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I

Lost letters have only one hope for survival. If they are caught between two worlds, with an unclear destination and no address of sender, the lucky ones are redirected to the Dead Letters Depot in East London for a final chance of redemption. Inside the damp-rising walls of a converted tea factory, letter detectives spend their days solving mysteries. Missing postcodes, illegible handwriting, rain-smudged ink, lost address labels, torn packages, forgotten street names: they are all culprits in the occurrence of missed birthdays, unknown test results, bruised hearts, unaccepted invitations, silenced confessions, unpaid bills and unanswered prayers. Instead of longed-for missives, disappointment floods post boxes from Land’s End to Dunnet Head. Hope fades a little more every day, when doorbells don’t chime and doormats don’t thud.

William Woolf had worked as a letter detective for eleven years. He was one of an army of thirty, having inherited his position from his beloved uncle, Archie. Almost every Friday throughout William’s childhood, Archie, clad in a lime-green leather jacket, rode his yellow Honda Dream 305 over for tea, eager to share fish and chips doused in salt and vinegar served with a garlic dip, and tales of the treasures rescued that day. Listening to Archie opened William’s mind to the myriad extraordinary stories that were unfolding every day in the lives of ordinary people. In a blue-lined copybook, he wrote his favourites and unwittingly began what would become a lifelong obsession with storytelling, domestic mysteries and the secrets strangers nurse. What surprised William most when he started working there himself was how little Archie had exaggerated. People send the strangest paraphernalia through the post: incomprehensible and indefensible, sentimental and valuable, erotic and bizarre, alive and expired. In fact, it was the dead animals that so frequently found their way to this inner sanctum of the postal system that had inspired the Dead Letters Depot’s name. A photo taken in 1937, the year it had opened, showed the original postmaster, Mr Frank Oliphant, holding a pheasant and hare aloft, with three rabbits stretched on the table before him. By the time William joined in 1979, it was a much more irregular occurrence, of course, but the name still endured. He still felt Archie’s presence amid the exposed red-brick walls of the depot, and some of the older detectives sometimes called William by his uncle’s name. Their physical similarities were striking: muddy brown curls, chestnut beards flecked with rust, the almond-shaped hazel eyes that flickered between shades of emerald green and cocoa, the bump in the nose of all Woolf men.

In a vault of football-field proportions hidden below Shoreditch High Street, row upon row of the peculiar flotsam and jetsam of life awaited salvation: pre-war toy soldiers, vinyl records, military memorabilia, astrology charts, paintings, pounds and pennies, wigs, musical instruments, fireworks, soap, cough mixture, uniforms, fur coats, boxes of buttons, chocolates, photo albums, porcelain teacups and saucers, teddy bears, medical samples, seedlings, weapons, lingerie, fossils, dentures, feathers, gardening tools, books, books, books. Copious myths and legends passed from one colleague to another; stories of the once lost but now found.

Each detective cultivated their own private collection of the most remarkable discoveries they had made. For William, there was a suit of armour dismantled in a tarnished silver sea-chest, an ebony-and-glass case housing two red admiral butterflies, each wing secured by a tiny pearl pin, and a miniature grandfather clock only three feet tall. ‘More of a grandson clock, really,’ he always joked.

There were still some deeply unpleasant discoveries to be made. The detectives harboured daily fears of strange stenches, soggy parcels and departed creatures; mostly, white mice, cockroaches and bugs originally destined to feed pet lizards, snakes and rats. At least William hoped that’s what they had originally been intended for, before they met another, equally unpleasant end in ‘The Furnace’, the final destination for contaminated goods, the unrecyclable and unsalvageable. It sat shoulder to shoulder with the gnashing, monster shredder where lost letters became dead letters and all hope was vanquished.

Every day, the detectives opened letter after letter, parcel after parcel, searching for clues. The satisfaction of solving a mystery never faded. The joy of knowing that something so anticipated could find its way after a lengthy diversion remained exquisite. It was the thousands of unsolvable conundrums that wearied bones and wasted skin on paper cuts. Sometimes, there just wasn’t enough evidence to trace, no clue to worry over until the blessed eureka moment. Over the years, William had learned not to fret over the truly lost, to let them go and to invest his time instead in those that presented greater hope of a solution. Every week, hundreds of new puzzles arrived, so the mountain of mail in the depot seemed self-replenishing. A pessimist could find much to confirm a bleak worldview in this museum of missed messages. Only a quarter of the post that passed through the depot ever found its way home, but just one very special victory could sustain a detective for weeks in their endeavours.

William had recently reunited a battered Milk Tray chocolate box brimful of wedding photos from 1944 with the bride, Delilah Broccoli. The son of her maid of honour had found them when executing his mother’s estate and tried to post the box back to the last known address, but the street, never mind the individual house, no longer existed. When items discovered lost in the post held considerable monetary or sentimental value, or had been missing in action for an exceptionally long time, the letter detectives would courier them to their rightful home rather than send them off into the cavernous postal system once again. A still-breathing tortoise, a crystal chandelier and a silver pendant hanging from a garland of rubies were among some of the undeliverables William had elevated to his personal care. In some very exceptional cases, the letter detectives went one step further and delivered items in person, out of fear that something so precious may become lost once again. On this most recent occasion, William had successfully traced Delilah to the nursing home in East Anglia where she now lived and decided this should be one of those exceptions.

When William entered Delilah’s bedroom, she looked confused as she tried to place him. ‘We haven’t met before, Mrs Broccoli,’ he reassured her. ‘I work for the post office, and wanted to deliver a parcel to you that went astray.’

He moved a pink plastic cup of water from the table-top tray that lay on her lap and placed the world-weary chocolate box before her. It was the same shade of purple as her dressing gown; velvet with a white lace collar. Delilah’s eyes flitted from William’s to the box and back again. She tried to speak, but the words caught in a raspy net in her throat. Her silver curls were flattened on the right side of her head from where they were crushed against the pillow. He moved closer and laid his hand gently on her arm.

‘It’s all right, nothing to be frightened of. Here, let me help you.’

He prised the lid from the chocolate box and placed the crinkled photographs before her one by one. Delilah traced a finger beneath the row of sepia and a look of recognition spread across her face. She picked up one with a trembling hand and held it close to her nose. William watched as a shy smile illuminated her expression and her eyes grew misty.

‘I’ll leave you in peace now, Mrs Broccoli,’ he said.

She reached out and grabbed his sleeve with her papery grip and held on tight for a second. It was days like those that kept his faith alive.

Lately, William had retreated more and more into the soft silence of the post delivery room, away from the chatter and bustle of the shared office space where the letter detectives worked. He had never been very good at rising above his moods and found it increasingly hard to shake off the melancholia he brought from home in order to join in the collegiate banter. In the solitude of the delivery room, he rummaged deep into postbags, a shirtsleeve rolled up to his pointy elbow, to extract what he hoped would be something special. Each time, he closed his eyes and forced his breath to grow slow and deep. His ribcage expanded like the bellows of old, his lungs paused at their fullest expansion, before he slowly exhaled, with a gentle whoosh. He hunched over the slate-grey canvas bag, with his left hand supporting the small of his back, and wriggled the fingers of his right hand inside. His thirty-seven years didn’t command this posture; it was more an affectation that had evolved as part of his hunting regime. With great concentration, he would linger over the folds of the envelopes, squeeze parcels tentatively between forefinger and thumb, until, instinctively, he would clasp one, tugging it gently free and drawing it to the surface. He imagined he was like the mechanical arm of a teddy-bear machine, retrieving a soft toy. These rescue missions were different from the piles of post left indiscriminately on his desk every morning at six by the night-owl team who accepted the midnight deliveries. The letters that he found this way, he believed were destined for him. Over ten years of flirting with coincidence, defying the odds and witnessing serendipity had left him superstitious and more inclined to believe in a divine intervention he would have mocked in his days before the depot. He now was convinced that some letters found him because only he, with his particular personal collection of experiences and insights, could crack their code. Other letters depended upon different detectives, of that he was sure, but some were searching specifically for him.

Last Tuesday, Marjorie, the longest-standing member of his team, had crept up behind him as he indulged in this ritual. He turned and saw her standing there, in her coral-pink mohair polo-neck, multiple gold chains dangling, her hand on her hip. The twinkle of a tease glinted in her eyes. The shock caused him to drop the letter he had retrieved and he felt a blush spread from under his collar and burn through his beard. With no explanation of his furtive activity to offer, he just nudged his black, square-rimmed spectacles further on to the bridge of his nose, mumbled a noise somewhere between a hello, a throat clear and a cough, and brushed past. Her satisfied laugh followed him to the cloakroom, where he rested his forehead against the cool dampness of the mirror and willed his cherry cheeks to fade. His bowel twisted and churned. Why had her seeing his routine bothered him so much? How deeply embarrassed he felt that his secret-self behaviour had been witnessed; actions he performed for himself that had never been intended for an audience. His mortification slowly gave way to irritation. Why had she been creeping about, anyway? No decent person wears shoes that whisper.

William risked a long look in the mirror. His curls looked tangled and his beard needed trimming. Something about his eyes made him nervous. They seemed, well, less brown. Like faded chocolate. It was probably just the fluorescent light bulbs. Eyes don’t fade, do they? Was he vanishing? A man diluted? He shrugged his navy-blue pullover into position and braved the sorting office. Stifled giggles followed him as he took his seat at the end of the old boardroom table. He liked to sit with his back to the wall with the window overlooking the street to the right, mysteries lined up in rows to his left. His seat was the furthest away from the furnace trolleys, too. He hated the cremations. Failure in every spoonful of ash.

The faint strains of an old jazz number floated up from the street. It swirled out from one of the heaving hot spots that left William so cold. He could almost place the song, but it danced just beyond his consciousness as he tried to ignore the taunt. Was it ‘Old Devil Moon’? He drifted away from the cardboard box of blue fountain pens he had opened, soon to be returned to a warehouse in Leeds as per the enclosed invoice, and tuned into the melody. He closed his eyes and followed his wife, Clare, down the spiral staircase to the jazz club of their first date, the Blue Rooms, on Montgomery Row in Notting Hill. He remembered how his hand had been slippery on the rail, his corduroy blazer too restrictive, his throat dry and knees shaky as he watched her stamp down the stone steps in her white fur boots. Her blonde hair was tied up messily in a yellow silk scarf that looked to be tickling the back of her neck. His fingers itched to do the same. He ached to pull that silky knot loose and watch her hair tumble about her shoulders.

All during the evening, he couldn’t quite believe that he was there with Clare in a romantic capacity. Was she just filling in time with him while awaiting a more deserving suitor to woo her? Could she possibly also harbour hopes of something more than friendship?

They had met in very platonic circumstances, when William attempted to organize a book club on their university campus to tackle some of the great literary tomes. Week one: War and Peace. No one came. Week two: The Divine Comedy. Once again, he was a lonely soul in the Daffodil Room of the library, which he had so enthusiastically reserved; he had even asked the librarian to bring in some extra chairs. Ulysses was to be his third and final attempt, and he waited with dwindling hope for some like-minded folk to help him fill that echoing room. When the door creaked open, he was flustered by the vision that floated towards him. Clare, bundled up in a crimson duffel coat and white denim dungarees, looked more modern-day fairy tale than first-year student. Blonde tendrils escaped from an untidy bun held in place on top of her head with green chopsticks. Her left shoulder sagged under the strain of a canary-yellow canvas bag crammed full of books. When she dropped it on the mahogany desk, the contents spilled across the polished surface: The Female Eunuch, Mother Courage and Her Children, Persuasion, sunflower seeds, colouring pencils, a battered and bruised burgundy leather address book and a sepia postcard of James Joyce completely covered in tiny cursive handwriting. For ever after, William would always feel a certain gratitude to Joyce, not just for writing the books he loved so much but for bringing this woman into his life. Her words tumbled out in accompaniment to her belongings as she scanned the empty room.

‘Are you William? Am I in the right place? Where is everyone else?’

‘Eh, yes, I am, and I’ve been asking myself that for a few weeks now, but it’s just me, I’m afraid. And you – you are?’

‘Clare. Clare Carpenter.’ She pulled a ratty, striped mitten off her hand and reached out to shake his. ‘Do two people make a group?’

‘A very exclusive one, perhaps. Or, at the very least, a conversation. That is, if you’d still like to stay?’

Clare slid into the seat opposite him, the legs of her chair screeching violently on the marble floor. His nose twitched at a faint smell of cinnamon.

‘Why not?’ she answered. ‘At least we won’t have to compete to get a word in.’

William steeled his nerve to hold her gaze.

‘Gosh, your eyes are two different colours. Like David Bowie. How bizarre!’ He hesitated for a moment. ‘How lovely.’

Clare looked away as she gathered together the contents of her bag. ‘It’s not as uncommon as you might think. Let’s begin, shall we?’

Discussion of Ulysses evolved to talk of books in general and favourites in particular. Over the following weeks, Clare introduced William to Iris Murdoch, Edna O’Brien and Jane Austen; he shared his passion for Albert Camus and Samuel Beckett. Dissecting the worldview of the characters allowed them to delve into subjects that otherwise would have been too emotive for a casual acquaintance.

‘Would Virginia Woolf have surrendered her writing for a peaceful mind? I don’t know if I would smooth out all my edges at the expense of what she found in those corners.’

‘The reason women love Mr Darcy so much is that he changed for the love of a good woman. How many lives have been wasted in the hope of that very outcome to a futile situation?’

‘What Jack Kerouac gives me is a licence to be discriminatory about how I spend my time, who I spend it with, not surrendering to small talk and sycophants who need us to reflect and reinforce each other so that we can all feel we’re okay. It sounds harsh, but it’s true: I’d rather be alone than pretend.’

The sanctuary of the Daffodil Room was soon replaced by cluttered coffee shops and the little alehouse off campus which their professors monopolized. They baked cheese scones and experimented with cooking Indian food, making pizza and mixing mojitos at home. They cheered along the drama society’s faltering theatre programme and volunteered at a homeless shelter, dishing out hot soup and self-conscious smiles on the last Thursday of every month. Sometimes, William saw Clare linking arms with other men as they crossed campus between lectures or sat clinking glasses in The Lighthouse pub. He tried to curb his jealousy by reassuring himself that their friendship was different, closer, but he didn’t know if that was true. He craved to know her passionate self – whether she dabbed perfume behind her ears or































Reading Group Questions

1. The language of Winter’s letters is quite distinct and poetic. What kind of image did they conjure up of Winter? Did she turn out to be what you expected? Why was William drawn to her and what do you think this says about William and the ideas he holds about love?

2. From the beginning we get to see Clare’s point of view and her reasoning behind her actions. How did this help inform your thoughts on their marriage and the different actions they took? Did you feel any empathy for William or Clare? How did this change as the novel progressed? Did you end up feeling more empathy for one character than the other?

3. William tells Clare in the heat of an argument ‘I just enjoy the company of a beautiful young woman at work. So what?’ (p.83). Do you think Clare’s reaction was justified? And when we later discover that she cheated with Maxi, how did it change your opinion of this incident?

4. Conflict between adult responsibilities and following your heart is an important strand in the novel. Discuss the different ways that Clare and William deal with this.

5. Clare’s childhood is a constant shadow over her current life, in the choices she makes and the person she wants to be. How does this affect her relationship with William? Should William have been more understanding of her overall? Or was he justified in his feelings?

6. Flora suggests to Clare to ‘let go of feeling disappointed and start imagining what a new future together could look like, you might feel better about everything and he might get his confidence back’ (p.160). Do you think this advice applies to Clare? What would be the practical ways for her to take it on? Would changing her viewpoint ultimately change William? 

7. Clare and William’s relationship is affected by all the things they don’t say to each other and the ideals they hold of how their relationship should be. What do you think these ideals are? How are the expectations they have of each other informed by this?

8. Letters, and the act of writing them, are a major part of the novel. How are they used as tools of change throughout the arc of the story?

9. There is a degree of ambiguity surrounding the ending, particularly between the final words of ‘their eyes met. He was lost and found’ and the little snippet we see a year down the line. What was your interpretation of this? What ideas do you think author Helen Cullen wanted to offer up about love and relationships? How does this feed into your own opinion of these themes? And, ultimately, did it affect how you thought the story should have ended?

10. The author hints at the era the novel is set in with the use of payphones and mentions of events around the world, conveying a sense of nostalgia and charm. Do you think it had that effect? How would the story have been different if it had been set in the present day?




The Lost Letters of William Woolf Playlist

1.   Chet Baker – Old Devil Moon

2.   David Bowie – Wild Is The Wind

3.   Nina Simone – My Baby Just Cares for Me

4.   The Cure - Pictures Of You

5.   Kate Bush – Hounds Of Love

6.   Beethoven – Moonlight Sonata

7.   Culture Club – Karma Chameleon

8.   Sonny & Cher – I Got You Babe

9.   Madonna – Like a Prayer

10. The Platters – The Great Pretender

11. Leonard Cohen – Suzanne

12. George Michael – Careless Whisper

13. Michael Dees – What Are You Doing for the Rest of Your Life?

14. The Undertones – Teenage Kicks

15. The Bangles – Eternal Flame

16. The Smiths – There is a Light That Never Goes Out




A Q and A with Helen Cullen

On the Book

What inspired you to write this story?

It all began with that line of poetry from John Donne: ‘More than kisses, letters mingle souls.’ When I first sat down to tentatively write the first word, of the first page, of the first chapter of what would become this book, those words leaped from my memory and the premise for the narrative was established. I wanted the book to meditate on the lost art and power of letter writing, and knew that letters would remain at the heart of whatever I wrote. I was also very conscious of wanting to explore the juxtaposition that often exists between the way romantic love is portrayed in the media and the arts, and the pragmatic reality of sustaining a relationship over a long period of time. I was interested in the idea of second chances, and if they always necessitate something, or someone, new or if they could be found in the life you already inhabit. All of these ideas, and more, formed the emotional infrastructure of the novel, and these questions became the scaffolding on which the narrative was built.

The letters and the backstories to them are so personal and important to the recipient. How did you find the ideas for them? 

Placing this story in the Dead Letters Depot was the greatest gift I could unwittingly have given myself as a writer; it allowed me to pull on the threads of so many short stories in the form of the letters that arrived there. It is a world where magic and reality could collide and co-exist on a daily basis, a place borne purely of the imagination where the gritty examination of relationships could be interrogated whilst also allowing for the potential magical elements of life to play: the serendipitous, the fated, the charmed. As I walked through the streets of London or along the lanes at home in Ireland, I found inspiration for the letters in the depot everywhere: the David Bowie exhibition at the V&A, an abandoned silk glove at the foot of Benbulbin mountain in County Sligo, a biscuit tin of wedding photographs, a cabinet of medals at the Imperial War museum, a walk-through Columbia Road Flower Market, listening to ‘Bloodflowers’ by The Cure on vinyl. In myriad different ways, inspiration was drawn from the flotsam and jetsam of life that we bob along with every day, the overheard conversations and silent observations. None of these letters were based on actual people, but they still felt very real to me. 

Music features heavily in the book. Why was it important to you that the book had its own soundtrack?

Curating the songs to accompany the narrative allowed me to indulge in the perfect intersection of my two great loves: music and literature. One of the most revelatory moments in my relationship with each character came with the realization of who their favourite artists were and what music they chose to listen to at pivotal moments in their lives. Knowing that William Woolf was listening to The Smiths as he strolled through Dublin city made the whole scene crackle with life for me; I could place myself in the very heart of him. Understanding that Clare’s musical heroine was Kate Bush gave me insight into the longings she nursed in private, the artistic instincts that she was working hard to oppress. Discovering that Winter’s favourite band was The Cure reinforced in me her melancholic disposition, and how art could articulate sadness for her in a way that was restorative, uplifting and, ultimately, joyful. There is little in my novel that is biographical or inspired by events from my own life. The one thing that is borne of my own bones, however, is the importance of music in the character’s lives. My great gift to these fictional folks that I developed such empathy for was the music that has been the soundtrack to my own life so far. 

Why do you think letter-writing is such a powerful way to communicate?

I believe that when we sit down to write a letter it changes how we express ourselves: we become more thoughtful, more considered. In this digital world that we live in, we can communicate with more immediacy and efficiency than ever before, yet so many of us are also more isolated than ever before. Technology can give us all a false sense of connection that really doesn’t permeate to the heart of who we are or eradicate loneliness. If those other mediums were all to vanish overnight, and we became dependant on letters once again, I think we would all get to know each other in new and profound ways. Yes, we would communicate less, but what we said would matter more. It is only when you create the opportunity of writing a letter that all the things you have to say reveal themselves, safe in the knowledge that the recipient won’t, and can’t, reply immediately but will also have time to think and reflect about what they want to say in return. I worry that there are generations of people now who will never know the thrill of seeing a letter on their doormat, with their name written in the handwriting of someone who loves them. I believe we are really pining for these physical connections in our lives now and hope that we will have a letter-writing revival.

And finally, what’s one thing you’d love people to take away from The Lost Letters of William Woolf?

The instinct that they will probably never regret writing that letter and the impulse to begin it.

On Writing

As a debut writer, how did you find the writing journey? It has been a roller coaster! From the ups and downs of writing the first draft through to the unmitigated joy of finding William’s story on bookshop shelves, it has been a learning curve that I know still has plenty of bend to go. Like so many people, my dream was always to one day write a book, and I sometimes still cannot believe that it has come true. I am so grateful to everyone who has helped make it a reality and to the readers and literary community who have shown me such kindness and support. 

What’s one thing you wish you had known before you started writing The Lost Letters of William Woolf? 

That creativity happens when you create the opportunity for it. I’ve learned I don’t need the perfect mood, environment, or practicalities to be the catalyst for inspiration – I just need to sit down, anywhere, and get to work irrespective of how I am feeling thirty seconds before. The words are usually always waiting patiently for me to just get on with it.

Who or what inspires you to write?

One of the great lessons I have taken from writing this book is that inspiration is present all the time, all around us, in the life we are living right now, even in the moments when it feels its dullest. I am always amazed and thrilled when I feel the little tingle that comes with recognizing a sign or moment that feels created by the universe just for you. 

And finally, any tips for budding writers?

I think it is helpful to try to keep moving forward one word at a time without rewriting too much until you have a first draft. You can finesse and correct anything in the edit, but working out the story you want to tell until the very end will give you the perspective you need regarding what actually needs to be edited, and hopefully the confidence to do it. 

Quick-Fire Round

What was your favourite childhood book?

There is no doubt in my mind that I am a writer now because of the foundations laid with my childhood reading. I loved Enid Blyton and my mother introduced me to all of the classics she in turn had loved as a little girl: Little Women, Laura Ingalls Wilder’s Little House series, the Anne of Green Gables books, the Chronicles of Narnia, The Secret Garden, Heidi, Black Beauty, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland. I remain eternally grateful to my younger self for absorbing all that those incredible stories have to offer. 

Favourite music?

The soundtrack to my life is an eclectic one, but there are some artists who are permanent residents in my heart: David Bowie, The Cure, The Smiths, Suede, Kate Bush, Feist, Tori Amos, Jeff Buckley, Radiohead to name but a few. I still think the planet is mourning David Bowie; I know I am. 

Favourite artist?

I feel so fortunate to have wonderful work by Jennifer Rosemary Hooper hanging in my home. Both her art and her friendship are blessings in my life.

A quote to live by? 

As with so many of life’s big questions, I can find the answer to this in a line of poetry from Seamus Heaney: ‘Walk on air against your better judgement.’
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    Inis Óg, 2005

It was Christmas Eve.

Murtagh wore tan sheepskin slippers, broken down at the heel.

He shuffled backwards and forwards along the well-worn floorboards in the shadowy hallway of the Moone family home.

Smoothing his crown of tousled golden curls back from his forehead, he gently touched where his temples throbbed. Still damp from the rain, he hugged his Aran cardigan tighter and the wooden robin brooch on his lapel turned upside down.

The ticking of his wristwatch was amplified in the silence, its pearlescent moon face catching the streetlight through the window and winking back.

The door to the living room remained firmly closed. Christmas waited inside.

The branches of the lopsided fir tree he had dragged home across the Gallaghers’ field seven days before were weighed down by decades of tinfoil garlands that the children had clumsily stitched together with red wool. None would ever be thrown away, however tattered they became. Every year, as the Moones assembled to transform their island cottage into something akin to Santa’s grotto, each child claimed their own creations with jealous possession. With ceremonial grace, their mother carefully unrolled their handiwork from the fraying white tissue paper that protected the decorations for the other forty-eight weeks of the year. One by one they were placed on the tree.

Over these festivities, as with all others, Murtagh’s wife reigned supreme.

His Queen Maeve.

None of the children challenged the traditions; their mother had sewn them so meticulously into the fabric of their being.

Stitches that could not be outgrown.

How he loved her for this gift she bestowed upon the family: permission to remain childlike in their enthusiasms, never to become embarrassed by what they had once loved. ‘You never have to lose anything or anyone,’ she often said, ‘if you just change the way you look at them.’

And yet he had lost her.

Even while he held her close.

Even with his eyes wide open.

Murtagh had woken that morning, once again, to an empty bed; the sheets were smooth and unruffled on Maeve’s side. He had expected to find her sitting at the kitchen table wrapped in her hound’s-tooth shawl, pale and thin in the darkness before dawn, a tangle of blue-black hair swept across her high forehead like a crow’s wet wing, her long, matted curls secured in a knot at the nape of her neck with one of her red pencils. He had anticipated how she would start when he appeared in the doorway. How he would ignore, as he always did, the few moments it would take for her dove-grey eyes to turn their focus outward. For the ghosts to leave her in his presence. The kettle would hiss and spit on the stove as he stood behind her wicker chair and rubbed warmth back into her arms, his voice jolly as he gently scolded her for lack of sleep and feigned nonchalance as to its cause.

But Maeve wasn’t sitting at the kitchen table.

Nor was she meditating on the stone step of the back door drinking milk straight from the glass bottle it was delivered in.

She wasn’t dozing on the living-room sofa, the television on but silent, an empty crystal tumbler tucked inside the pocket of her peacock-blue silk dressing gown, the one on which she had painstakingly embroidered a murmuration of starlings in the finest silver thread.

Instead, there was an empty space on the bannister where her plum woollen coat should have been hanging.

Murtagh opened the front door and flinched at the swarm of spitting raindrops that assaulted him. The blistering wind mocked the threadbare cotton of his pinstripe pyjamas. He bent his head into the onslaught and pushed forward, dragging the heavy scarlet door behind him. The brass knocker clanged against the wood with the force of his effort; he flinched, hoping it had not woken the children. Shivering, he picked a route in his slippers around the muddy puddles spreading across the cobblestoned pathway. Leaning over the wrought-iron gate that separated their own familial island from the winding lane of the island proper, he scanned the dark horizon for a glimpse of Maeve in the faraway glow of a streetlamp.

In the distance, the sea and sky had melted into one anthracite mist, each indiscernible from the other. Sheep huddled together for comfort in Peadar Óg’s field, the waterlogged green that bordered the Moones’ land to the right; the plaintive baying of the animals sounded mournful. Murtagh nodded at them with empathy.

There was no sight of Maeve.

As he turned back towards the house, he noticed Nollaig watching him from her bedroom window. The eldest daughter, she always seemed to witness the very moments her parents had believed – hoped – were cloaked in invisibility, and then remained haunted by what she had seen. Over the years, Murtagh had monitored how understanding began filling her up from the tips of her toddler toes, and knew it would soon flood her eyes, always so questioning, permanently.

Born on Christmas Eve, twenty years before, she was the only one of their children who came into the world via Galway maternity hospital and not into the impatient arms of Máire O’Dulaigh, the midwife of the island. She resented it: how it made her feel less of a true islander. What was more, the specialness of her own day for individual attention, her birth day, was irrevocably lost in the shared excitement of Christmas. In retrospect, it had been a mistake, perhaps, naming her Nollaig, the Gaelic for Christmas, and further compounding the association. No nickname had ever stuck, however. She wasn’t the sort of child who inspired others to claim her for their own with the intimacy of a given name.

‘Born ancient,’ her little sister, Sive, always said of her with bored disdain.

And Murtagh sympathized. Nollaig carried the weight of being the eldest with pained perseverance, responsibilities heavy like stones in her pockets that she had purposefully chosen for herself; no one needed her to supervise them. Her mother certainly harboured a silent resentment of it, felt piqued at the implication that she needed the support. It seemed only natural, if unfair, that Maeve and Sive gravitated more towards each other; the baby of the family shared her mother’s wit and wildness and often expressed the irritation her mother tried to hide at Nollaig’s sense of duty.

Murtagh waved at his daughter as he blew back up the pathway. Later, he would feel the acute pain of finally understanding the prescience his daughter seemed to have absorbed from the womb.

‘How long is she gone?’

Nollaig was standing before the hallway mirror, her face contorted as she vigorously tried to brush her frizzy mouse-brown hair into shape. She scraped it together into a tight ponytail that thrust from the back of her head as if it were a fox tail.

‘Ach, you should leave your gorgeous curls be, Noll,’ her father cajoled, ‘instead of fighting them.’

She smiled at him but slammed the mother-of-pearl hairbrush down on the oak sideboard.

‘I don’t have curls, I have Brillo pads,’ she sighed. ‘Did she say where she was going?’

Murtagh squeezed his daughter’s arm as he continued into the kitchen. ‘I’m sure your mother is just out for a walk. Happy birthday, love. Lá breithla shona duit.’

He placed a small copper saucepan of water on the range to boil and waved the invitation of an egg at his daughter. She nodded begrudgingly and curled into the green-and-gold striped armchair that sat in front of the stove.

‘With your white nightdress, you could almost pass for the Irish flag,’ he joked, and was gratified when she emitted a spontaneous snort of glee in response.

He watched the clock hand count three minutes in silence. Expected any moment to hear his soaked wife splash through the door. He was poised, ready to run towards her with a towel and hushed reprimands for her careless wandering, but the boiling, cooling, cupping, cracking and spooning of each egg passed uninterrupted. Nollaig yawned, stretching her arms and legs before her in a stiff salute.

‘Why don’t you go back to bed for an hour?’ her father asked. ‘We’ll all have a proper breakfast together later.’

She eyed him with suspicion but acquiesced. ‘If she’s not back soon,’ she said, sidling away, ‘come and wake me. Promise? We’ll go out and find her. Remind her it’s Christmas Eve, for God’s sake.’

Murtagh nodded, ushered his daughter out of the kitchen and watched her climb the stairs.

As soon as he heard Nollaig’s room grow still, he pulled on waterproof fishing trousers over his pyjama bottoms, thick yellow socks and wellington boots. He struggled into a heavy jumper of itchy grey wool, impatiently yanking the sleeves of his nightshirt down from where they were caught at the elbows, and pulled on the olive-green duffel coat that remained his favourite, though long past its prime. It was eight in the morning now; the sun would not rise until closer to nine. As he reached into the cupboard under the stairs for a torch, he was relieved to find only one waiting on the shelf.

At least she’s taken a light.

The beam from his flashlight showed him little but the safest path for his own feet, but he was glad of it as he waded through the inky blackness.

Come meet me, Maeve. 

Show yourself. 

Come meet me, Maeve. 

Show yourself. 

As he marched a beat down the long, narrow lane towards the pier, trailing his left hand along the stony walls covered in moss, he repeated his mantra.

Not another soul stirred.

What would call them from the warmth of their own homes to be drenched in this storm? When the weather enveloped the island in an angry embrace such as this, the isolation became almost unbearable. The elements made prisoners of the islanders, who could be convinced they had been swept out to sea, lost and untethered, never to reach the mainland again.

As Murtagh leaned against the weather-bleached clapboard sign that shouted the ferry times in bright-orange paint, the sky became diluted with the first strata of light.

The rain eased.

The darkness slunk away in a mood, but only by as little as it had to for dawn to be officially broken.

Perhaps Maeve was already at home, she in turn now worried for him.

In the watery winter sunlight that was more skimmed milk than golden honey, he trudged through the sand to retrace his steps, willing with each breath for his home to have sprung to life with the dawn while he’d been gone.

The sound of the twins arguing in the kitchen heartened him as he wiped his boots on the back-door mat. Eighteen now, they occasionally loomed before him as fully grown men. At other times, they were still the small boys who hadn’t liked sharing the same supermarket trolley seat, letting their objections be known.

‘How hard is to toast bread, Mossy?’ Dillon said, scraping the charred surface of a cremated slice of soda bread into the sink. ‘Every. Single. Time.’ He enunciated each syllable with a violent scratch of the butter knife.

Mossy, nonplussed, stood drinking orange juice straight from the carton, ignoring the rivulets that dribbled down his chin. His face lit up as his father peered around the door.

‘Da! Where were ye? What’s the story with breakfast?’ He shoved the carton back in the fridge, the lid discarded on the counter top.

‘Yeah!’ Dillon chimed in. ‘Where’s the feast Mam promised? We’re half starved waiting!’

Murtagh swivelled his head around the kitchen. ‘She’s not back then? Your mother?’

The twins caught each other’s eyes, Mossy’s cornflower blues meeting Dillon’s charcoal greys, before their gaze fell back on their father as he wrestled off his boots.

‘Was she not with you?’ Mossy asked, dragging his floppy blond fringe across his forehead and plastering it behind his ear.

Son Day, his mother called him. Tomás Moone, the pale, blond, waifish bookworm who inherited not only his paternal grandfather’s name but his colouring and temperament, too. Son Night, his brother Dillon, with his ebony-black curls, high cheekbones and grey eyes, was unmistakably his mother’s son. Named in honour of two of her heroes, Bob Dylan and Dylan Thomas, the artistic mantle lay heavily on his shoulders. He had the dream to be an artist, but not the driven determination. Dillon was never really interested in struggling, only in enjoying what came easily. Mossy was the one who worked hard, persevered conscientiously with any task until it was complete. Sometimes Murtagh wondered how each would have developed if their names had been swapped at birth, or if, with the christening, their fates had been sealed.

Nollaig reappeared at the kitchen door, dressed now in the white velvet pinafore and red polo neck she had planned to save for Christmas Day. ‘Has Mam not resur-faced?’ she asked, her face flushing.

Murtagh looked at the questioning expressions on the faces of his three children and shook his head. ‘I better wake Sive,’ said Nollaig, and pounded back upstairs.

Sive had turned sixteen that summer and relished her new, more mature-sounding number. Obsessed with the Manic Street Preachers, Placebo and Suede, she wore fandom like a uniform, her jet-black bob curled under her chalk-white-painted face like the Lego hair of the figures she’d played with as a child. Eyeliner rimmed her eyes in rivers of kohl black, the same dove-grey eyes she saw mirrored in her mother. Blood-red lipstick emphasized how little she smiled. Her clothes, usually striped, always sooty-black, battleship-grey or midnight-blue, she wore in layer upon layer, with garlands of silver stars draped around her throat. A full-length fake-leopard-print fur salvaged from a charity shop on Eyre Street in Galway city was her most prized possession. It was this she wore over her Emily the Strange nightdress now, as she reluctantly followed Nollaig into the kitchen. She pulled the coat tighter around herself when she detected the melancholy cloud that lingered in the air, the private smoke signals the twins passed from one to the other. Her father was busily burning sausages in the pan. She was surprised to hear him curse when the sizzling oil spat at him.

‘So, what’s the plan? Is Christmas cancelled, then?’ Sive asked, checking the temperature of the coffee pot with the palm of her hand.

Murtagh poured her a mugful and scoffed. ‘Don’t be daft! We’re just going to have a little fortification, and then perhaps we can all take a stroll and go and meet your mother. She’s lost track of time, that’s all.’

Sive reached for the mug and they both held it for a moment. ‘So, a search party. That’s what you’re saying. Great!’ She slumped in a chair at the kitchen table and elbowed Mossy to give her more room.

Her father turned back to the pan, his voice strained. ‘That’s not funny, Si. And it’s nothing of the sort. I think we’d all just like to start the day together. And you know your mam – she’ll be having a great time walking the roads and will be delighted to see one of us coming to meet her.’ He put the ham that Maeve had prepared the night before in the oven and set the timer for noon.

Not long afterwards, as the rain started to pour again, the twins forged ahead towards the rusty shipwreck on the east of the island.

Nollaig and Sive elected to walk past the chapel, on to Tigh Ned’s pub, and agreed to then carry on to the castle ruins if they hadn’t found her first.

Murtagh set out for the lighthouse, convinced if Maeve was gone this long that must be the road she had taken. Although, the thought struck him, he did not know how long it had been since she left the house.

Why hadn’t he insisted she come to bed with him? She was too restless, she’d said. Too full of the moon for sleeping.

They would reconvene back at the house after they reached their destinations instead of continuing on; the chances were their mother would be waiting at home when they came back, wondering where they had all gallivanted off to.

Nollaig and Sive returned empty-hearted first. Nollaig scraped the ashes from the grate in the living room while Sive set the kindling for a fire. They stood in front of it in silence, waiting for the others, warming their hands near the flames without feeling the heat at all.

The twins burst in next, Dillon’s soaked fluorescent trainers squelching as he walked. When they saw the sisters were alone, they backed out of the living room without a word; Mossy climbed back under his duvet, fully clothed, his brown brogues dangling over the foot of the bed, and pretended to read a book of poetry by Keats. Dillon drained the tank of hot water in the shower, his discarded clothes a soggy pile outside the bathroom door.

When Murtagh’s arrival wasn’t accompanied by the fluttering sing-song of their mother’s voice, Sive’s eyes flooded. Nollaig snapped, told her to pull herself together and hurried out to the kitchen to speak to her father alone. The aroma of roasting ham percolated throughout the silent house, as if in spite. When the electric beeps heralded its readiness, Nollaig turned off the oven without even looking inside. She hoped her mother would be home soon to reprimand her for not taking greater care. Dinner was sacrificed to a God she wasn’t sure she believed in as her father prepared to face the elements once again. Nollaig called her brothers and sister together and they divided up the island paths between them for a second search. Nobody spoke as they marched out of their cottage in single file, back into the storm.

Minutes of acute expectation bled into anxious hours of increasing alarm. By mid-afternoon Murtagh and his four children were wet, exhausted and turning on each other. In vain, their father encouraged them to eat bowls of lukewarm vegetable soup that he ladled out slowly. He choked his own down, spilling some on his cardigan, dropping his spoon on the floor tiles with a clatter. Nollaig caught his eye and he nodded.

‘We need more help,’ he said, as he eased himself up from his chair. ‘I won’t be long.’

Murtagh walked to Tigh Ned, where the islanders were gathering for hot whiskies and shepherd’s pies before the evening mass. The lime-coloured plastic Christmas tree on the windowsill wore the wine-and-white Galway jersey, circled by pint glasses holding beeswax candles donated by the parish priest, Father Donal. The RTÉ Guide bumper Christmas edition stood on display by its side with a small laminated sign perched against it: Not to be removed from the premises. The air was heavy and moist as a result of the condensation rising from damp clothes and human bodies huddled together.

Murtagh spoke to Father Donal, whose white denim jacket sat stark against his black shirt and slacks, a sprig of holly pinned to his breast pocket. With head tosses and clicking fingers, Donal summoned a semicircle of islanders before draining his tumbler in one, crunching an ice cube with his back teeth as he delivered instructions. The Moone children would come to the pub, eat some dinner there, no objections entertained. Murtagh himself was to wait at home for Maeve.

‘In case,’ Father Donal said, before correcting himself, ‘I mean, for when Maeve comes back by herself.’

In groups of twos and threes, they dispersed, half-consumed pints of Guinness left resting on the grille in the hope of a speedy return.

And so Murtagh found himself pacing the floorboards of the hallway, fingering rosary beads in the pocket of his cardigan more out of superstition than faith. What little light had broken through that day had once again dissolved into darkness.

From the little window in the hallway, he watched the streetlamps flicker into life in quick succession as the cuckoo clock chirped four with inconsiderate glee. He shouted at it to stop its keening and then found himself apologizing to the little yellow bird. A knock pounded the front door.

Murtagh hid in the study for a moment, covering his ears.

He didn’t want the news a knock like that would bring.

What he wanted was a hand to reach for that door that belonged to someone who could unlock it, walk herself in and wrap her arms around him.

He blessed himself with the ruby-red beads and opened the front door a crack. Father Donal stood on the doorstep, his denim jacket soaked through, his hands wringing a tweed peak cap. Over the priest’s shoulder, Murtagh saw Seamus McCann and Áine O’Connor waiting outside the gate, huddled under a huge canopied umbrella advertising Tayto crisps, their eyes focused on the laneway beneath their feet.

‘Why don’t they come in, Donal?’ Murtagh opened the door wide and beckoned them with his arm, but the priest reached for it and held it in his own.

‘Tell me, Murtagh. Your currach, is it still in the boatyard? When did you last have her out?’

Murtagh took a step back, the priest a step forward, still holding his arm.

‘Only yesterday. Where else would it be? No one would be out in this weather. No one. What are you asking me that for?’ He stood up straighter.

Father Donal squeezed Murtagh’s arm tighter, his icy blue fingers exposed in black fingerless gloves. ‘There’s a currach caught in the rocks by the westward cliff. A few fellas are climbing down now to release it. Could you come with me, Murtagh? Just so we know it’s not yours. To eliminate it.’

Murtagh shook away the priest’s hand and pushed past him without stopping for his coat.

Father Donal hesitated before pulling the door closed behind them.

Murtagh threw his shoulders back as he repeated his walk from that morning to the pier. His name deigned him protector of the sea, and now he pleaded with the melanoid Atlantic for protection.

Father Donal, Seamus and Áine rushed behind him in silence, but no one tried to match his step.

At the boathouse, he found the door unlatched, and the discovery stuck the soles of his shoes to the sandy path beneath him. Áine stepped forward, gently swung the door wide and pulled the string to light the bulb that dangled from the ceiling. With a glance, she quickly knew what Murtagh’s eyes would not believe, however hard they scanned and searched.

The boat was gone.

From the distance, Murtagh heard voices calling from the shore. Ignoring protestations from the priest to wait until he had learned more, he staggered down the sand dunes to where a cluster of men stood in a half-moon around a currach, their hunched shoulders turned away from him. As he approached, Peadar Óg, owner of the whining sheep, moved towards him. His clothes were drenched, his face red raw and freezing, eyes wet and wild.

‘I’m sorry, Murtagh,’ he croaked. ‘It’s Maeve. We have her. She was tethered to the currach by a rope. Her pockets …’

His voice broke.

‘Her pockets were full of stones.’

He stood aside, and Murtagh dropped on his knees in the wet sand beside the boat. In the silver light, blue veins traced delicate pathways across Maeve’s face, like tiny cracks in a porcelain vase. He traced a line over each one with his little finger while the islanders turned their faces away.

Father Donal began a decade of the rosary and, in quiet voices, each one joined in, even the ones who weren’t believers.

In fact, theirs were the loudest voices of all, as with each ‘Amen’, the darkness crept closer.
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