No notice. He just turned up out of the blue with a beautiful young American lady and announced they were getting married at the end of August.

And within a week of Edward coming home Joe Coffey began to notice a change in Maeve.  And his heart sank down into his boots.

It wasn’t something he could put his finger on, exactly. It was just that she seemed distant, vague, as if she had something very much on her mind. And he sensed an irritation in her too. Especially if he came home early in the evenings. Almost as if he’d interrupted something.

She’d do her best to appear normal, of course. Eagerly pouring hot water from the kettle into a basin for him to wash in before getting his meal ready.

But in the morning she’d be very anxious to get him out of the house again. She’d put his canvas sack over his shoulder, kiss him on the cheek and wave to him as he walked off up the hill to the gamekeepers hut. But before he reached the first clump of trees she’d have already vanished back inside the house.

A few days later Joe Coffey found out why.

He was out checking some snares in the woods when he lost his footing and fell into a ditch. The crusty old gamekeeper cursed him repeatedly as he struggled back out holding his aching wrist.

‘Shur tis only a bit of a sprain,’ the gamekeeper growled, ignoring Joe Coffey’s yelps as he examined the damage. ‘But I suppose you’d better get off home and give it a rest. But mind you’re back here at the crack of dawn tomorrow or you can look out!’

So Joe Coffey came sauntering down the winding dirt track that took him out of the woods, whistling happily to himself. The sun was shining and the birds were singing. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d got home so early in the day. And the pain in his wrist wasn’t really that bad. Life was good after all.

But as he came over the rise in the meadow he noticed the shiny black carriage outside
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