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Chapter 1

The acidic stench of cow dung coaxed Breeda Looney back to her senses. She cracked open her eyes to find her fingers splayed against the tarmac and the contents of her handbag spewed around her on the sunlit road. Her dry-cleaned red dress – ready for this evening – lay crumpled in a heap on the ground beside her. Breeda shook her head, but a fog clung on: the blackness was paying her a visit. A low groan left her lips. It was the afternoon of her thirty-seventh birthday and Breeda was on her hands and knees in the middle of the street. She just hoped to God that Aunt Nora wasn’t witnessing everything with a silent scowl from the pavement.

The blackness had been visiting Breeda more often since her Mam died last month. In the past weeks Breeda had found herself slumped at the kitchen table, minutes gone and tea cold, or on the hallway floor, the print of rug on her cheek. Until now there’d always been some warning sign, a rising din of white noise in her addled brain. But today had been different. Today it had sideswiped her – and it had bloody well done so in the middle of Main Street.

Ignoring the sting of gravel in her palms, Breeda turned her head gingerly towards the persistent chugging noise to her right. An ancient Massey Ferguson sat inches from her body, its thick tyres caked in a mixture of manure and straw. From a high perch above her, a bulbous-nosed old farmer was craning his neck to peer down at the obstruction in his path. Breeda struggled herself back onto her feet, wiped her sore hands on her jeans, and nodded an awkward apology to the farmer.

She reached for her dry-cleaning, and as she bent stiffly to stuff the spilled contents back into her handbag, she spotted her bottle of Diazepam wedged under the tractor’s front tyre. She grabbed the bottle and buried it in her jacket pocket, its very touch an instant salve. Over on the far side of the road a group of tourists queueing to board a coach watched on with concerned bemusement, and as Breeda reached the pavement her cheeks flared with mortification. The state of her. She must look like the village drunk. She dug up a sheepish smile for the tourists – Clumsy Breeda! – and then stood back into the shadow of a shop front, willing them to look away.

With her bag clutched tightly against herself, Breeda waited for her short, jagged breaths to settle. Across the road the over-bright shop fronts of Carrickross village – all pinks and yellows and cornflower blues – glared back at her in a blast of late May sunshine. Two seagulls overhead, guts full from the trawler down at the pier, lost interest in her and followed an ice cream in the sticky grip of a chubby child. Breeda closed her eyes against the world, inhaled a deep lungful of briny North Atlantic air, and blew out slowly through her cheeks. The sparking in her synapses was at last fizzling its way back into the dark recesses of her skull.

She turned her back to the road and looked at the shop window in front of her. For a startling moment she didn’t recognize the woman reflected back. Her face was puffy and there was a sunken tiredness to her grey-green eyes. Breeda thought of the creeping earliness of each evening’s wine bottle recently and the regular clatter of the recycling bin. The few shifts she did at the wine shop each week came with a generous staff discount which definitely wasn’t helping matters. A serious detox was long overdue. She forced a gap-toothed smile at herself, then brushed a hand through her shoulder-length waves of thick black hair. As she turned from the shop window, the briefest movement behind the glass caught Breeda’s eye. Myra Finch, Aunt Nora’s neighbor, was staring out from behind the counter of The Treasure Chest. The old lady had her arms folded and a face on her like a smacked arse.

‘Hiya Myra!’ Breeda waved in through the shop window but received only a tight little nod in response before Myra turned curtly to finger her display of Donegal tweeds. For the second time in two minutes Breeda groaned to herself.

Myra would be straight on the phone, no doubt provoking a tight-lipped conniption in Aunt Nora. They’d be offering their thanks-be-to-Gods that at least Margaret Looney was no longer alive to see her daughter’s public descent into lunacy. Breeda thought of tomorrow’s lunch at the golf club which Aunt Nora had insisted on putting in her diary – twelve sharp! – and felt a little knot of dread in her stomach pulse and echo. As Breeda pictured her aunt – a tweed two-piece beneath the world’s most perfect blow-dry – her late mother’s words arose from within, chiding her:


She’s been very good to us, love. More than you know.

Breeda sighed. The woman was hard going, and tomorrow’s lunch would likely involve a lecture on Breeda’s many shortcomings, served with a side of hand-wringing, and a generous dollop of Catholic guilt. In the background the bells of Saint Colmcille’s chimed three times and Breeda glanced at her watch. Her best friend Oona had insisted on dragging her out later for birthday drinks – her first evening out since they’d laid her mother to rest – and Breeda wasn’t going to let thoughts of Nora Cullen spoil things. She turned her back on Myra’s gift shop and set off in the direction of the supermarket.

The seasons seemed to have changed overnight, the last clawing chill of the long winter now banished from the streets of Carrickross. A hanging basket cascading with an embarrassment of new flowers taunted Breeda with its effortless beauty as she walked under it, and she stopped on the pavement to rummage in her bag for her shopping list. Excited out-of-towners bustled past her towards the beach, lugging windbreakers and cool boxes under their arms.Already-pink kids scuttled after their parents, their virgin buckets and spades clipping Breeda’s legs. The keen tourists and busy locals weaved around her, like currents skirting a stubborn rock. Breeda recognized some of the families from last year; the babies now toddling, the children rangier, the parents paunchier. It seemed like the world was moving on, everyone growing, going places, living life. Everyone but Breeda. She frowned at her shopping list, pretending to read it, and felt her throat rise and fall. A familiar heaviness tugged at her heart, and with it came a sense that somewhere out there a better version of her life stood waiting: one where she might just feel content and complete. Breeda exhaled slowly. She was a thirty-seven-year-old cat lady who worked a few shifts in the local wine shop. She would never climb Everest. She would never have a hospital wing named after her. Breeda Looney was simply destined for a small life. She thought once more of the seasonal change blowing through the streets and wondered if there might be some spare change left over for her, something to sweep through her humdrum life and fix those unfixable parts deep within her.

Up ahead a movement pulled at Breeda’s attention. A young man in biker boots and a leather jacket was crouching down to look through the buckets of flowers on display outside the florists. There was something oddly familiar about him, and she watched him discreetly over the top of her shopping list. He wasn’t from Carrickross, that was for sure, and although Breeda wasn’t the sort to stand staring gormlessly at randoms in the street, she found herself unable to look away from this stranger. She bit distractedly at her bottom lip, a growing frustration at not being able to place him. She wondered who he was buying the flowers for – maybe his Mum, maybe a girlfriend, maybe even a boyfriend. She continued to observe him, intrigued, as he selected a bunch of dahlias from a bucket, stems dripping as he picked them up, happy with his choice. And just then he looked over. His eyes met hers, and both he and Breeda stood frozen for an awkward moment. A hint of confusion clung to his face, as if he, too, recognized her. The dry-cleaning slid over Breeda’s arm, and she grappled for it before the dress hit the ground. When she looked up again the stranger had gone, a few drops of water on the pavement the only proof that she hadn’t imagined him.

She stood for a moment, lost in her own thoughts, her head still woolly from the blackness. And then a desolate little laugh came up from within.

You're a buck eejit, Breeda Looney!

She shook her head and shoved the shopping list back into her bag. So desperate for a bit of intrigue in her boring-as-batshit life that she’d grope around for meaning where it didn’t exist. She didn’t know the guy – he probably just looked like someone off the TV. She tutted, then glanced over at the sliding doors of Flynn’s supermarket, and thought of the muzak and florescent strip lights inside. Her groceries could wait. What she needed now was a dirty big G&T and a long soak in the bath before her night out with Oona. She adjusted the bag on her shoulder, held her dry-cleaning aloft, and turned for home.Nothing was going to scupper her birthday drinks.


Chapter 2


Nora Cullen stood back from the clothesline, placed her hands on her hips and fumed at the carnage flapping in front of her. The pristine white tablecloth which she had hung on the line not two hours before was no longer pristine. She leaned in to inspect the bird shit now spattered in a long muddy streak across the white linen, then closed her eyes and sighed through gritted teeth.

Really. Was it too much to ask…?

She pulled the pegs and tablecloth off the line and flung the angry bundle into the laundry basket at her feet. She hadn’t time for this. The annual church fete was in less than forty-eight hours and she simply could not use a soiled tablecloth on her bookstall. She sucked on her cheek for a moment, toying with the idea of strategic book placement to mask the droppings. But there was a risk that Father McFadden – a man who read widely – would pick up a random book and discover it. And then what would the man think of her! She snatched the basket up off the lawn and huffed towards the back door.

It wasn’t just the bird shit putting her in foul humor. The phone call from Myra had caught her unawares. Nora slammed the door on her trusty old Zanussi, cranked the button to a pre-soak setting, and then stood looking out the back window, hoping the slow gurgle of water might soothe her frayed nerves.

She could still hear Myra’s voice down the line, the barely concealed pleasure in her words, as she relayed that afternoon’s fiasco on Main Street. Nora’s fingers found the small silver crucifix which hung permanently around her neck, and she rubbed at it distractedly as she peered out towards the old cherry blossom up the back of the garden. Breeda was a liability, and as her only living relative it was up to Nora to do something about her niece. The girl lacked discipline, she needed order, she was crying out for a guiding light to shepherd her back onto the straight and narrow. Nora mouthed the words over the soft rumble of the washing machine. A guiding light. Yes, she liked the sound of that.

Nora thought of the promise she’d made to her dying sister as she’d sat smoothing the pale skin on her frail hand not long ago. She remembered the gentle wave of relief that had washed over Margaret’s face as Nora had solemnly promised that of course she’d keep an eye on her only child. An image of Breeda came lurching unbidden to her mind now. Nora nibbled on her bottom lip. She had tried to love her niece over the years, and sometimes there were indeed little embers of affection that would glow briefly in her chest. But there’d always been a push-pull in her heart – since Breeda was a young girl – an emotional balancing act which saw the scales tip in the favour of aversion and disdain. Goodness knows, there were occasions when Nora wanted nothing more than to give Breeda a good shake. She'd never admit to her dislike of her niece, of course. After all, it wasn’t the girl’s fault that she was the spit of her father. But Nora had made a vow to her sister: a promise was a promise, and Nora Cullen was true to her word.

She crossed her black and white tiled hallway, and by the time she reached the top of the stairs a solution had come to her. Breeda Looney was too long in the tooth to be living such a shambles of a life. Nora brushed a piece of fluff from her tweed skirt and leaned her shoulder against the door frame of the spare room. The room itself was plain and unfussy, small and dark, but with everything that was needed. The single bed was perfectly fine, albeit with the odd stray spring, there was a spacious old armoire for clothes, and a nice picture of Saint Brigid hung centrally on the far wall. Nora adjusted the large crucifix hanging over the bed head, and as she did so Myra Finch’s words rang in her ear once more.

Crawling around like a drunk.

A public embarrassment.

What would her mother say?

The girl has no shame.

Nora turned to the small window overlooking the back garden and drummed her fingers on the windowsill. She tutted to herself. It seemed like only yesterday that she’d spent ages pushing that cantankerous lawn mower up and down the garden. And now look! It was as if the grass had shot up three inches overnight. A woman of Nora Cullen’s standing simply had better things to do. She needed to be out there, helping the community, leading by example, not struggling a rusty old lawn mower up and down in the heat. That was something a younger person should be doing. The more she thought about it the more it made perfect sense. It would be a win-win.

Nora exited the spare bedroom, her decision made. She’d tell the girl over lunch tomorrow.


Chapter 3


Thin clouds scudded over the bay and moved swiftly up the ragged patchwork of fields leading from the village to a cluster of cottages on Bayview Rise. The whitewashed walls of Number One stood blinding in the late-afternoon sun, and upstairs, in the steamy bathroom, Breeda lay motionless beneath a spread of dying bubbles. A niggling little disquiet had been nibbling at the corner of her mind since she’d walked home from Main Street, an image of the weirdly familiar stranger in his biker boots hooking onto her consciousness. Try as she might, she hadn’t been able to shake it. To make matters worse, her neighbor had spent the last twenty minutes stomping around on the adjoining roof. Every time he dropped his hammer Breeda tensed, half expecting it to smash through her ceiling and land in the bath. She glared at a discolored piece of grout near the taps and waited for the racket to start up again.

Her neighbor, Finbarr Feeley, was one of those country men of an indeterminate age, somewhere between thirty-five and fifty, Breeda guessed. It was probably the big beard that hid his age – a dense, dark brown bush halfway down his broad chest. Finbarr had moved into the attached house just over five years ago, and aside from his constant tinkering on his bloody roof he’d always been a decent neighbor. To a degree he was a man from a bygone era, always addressing Breeda and her mother as Miss Looney and Mrs Looney, respectively. From the time he’d moved in he’d regularly left the Looneys a box of fresh eggs from his hens on their kitchen windowsill. And whenever he took his lawn mower out, he always made sure to go over their garden too. In those early days Margaret had attempted to give him a few quid for his trouble, but he’d always insisted sure she could sort him out next time, and of course that had never happened. Breeda had come back from the shops one afternoon — a few days after Margaret had died — to find a dozen eggs on the windowsill and the lawn neatly mowed. She’d sat at the kitchen table and bawled her eyes out, unsure why she was in such a state, but aware of a bittersweet relief that at least some small acts of kindness would continue in this cruel world, even with her poor mother no longer alive to witness them.

Above Breeda’s head the blasted hammering kicked off again, and she stood quickly, abandoning the bath, and cursing as sudsy water sloshed onto the floorboards. She pulled on her dressing gown, nudged open the window, then attacked her scalp vigorously with a towel.

Downstairs the letterbox clattered – better late than never – and Breeda exited the damp air of the bathroom. On the hallway floor, inside the frosted glass of the front door, sat two envelopes. She squatted down and touched her finger softly to them, keenly aware, all of a sudden, that here she was – for the first time in her life – an orphan on her birthday. A little tightness came to her chest as she realised there’d be no more birthday cards from her mother. Breeda walked slowly back along the hallway with the envelopes, and as she entered the kitchen Ginger stretched and looked up from her sunny spot on the floor. Breeda ripped open the first envelope, noticing the perfectly-squared stamp, and the tiny birdlike handwriting, precise and unmistakable. Aunt Nora.

Happy Birthday to Breeda. From Aunt Nora.

Breeda shook her head and laughed to herself. There was no fear that anyone would ever accuse Nora Cullen of being overly effusive. The woman had probably sprinkled the envelope with holy water from Lourdes, before slotting it deftly into the mailbox, and then striding off to save the community. How different her mother had been from her aunt – ‘chalk and cheese’ was the expression that came to mind – but Margaret and Nora had been tight, too, over the years. Breeda had plenty of childhood memories of the two sisters talking in hushed tones, clamming up when young Breeda entered the room.

She walked to the kitchen sink and tilted the second envelope towards the window. The large spidery scrawl was smudged in places but was just as distinct as Aunt Nora’s. She could tell it was from George Sheridan, her manager at the wine shop. As Breeda ripped open the envelope she could picture her boss in the stockroom out the back of Cork!, his tongue sticking out and the fat fingers of his left hand doing their best not to smudge the ink. He was a good man, George Sheridan. When Margaret Looney had got sick, Breeda had packed in her project management role at Digitron and moved back home to look after her. It had been George Sheridan who’d suggested she do a few weekly shifts at the wine shop to keep things ticking over. Breeda had begrudgingly accepted at the time, wary of being pulled away from her mother’s care. But in hindsight it had been a godsend. As she’d watched her mother slowly thin and fade, the few hours of distraction each week in the wine shop had kept Breeda relatively sane.

She looked out the kitchen window and her eyes found the trawlers tied up on the stone pier down below. As she watched the boats bobbing in the glinting water, she bit at her bottom lip. It had been ages since Breeda had last checked her bank account balance – she was scared to look, if truth be told, and she knew she couldn’t delay a return to proper work for much longer. A few shifts in the local wine shop wasn’t going to cut it. She thought of the daily emails she received – the job alerts full of business speak she used to be fluent in. She sighed and leaned forward on the kitchen counter. In her heart she knew what she wanted to do for a living, and it definitely didn’t involve a return to corporate life with its spreadsheets, status reports, and hours in airless meeting rooms.

Breeda had discussed it with her mother once – her real dream. It was only a modest fantasy, but what Breeda Looney dreamt of was to one day run her own guesthouse. She turned to survey the kitchen and looked at the long, gnarly table in the middle of the room – her own sad chair sitting alone at the end – and imagined it laden with local produce, pots of tea, and homemade breads and jams. She imagined the people who’d stay in the three upstairs rooms, sitting around this very table and sharing their stories, the house alive for once with bustle and newness. Breeda would relish being the host, advising the cyclists on their tour of the Wild Atlantic Way about the secret coves and unspoilt beaches. Or maybe, like her own mother, her guests would be artists, drawn by the ever-changing light, the dramatic skies and the expansive clarity. It seemed like only yesterday Margaret Looney herself had whittled away her afternoons sitting out the back with her easel, meditative and lost in the moment, her oils and watercolors soothing her senses. But then the headaches had started. And then the shadowy X-rays had been passed around consultants, and in a matter of days Breeda had packed up her room in the flat down in Galway to move back in with her mother, and Margaret’s slow decline had begun its fateful course.

Ginger bumped the back of Breeda’s calves and miaowed up silently.

‘Well, hello there, missy. Are you hungry?’

Breeda bent to scratch the cat under the chin and poured some pellets into the yellow bowl by the back door. She stood for a second and watched the cat wolfing down the food. Recently Breeda had begun to have morbid thoughts, the type involving tripping and bashing her skull on the sharp corner of the kitchen table, or maybe having a massive stroke. In either scenario, she’d end up lying paralyzed for days on the cold kitchen floor, the ravenous cat circling her solitary body, nudging her limbs like a shark at sunset. The cat turned, as if reading Breeda’s mind, and regarded her coolly.

‘Ah, Ginge. You wouldn’t eat your poor Mammy, would you?’

The cat held her gaze a moment longer, then turned back to the remaining kibble.

‘What's that Ginge? A wee G&T while I get ready for my night out with Oona?’


Breeda's hand foundthe bottle of Tanqueray on the shelf above the fridge. She turned up the radio, grabbed a glass full of ice and a bottle of tonic and headed for the stairs.

A few minutes later, with a half glass of gin gently coursing through her veins, Breeda loosened the belt on her dressing gown and sat herself at her mother’s dressing table. She touched her fingers delicately to Margaret’s old perfume bottles and face creams, careful not to disturb them. She picked up the hairbrush and smiled sadly as her index finger traced the bristles. As she ran the brush through her still-damp hair she remembered how Margaret had used it countless times on young Breeda’s scalp: one thousand tangles tugged and tamed, while Breeda had stood in her flameproof nightie, practising French imperatives in front of the fire. She knew she’d been spending too much time in this room recently, like a doe-eyed dog awaiting his master’s return. The old cast iron bed still stood covered in the patchwork quilt that Margaret herself had stitched. On the rug, beige slippers still peeped out from under the bed. The wardrobe remained stuffed full of her mother’s clothes, and a dusty hatbox sat half-hidden atop it. Christ, if Aunt Nora walked in and saw the place untouched, she’d have hysterics. She’d banish Breeda to the back step, snap on the marigolds, and have the bed stripped and wardrobe emptied before the kettle had even boiled. Breeda had been finding excuses not to do it, her heart still bruised, her head not able. It had only been four weeks after all. She would get around to it, soon.

Right, Bree. Focus.

From the top drawer she lifted the jewelry box and took out her mother’s pearl earrings. She put them on and turned her face left and right, remembering the first time she’d seen Margaret wearing them. She’d looked like a movie star. Breeda looked at her own reflection again, the grey-green eyes, the gap between her two front teeth. She was her father’s daughter, that was for sure, more Looney than Cullen.

On the tall chest of drawers near the bedroom door stood a range of framed photographs; Margaret and Breeda down at the pier; Margaret and Nora in London in the mid-seventies; Nora, Margaret and Breeda out for dinner on Breeda’s twenty-first. Other random ones too – bad hair and big shoulders – but not one pixel of Malachy Looney among them.

Her father had died shortly after Breeda had turned twelve years old. He’d drowned, a twilight swim with one too many drinks in him. A freak current, and just like that – gone. Breeda had quickly learned not to mention her father, not to remember Malachy Looney out loud, or ever to ask anything about the man. Twelve years old and overnight she’d become fluent in the language of avoidance. Warning frowns from Aunt Nora, her mother retiring to her bedroom early, a house heaving under a heavy and loaded silence. Breeda had muddled along, not knowing any better. She had just accepted it – this was how adults dealt with death and loss, behind closed doors, at opposite ends of the house. Every shred of evidence of her father had vanished, any memories too painful for Margaret and too likely to send her off to a dark place. Whatever Breeda’s own needs had been – to understand, to process, to learn the language of mourning – had been held under water and starved of oxygen, until those needs lay silent and still.

Breeda turned on the stool and took another generous swig of gin. On the far wall hung a cluster of Margaret’s oil paintings and watercolors. Canvases and boards – some framed, some not – of local landscapes and seascapes, flowers and birds. Breeda leaned forward for a closer look at the slashes and daubs. As her gaze travelled over the pictures, she found her eyes drawn to the bottom left corner and the one piece not painted by Margaret.

It had been their wedding present from Aunt Nora – something bequeathed to her from an ancient Bishop up in Dublin who’d been fond of her. An oil painting of a man wading into the sea at Rosses Point in Sligo, all greys and greens, teals and turquoises. Breeda regarded it, attempting an air of detachment, but she found she could never shake the eerie symmetry with her father’s last moments. The man in the painting looked out at her from the brushstrokes, chest-deep in the rolling expanse of wild water. Breeda swirled the cool drink in her hand. It was an odd choice of subject for a wedding present. But Aunt Nora had always prided herself on being an adept collector. It was a Jack Butler Yeats, worth a pretty penny, Nora had enthused. And Margaret had loved it, so Breeda, too, had learned to love it over the years. It was a rare constant in their lives, always around, as far back as Breeda could remember.

The ice-cube in her glass cracked. Breeda turned back to the dressing table. As she closed the jewelry box her eye fixed on Margaret’s engagement ring. She had taken it off her mother’s thinning finger just after Christmas. But now as Breeda held it up she realised that she had never actually tried it on herself. She squeezed it over her knuckle, still swollen from the bath, and turned it this way and that in the early evening light. Beside her, on the dressing table, her phone beeped into life.

Your taxi will be arriving shortly.

‘Shit! Shit! Shit!’

Breeda downed the remaining gin and ran to her room, yanking her good red dress out of its plastic cocoon.


Chapter 4

Heeley’s Bar was wedged that evening. It was as if the temperate May day had flicked a switch in the brains of the locals, and everyone was in a celebratory mood. Summer – or as good as it got in this small corner of Europe – had arrived. Further around from the busy main barroom was a quieter cozy nook and a couple of snugs. Framed posters of old arts festivals hung on the dark paneled walls and watched over Breeda as she sat at a tall table, waiting on Oona to return from the loo.

Amid the amiable din of tipsy chatter, with the sparkling wine working its magic on her, Breeda realised just how much she needed this night out. When she thought of home she could now see there was a cloying scent of death still lingering on in the nooks and crannies of the empty house. She shuffled herself into a more upright position on her stool and stole a sly glance at the Heineken mirror tilted at an angle above the bar. She swept a loose strand of hair behind her ear, then dribbled the remains of the prosecco bottle into their two glasses. It was good to be doing what normal people do.

‘Same again, Breeda?’ Tom the Yank was looking at her with his eyebrows raised, as he lifted some steaming pint glasses from the dishwasher tray. Breeda pretended to consider it.

‘Ah, I suppose we could have another one. Go on then, Tom.’

As the barman shoveled some ice into a fresh bucket, Oona’s trademark hooting laugh came through from the main bar. Breeda turned to see her friend steadily making her way back from the ladies, squeezing between the thirsty hoards waiting to be served. Oona Mahon was an inspiration. As well as being Breeda's best friend, Oona was a wife to Dougie, a mother to Connor and Eva, and a sought-after couples counsellor. She could achieve more in an hour than Breeda could muster in a week. As Breeda watched her blonde friend appear back around the corner she felt her bones relax and her spirit soften, safe in the world once more. Oona slid onto the bar stool beside her and topped up their glasses from the fresh bottle.

‘A toast to you, Miss Looney. An old soul and a true friend. Here’s to having you back in the world, kiddo.’

‘Cheers, Oona.’ Breeda chinked her glass against her friend’s. ‘I meant to say it earlier, but thanks for dragging me out. I needed this.’

Breeda took a generous sip from her glass, but noticed that Oona had barely wet her lips, and was now looking decidedly distracted. Oona set her glass down and directed her pale blue eyes to her hands on the table. She took a deep breath, then looked back up at Breeda.

‘The gobshite’s here.’

Breeda managed to swallow her sparkling wine, then put her glass down, and turned slowly to look over her right shoulder, through the gap, into the main bar behind.

‘You’ve got to be kidding me.’

Brian O’Dowd was stood there, holding court with a few of the lads from five-a-side. Breeda and Brian had been dating for a few months in the lead up to Margaret Looney’s death. Or – as Oona once corrected her – Breeda and Brian had shared a weekly curry every Thursday night, followed by an uncomfortable go at it in the back of his Ford Fiesta. The guy had vanished from Breeda’s life a week before her mother died. Word on the street was that he’d gone to the States on business. Not one word to Breeda though. Not even a text.

‘Bree, do you want to leave? The restaurant’s booked for eight o’clock. We could see if they can squeeze us in a little early?’

Breeda looked back at Oona. If truth be told she did want to leave, but there was no way that waste of skin was going to chase her out of her own local. It was her first night out in a month. She picked up a beermat and proceeded to tear at its ages.

‘I’m absolutely fine here, Oona,’ said Breeda, keeping her eyes on the coaster. ‘Seriously, I’m fine.’

‘As in Fucked up, Insecure, Neurotic and Emotional?’

Breeda flicked a torn piece of the beer mat at Oona. ‘You’re not at work now, love. Take the evening off.’

‘Fair enough. But don’t waste a second thought on that fool. There’s plenty more fish in the sea.’

Breeda took a hefty swig of bubbles from her glass, feeling an urgent need to be drunk. She stared at the shredded coaster in front of her and tried to ignore the tightness in her chest. How could she explain it to Oona? After all, she was happily-ever-aftering with Dougie, and had two great kids and a fulfilling life. Hooked up and settled down, Oona was just like everyone else in this whole damn village. She had purpose. She helped people. She changed lives. It had recently dawned on Breeda that without her mother to care for her life had lost its meaning. She was rudderless, each featureless day a carbon copy of the one that had gone before. And worse were the nights. Breeda would often find herself waking in a cold panic and giving her mind over to a turmoil of worries. Hateful as it was to admit to herself, the loneliness was slowly dragging her down. She knew she was drowning. And the worst part was she didn’t know how to stop herself. She watched a drop of condensation run down the side of her glass. There was a world out there which scared her shitless; a new frontier of instant judgements, swipes left, dick pics and fakery. And she wanted no part of it. She was prepared for a life devoid of caresses. She would get used to the meals for one with the cat pressed against her thigh on the sofa. She’d make do with the radio constantly on to drown out the silence permeating her every day. Breeda felt the numbing effect of the alcohol and she leaned forward to top up her glass. She glanced discreetly back over her right shoulder, but Brian was gone.

‘Howya Breeda. Hello Oona.’

Breeda’s stomach spasmed. Brian O’Dowd was looking down at her, all loose tie and permanent stubble. A tang of stale cigarette smoke slithered up Breeda’s nostrils as he stood smiling shamelessly at her, oblivious to the daggers Oona was shooting his way.

‘Brian.’ Breeda forced a tight smile in his direction. ‘You’re back?’

‘Yeah. I was over in the States. They’re training me up for a new role. Exciting times ahead …’

As he whittled on about his hopes for an upcoming promotion, Breeda felt her eyes glaze over. She nodded her head, a dashboard dog on a potholed road, and wondered to herself what she’d ever seen in this clueless man-child. To think that it was only a couple of months ago she’d been planning to ask him to move in with her after her mother died. Margaret Looney had never liked him — the woman had sense. Breeda glanced at his hands and remembered those fat fingers and their clumsy gropes. She tried not to picture his heavy wet tongue and its insistent explorations of her face and body. Her gut churned as the memories came back. And now, as his voice droned on, it occurred to Breeda that the arrogant feck hadn’t even asked after her mother. Did he even know she’d died? Breeda’s eyes settled on the little patch of exposed neck between his shadowy band of stubble and a sprout of chest hair. She wondered how it would feel to deliver a swift punch to his voice box and then watch him clutch, wild-eyed, at his broken throat. But instead she nodded, then looked at her own hand as it tightened slightly on her wineglass.

‘Breeda?’

‘Hmm?’

‘Did we lose you?’ Brian was waving his hand in front of her face. When Breeda looked up she saw that a well-dressed brunette had appeared at Brian’s side with two drinks. She was smiling at Breeda and Oona with perfect teeth and now held one of the drinks towards Brian. Breeda knew it was a JD and Coke. One cube of ice. Just how he liked it.

‘Thanks, Alex.’ Brian took a slug of his drink. ‘Let me introduce you. This is Breeda and Oona,’ then turning back to the brunette. ‘And this is Alex. From the Boston office. She’s come over to check up on us, isn’t that right?’ Brian winked at his colleague.

‘Nice to meet you both. And it’s so good to be here. I’ve been trying to get over to Ireland for ages to do a little digging into the old family tree …’

Alex from the Boston office held herself confidently and spoke cordially. Already Breeda could sense Oona warming to her. She was one of those alphas that other women would want to please. Breeda fidgeted on her stool and realised she was holding in her stomach.

‘It’s nice to meet you, Alex. We hope Brian’s looking after you.’

‘So far, so good!’

Brian reached past Breeda to hang his jacket on a hook beside Oona’s handbag. ‘So, what’s with the bubbles? What are we celebrating?’

‘It’s Breeda’s birthday, Brian,’ said Oona, throwing him the filthiest of looks. Breeda took a long sip from her glass and stared at some chipped paint on the skirting board.

‘Ah Bree. Many happy returns. You should have said.’

Brian’s heavy hand touched her awkwardly on the shoulder, a needy mongrel deserving a pat. He signaled to the barman for another bottle of bubbles — ‘the good stuff’ — making sure that his colleague heard him. Breeda wanted to check her watch, but Alex-from-the-Boston-office was smiling at her as she tilted the glasses for Brian to fill.

‘Well, I think this deserves a toast.’ That confident voice, that perfect smile.

Brian turned to his colleague, a flash of admiration in his eyes.

‘Yeah, good idea. A toast – to Breeda!’

‘To Breeda!’

As Breeda lifted her glass, she felt a draft come through from the side door. She glanced up at the mirror above the bar to her right to see the reflection of none other than Myra Finch shrugging off her jacket in the doorway, and intently regarding the merry foursome clinking champagne flutes before her. Breeda kept her eye on the mirror as she sipped her drink, savoring the act of observing Myra for a change. The old woman was looking Breeda up and down, no doubt making a mental note of the impropriety of a red dress and high heels so soon after a death in the family. She’d be chomping at the bit to tell all to Nora. But something suddenly changed in the woman’s expression, and she raised a hand to her chest. As Breeda turned to face Myra, a rare and natural lull fell across the loud bar, and when Myra spoke it was at a moment so spectacularly timed that she couldn’t not be heard.

‘Oh, Dear Lord, in Heaven. Breeda and Brian are engaged!’

She gripped the arm of a baffled stranger heading out the door. ‘Did you hear? Breeda’s getting married!’

People in the main bar turned to listen. Breeda opened her mouth, but found no words, and closed it again. Sweat needled the back of her neck and she turned to Brian, but he was shaking his head in confused laughter and was whispering something to Alex-from-the-Boston-office.

 ‘Did you hear the news?’ Myra continued across the packed barroom, ‘Breeda and Brian are engaged!’

Breeda watched, horrified, as Myra came towards her with a bony hand thrust out possessively. A crowd of faces now peered around the partition wall at her, and necks craned over the main bar to get a better view. Nearby someone emitted a panicked laugh. It took Breeda a moment to realise it was herself. Around her the tall walls of the tight space stretched upwards and the air took on a sudden staleness.Breeda wanted to run, but Myra had a vice-like grip on her, and was now tilting Breeda’s hand, splashing champagne onto her dress, as she leaned in for a better view of the ring. Breeda’s mother’s engagement ring.

‘Myra, we're not —’


‘Oh Breeda! I’m thrilled for you.’ Myra was on a roll. ‘Folks, with all due respect to Breeda here—’, turning to Breeda, ‘Your Aunt Nora and I always said you were fit for the knacker’s yard. “Good for glue!” No offence.’

The crowd of onlookers laughed in good-natured agreement. Breeda felt her face burn the same color as her dress. Her eyes prickled as she stole a glance towards the door, desperate to escape.

‘Myra, please. You've got it wrong—’ Breeda tried again, but her throat was tight, her words muffled by the rising din of the pub.

Someone shouted from the far end of the bar, ‘Speak up, Bree!’ Someone else yelled, ‘Speech! Speech!’

Breeda cleared her throat, and tried again, but it was Brian’s voice she heard. He had a hand raised and had turned to face the excited crowd. Someone from the main bar whistled, and a few lads started a rhythmic chant of ‘Bri-an, Bri-an, Bri-an.’ Breeda looked at the skirting board again. She pulled frantically at the damned ring, but it wouldn’t budge.

‘Well, folks. There seems to have been a bit of a misunderstanding.’

He was struggling not to laugh. Breeda stared down at the splotches on her dress and tried to force a grin onto her own face, but her mouth felt on the point of collapse. Why hadn’t she just stayed home?

‘Yes, I’m sorry to say, but Breeda and myself are nothing more than friends. Absolutely nothing more.’ A murmur of disappointment rolled through the bar. ‘But if any woman is ever lucky enough to tie me down, then you’ll all be the first to hear about it.’

At this he gave Alex-from-the-Boston-office a squeeze on the shoulder, and the bar erupted in a cheer. The young woman slapped his hand away, but she did it playfully enough, and when Breeda looked up she could see that Alex-from-the-Boston-office was the sort of woman who’d never settle for a Thursday night curry and a fumble in the back of a Ford Fiesta.

Breeda risked a glance towards the crowd. One hundred faces beamed benevolently at Brian O’Dowd and his glamorous colleague. But when anyone met her own eye they looked slightly panicked, the smiles hanging for a split second, before they dropped their gaze. They were embarrassed for her; a sad, broken woman, trussed up like a Christmas turkey, a fool to be pitied. The entire village, unable to look her in the eye.

And just like that Breeda knew what she had to do.

‘Breeda, what in heavens are you playing at?’

Myra Finch was glaring at her with a furrowed brow of bewildered disappointment. The old woman was shaking her head and looking Breeda up and down, no doubt already embellishing a version of events for Nora Cullen about her delusional joke of a niece.

‘Bree, let’s go.’

Oona was gathering up their bags and jackets, a good friend in rescue mode. Breeda stood, wobbled. The tightness in her chest was now crushing its way up towards her skull. She needed to move. She needed to be alone. There wasn’t much time — the roaring numbness was on its way.

‘I’ll just pop to the loo, Oona. Give me a sec.’

Breeda swallowed down the guilt of the lie. She hoped Oona could forgive her in time, but there was no other way. Breeda smiled at Oona for a fleeting moment and tried to capture her best friend’s pale gaze and the smattering of freckles across the bridge of her nose. One final look. Oona deserved better than this. She deserved a proper goodbye.

Breeda set off for the ladies in the direction which avoided the main bar. And when she reached them she kept walking until she came to a small corner door. She exited out onto a cobbled side street, just as her shoulders began to shake and the tears began to trip down her cheeks. She would take the back streets. She wanted no witnesses for what she now must do.


Chapter 5

A crescent moon scythed through the thickening rain clouds and struggled to illuminate the deserted stone pier. The trawlers had gone out and now low waves lapped and chopped at the stone structure, empty pallets and discarded bits of rope peppering its length. Breeda stood in her bare feet. From her hand she dropped her shoes onto a thick coil of greenish rope as the wind picked up around her. Soft drops of cold rain had started to fleck her bare shoulders. She hugged herself against the chill and walked distractedly towards the end of the pier. She looked upwards and wished more than anything for a storm to rise up and smash everything to pieces.

Since leaving the pub the white noise in the back of Breeda’s skull had become louder and more insistent. Her brain felt clamped, her thoughts scrambled, and as she stood at the edge of the pier, she shut her eyes and tried to breathe life into it. For once Breeda was hungry for the blackness, keen to surrender herself fully to it. Her nails dug deep into the flesh of her upper arms as the noise continued to swarm and churn, raging and thundering through her tormented synapses. She shifted the weight from her heels to her toes, her toes to her heels, and rocked rhythmically in the rain. Across the bay, Muckish mountain stood cold and impassive, and she watched a trail of mist streaming slowly down its side. The anxiety and
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