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Part One

Compose


Take your time with this bit. Get to know your subject. Wait for the right moment. You’ll know it when you see it.

JOHN LYLE,
The Little Photographer:
A Kid’s Guide to Perfect Pictures






Chapter 1

Caitlin

London, Thursday 19 December 2019

It was three days since Caitlin had slept, and today the shadows had arrived. She knew they were coming by the way the old coffee smell of the office took on a burnt, smoky tang. Like a bonfire had been set somewhere among the computer towers and monitors. Next, the feeling, like a film forming over her skin. The forewarning only served to allow dread to set in ahead of their appearance; these engulfing shadows that seeped in from the periphery. She had learnt to live with them, to ignore the stab of alarm each provoked, but still she startled as the office manager’s drinks trolley rattled out from the creeping darkness. It was the afternoon of the Christmas party, and Vector Point management were proud to offer the minimum refreshments of cheap beer and tepid pizza. Small comfort: she had only three hours left of her temp job here, which meant she was only four hours away from picking up a tranquilliser from Lola, her friend with a side business, and then maybe five hours from finally sleeping.

Closing her eyes, she laid her palms flat on the desk and took a deep, anchoring breath. If she could face the shadows, they might dissipate.

It’s not real. There’s nothing there. I am safe.

Her eyes snapped open – now! – as she whipped her head around in the direction of the shadows. It worked. The real world surfaced once more from the darkness, and Caitlin found herself staring wide-eyed at the office manager as she completed her rounds. The woman sped away, avoiding her gaze. Caitlin flushed. It was humiliating and frustrating to prove them all right about her and her weirdness.

Her colleagues, the ‘Vector Point rock stars going above and beyond for your team’, had already shed their professional skins, top buttons open and mascara smeared onto cheeks. The temperature crept up, the air grew ever hotter, breath and body heat formed condensation that strained inside the windows.

And then there was the fat, ripe wallet tucked inside Mark’s back left pocket. Almost as unignorable as his voice, floating above the tinny speaker sound of Wizzard wishing for Christmas every day.

Caitlin rolled her shoulders and massaged the back of her neck.

It’s not real. There’s nothing there. I am safe.

The shadows had been contained for now, but she still felt wrong, lost inside the too-big suit of her skin. She turned back to her monitor and the emails that awaited her.

ATTN: Lunch theft is CRIME. Delete.

Caitlin – handover today?? Delete.

Q4 data pull OVERDUE. Delete.

Reminder: valuables not to be left unattended. Delete.

If she could focus on just this one task, on deleting one email after another, she could bring herself all the way back. All she had to do was get through the afternoon. She could do it. She could keep the shadows – and the Hanging Woods – at bay.

‘All I’m saying . . . ’ Mark paused for effect, the way he did, ‘is that Caitlin is pure filth; she is gagging for this.’

Caitlin had joined the company on the same day as Mark. They had met for the first time in the lift up from the building’s shared reception to the office, both of them nervous and smiling too much.

Guffaws from Mark’s audience.

The laughter stung. Caitlin and Mark had sat next to one another for the full six months, both admin assistants. She had taught him how the database queries worked. They had brought each other tea on occasion. She had thought they were friends once.

‘You’d want danger money to go near it’ – the music cut out, and Mark’s words boomed across the office – ‘but you know what they say about crazy girls.’

It. Her.

Caitlin became aware of herself as only a body, an assemblage of parts, nothing more.

With red tinsel draped like a feather boa around his shoulders and the neck of a beer bottle held loosely in his fingers, Mark stood not two feet from where Caitlin sat and talked about her like this.

An awkward chuckle rose as someone hit replay on the playlist. Everyone had heard. No one said anything.

Caitlin could confront him. Then Mark would tell her to take a joke, or repeat his ‘compliments’ to her face. Caitlin could call him out. Then Mark would twist her objection into something that proved they were right; she was psycho. Caitlin could just leave, slink out under the pretence of getting a new bottle from the small kitchen across the hall. Then Mark, and everyone else, would think they’d gotten to her. Mark could do anything. Caitlin could do nothing.

Two months ago, Mark had been taken into a meeting room and made permanent. Caitlin was the first person he told. She was next, he was sure. Caitlin didn’t particularly like the job, but it would have been nice to be asked. Since then, Mark’s voice was all she ever heard. Boasting, mostly, an occasional sympathetic wince as he told another colleague that he had been chosen over Caitlin. For the record, she’d have thrown herself out of the window before spending six more months either in this office or near him, but no one asked her opinion.

She stood up. She tipped her head back and drained her drink. Fuck it, she thought. Fuck this and fuck their handovers. She strode past Mark towards the drinks trolley. One bottle of wine remained, three-quarters empty and poised over the glass of a distracted accounts girl. Caitlin took it from her hand. Facing the room, she downed the last of the wine straight from the bottle, then slammed it back on the trolley. At her desk, she put on her coat and collected her bag. She approached Mark’s group. The pack of white-shirted, sneering male colleagues averted their eyes and sniggered at her behind their beers.

‘Mark!’ She waved him over to the aisle between the banks of desks. He unfolded himself and sauntered towards her. ‘It’s my last day! I just wanted to say thanks so, so, so much for everything!’

Caitlin pulled him into a hug, then stumbled hard enough to knock him off balance. The men guffawed. They saw her as wasted already, too unaware to know she was the butt of the joke. Mark had been right about this one and they all knew it. He knew it. He glanced back at his audience, eyebrows waggling in comedic suggestion, long enough for her to tip that heaving wallet out of his pocket and up the wide sleeve of her coat.

‘You coming tonight?’ Mark asked, pushing her back into a standing position. He directed his question over her head, at his friends, but he held her by her ribs, fingers splayed underneath and around, just shy of actually touching her breasts. Caitlin numbed herself to the intrusion, as she always had. His wallet rested against her wrist, steadied by her fingertips.

‘See you there!’ she sang, and stumbled out of the office. The whole place erupted in laughter as soon as the door closed behind her.

She darted into the kitchen space and popped the tops off of all the remaining bottles of beer before dumping them to drain down the sink. Enjoy your party now, dickheads.

It wasn’t enough. She cast about for something more, for some way to truly hurt them, but there was so little here that anyone could care about. She plugged the sink, dumped the tea bags and coffee filters on top of the mess of beer bottles and turned the tap on fully. The sink would overflow before anyone noticed. It was a tiny revenge, but it helped mollify her. She could leave now.

Before the lift doors closed behind her and carried her away for ever, she offered a final middle finger to the office. The doors slid shut, and with that movement came the slithering darkness once more. It needed something real. It needed blood. Sleep would have to wait. Caitlin buried a scream in the crook of her arm.




Chapter 2

Deedee

Bannakilduff, Thursday 19 December 2019

Deedee should have been happy. The last two years of studying had all been leading here. To this squad room that smelt like bad coffee and someone’s reheated fish curry and vibrated with the constant buzz and trill of mobile phones, landlines and radios. Motion surrounded her, yet she had spent the last four hours reviewing four seconds of fuzzy CCTV footage. It had ended once again but she couldn’t force herself to hit play.

‘G’wan and make us a tea, would ya, Deedee?’ Connor McPherson, known as Mac, swung on his chair and dropped his head backwards to look at her. ‘Gasping for one over here after the morning I’ve had.’ Mac was small, with sharp, beady eyes and a weak chin. He carried himself with the kind of swagger that invited trouble and had the air of a man not likely to fight fair.

‘Officer O’Halloran,’ Deedee corrected him. ‘And no.’ She stared straight ahead. Months of Mac’s needling had left her brittle. He had even weaponised her nickname, Deedee, bestowed upon her by baby Roisin as she struggled to pronounce ‘Deirdre’.

‘Go on with yourself, what are ye even doing?’ Mac ambled over to perch on the edge of her desk. ‘Every one of the rest of us has been out and about, maintaining law and order.’

Chuckles from the other officers even as they shook their heads in gentle reproach. Nobody wanted to intervene and none of them would be on her side.

‘I’m busier than you if you’ve got time to wander around chatting shite.’ Deedee was stung, and her tone missed the jovial we’re-all-pals-here quality she was going for.

Still seated, Mac hooted. ‘I’ve made more arrests than you’ve cooked hot dinners. And that’s saying something.’

A real thigh-slapper, that one.

Deedee felt herself redden and hated herself for it. She wasn’t ashamed of having worked in kitchens, yet when Mac spat it back at her, she wished she never had. She searched desperately for something to say, a barb to throw at him. In kitchens she had always been quick, witty. It was only here, where it most mattered, that she was struck dumb.

‘Mac, you got that report ready for us?’ Florian Carroll called over. ‘Only I’ve got to be out of here on time tonight.’

Flo had been an old party friend of Deedee’s from before either of them had ever dreamt of joining the guards. The memory of swapping pills on the dance floor while music thumped through her chest set butterflies fluttering in her stomach. She swallowed hard.

‘Give us a minute, Carroll,’ Mac called back. His eyes were still on Deedee’s. ‘You heard the man, we’re in a rush. The sooner you get a round of teas in, the sooner we can all get on.’

‘Mine’s three sugars,’ one of Mac’s cronies called across the room.

It was like a nightmare, the danger getting closer and closer while she was paralysed. Frozen, she gaped back at Mac, unable to form a retort, unable to do anything.

Should she just do it? Maybe if she laughed while the kettle boiled, made a joke as the tea steeped, she could pretend it was fine. That she wasn’t being humiliated.

‘Come off it, Mac. I thought we were friends and you’re sentencing me to overtime while you bicker? Shameful. Isn’t it shameful, lads?’ Florian addressed the room, charm beaming over them. ‘Here, are you not allowed to use the kettle, is that it? Need someone to teach you?’

The energy in the room shifted as one person sniggered, and then another. The tension broke and Mac chuckled, held his hands up in surrender.

‘I could do with a masterclass, yeah.’ He spoke to Deedee again. ‘Next time.’

He took his time getting up, strolling over to Florian’s desk.

Deedee turned back to her computer. Her eyes were blurry – from too much time looking at the screen, of course. She focused on the portraits that lined the walls; every superintendent Bannakilduff had had since the nineteenth century. She recognised only the last few, the portraits taken by Colm Branagh. They had a different energy, something of the man captured in each. Colm was gifted behind the camera and had shot his last official portraits from his wheelchair even as the exertion left him exhausted for days afterwards. Deedee swelled with pride at his skill, as though by dating his son, some of that talent was conferred to her.

Colm had taken the one of Mac’s dad, retired in the early aughts, bristling with arrogance and violence. In his portrait of Doyle, their current superintendent, she saw a defiant hostility at odds with what she knew of her old family friend. Doyle had told her to apply; that here her energy and passion, her strong instinct for right and wrong, all of that would be an asset. It hadn’t been yet.

She’d known being a guard wouldn’t be all shoot-outs and high drama like in the films, but she also hadn’t expected this much tedium or the kind of rubbish men like Mac would put her way. This was supposed to be a job that really mattered. Gardaí were supposed to be respected.

Worse, she was no closer to Roisin’s case, to finally understanding what had happened to her sister. Her private investigation had brought her nowhere. When Roisin had finally been declared officially missing, a full and terrible day after Granny had reported it to the guards, the calls had flooded in. She was spotted everywhere from Cork city to Baja, Mexico. Each call sent Deedee’s young heart soaring with hope for nothing – only for more crushing disappointment to follow.

She had attempted to follow up on these sightings, at least the ones not obviously by crackpots; calling around people all over the world or requesting access to public records. She’d turned up nothing. She’d interviewed Summer Solstice Parade ’99 participants, combing through the reportage at the time: more nothing.

In her imagination, there were paper files protected by a sleepy guard on the brink of retirement who’d be easily bought off with chocolate biscuits and friendly chat. In reality, all files were digitised and password-protected, and there was no chance that Deedee had made anything like a friend. Her naivety could make her cringe herself inside out.

Rubbing her fists into her eyes, she took a gulp of water from the bottle on her desk. Her head was wrecked and the hangover wasn’t helping. She’d taken the last of her ibuprofen an hour ago and it hadn’t put so much as a dent in it. She couldn’t keep drinking and going out like she had been when she’d been in the restaurant, not with morning shifts.

No point thinking about it. She couldn’t go back to chef work after the way she’d quit Baroque. Which was unfair. The meal hadn’t actually hit Councillor Niall Wilson, but it was the kind of incident that would always count against her. No one ever cared what led to her outbursts; how the young waitress had knuckled tears out of her eyes as she told Deedee that Councillor Wilson had slid his hand up her skirt. As a joke, like, she’d said.

The kind of joke Deedee was sick of.

She restarted the footage for the thousandth time, tapping her finger against the desk on the main beats.

An empty road, row of houses to the right, tiny slice of grass leading to a play park to the left. A dark-coloured Ford Fiesta with the licence plate 152-D-23190 glided into view at the top right side of the screen. Tap.

Both the driver and front passenger doors opened. Two large men with dark baseball caps exited the car. The driver’s head was out of range of the camera. The passenger kept his head down, but the large black rose tattoo on his neck confirmed him as Jason O’Sullivan. Which meant the other was his brother, Kevin O’Sullivan. Tap.

These two were from the next town over, Kinafallia, and they were from a long line of people who wanted things but mostly things other people already had. Just the name made most folk around here purse their lips. You didn’t need to know the particulars to know they’d done it, whatever it was.

In the background, at the top right of the screen, the legs and paws of a cocker spaniel puppy were visible as it passed by on the other side of the street. The CCTV footage drained the colour, but by the lighter patches on her haunches and the limp in the hind leg, Deedee recognised the dog as Copper, a Romanian rescue pup. Sweet, but too playful for Frank, Deedee’s old Basset hound. No tap.

Some young lad had overdosed on tainted coke in the playground across from here. The papers were full of what a waste it was, his bright future no longer on the horizon and so on, but Deedee could read between the lines. He’d dropped out of college, barely passed his Leaving Cert in the first place, wasn’t going anywhere. Depressed. Anxious. The type who knew all the excuses.

Jason O’Sullivan, with his tattooed neck, patted the top of the car as he waited for his brother to join him. Kevin, all steroid muscles under a hoodie much too small for him, passed under the camera. Tap.

Deedee paused the footage with both men in frame. Jason’s hands were shoved into the pockets of his tracksuit bottoms. Kevin’s were held loosely by his sides, one holding his phone, the other obviously empty. If there were drugs on their person, well, they could be anywhere. She hit play once more.

The pair strode out of frame without a look back. They were gone. Tap.

‘How’s it going?’ Superintendent Doyle appeared in front of her desk. He was tall, ever smiling, and ruddy-cheeked, and she desperately wanted to prove him right about her potential.

‘Good. Good, yeah. There’s definitely something there,’ she bluffed loudly, for the benefit of the room.

Doyle moved to look at the screen with her. ‘Play it again for me, would ya?’

‘It’s only a couple of seconds.’ Deedee scrambled to think of something smart to say. She’d barely passed her Leaving Cert herself – understandable, given her circumstances – and at times like this, when she knew they wanted an answer but she couldn’t give it, she felt stupid and ashamed. She’d had a lot of these moments during training. It never got less excruciating.

‘Reckon I’ve got the time to watch it again so.’

Deedee hit play. She tried to gauge the superintendent’s reaction without turning to stare at him as the video played.

‘Well,’ he said. ‘Not a lot there.’

‘Not a lot,’ she agreed. She caught herself drumming her fingers on the table and stilled her hands.

‘We’d like a couple of witnesses really. Someone who could say they’d seen the brothers in the park with the kid.’

‘We door-knocked, but no one was talking.’

She had, it was true, albeit perfunctorily, because no one around there was ever happy to talk to the guards.

‘What’s it saying to you then?’ Doyle asked.

‘The car is properly registered and up to date,’ Deedee stalled. Around them, the squad was quiet, waiting for the punchline. She could practically hear their ears straining to listen in. She thought of Copper’s silky spaniel ears. Copper would be a good witness. The gears turned once more, and—

‘Sir, a cocker spaniel walks past, and it’s Copper. I know her.’

‘You know the dog?’

‘Well, I mean, there’s a language barrier, obviously.’ She chuckled nervously. ‘I see her when I’m walking Frank.’

‘Are you sure it’s her?’

‘It’s not just the colouring, but the limp; she was in some kind of accident, that hind leg is mangled.’ Deedee was on friendly enough terms with the owners. A tall, slender man with a scratchy beard who wore band T-shirts with names Deedee had never heard of, and a very short woman with purple cat-eye glasses and bold lipstick choices. Not that Deedee judged, but they were definitely the kind of do-good hipsters you’d picture when imagining the type of person who’d take the notion to import a stray from abroad. Weren’t there any mutts left in Ireland?

‘You know what to do?’ Doyle was already straightening, already leaving her to her own devices again. He was proud of her. He trusted her.

Deedee did know what to do, and she nodded, invigorated, as she logged the lead in the system. She had always known, she just hadn’t anticipated that her life outside of this office could collide with the crime they saw in here.

Did ya see that, Mac, you prick? she thought.

‘Great stuff altogether.’ Doyle gave her a final nod of encouragement and left for his private office. As his door closed, a mocking ‘Finally!’ was called across to her and met by a chorus of snickers around the room. It hadn’t even been Mac that time.

As the nascent pride that had blossomed in her chest died, Deedee remembered that this was the dream. She was supposed to be happy now.

It didn’t feel a thing like she’d thought it would.




Chapter 3

Caitlin

The puddles filled with street lights. A pub crawl of Santa hats and waving glow sticks clattered past Caitlin as she entered Tooting Bec station. This close to Christmas, the city constantly teemed with revellers.

Mark’s wallet held a wad of twenties, baggie of white powder in the coin pocket. She clucked with satisfied faux sympathy. What an evening he’d been planning and what a joy to ruin it.

On the platform, the train was still four minutes away. Even as London froze, the Tube remained boiling. Heat – from people as well as trains – sank into the limestone of the tunnels and remained trapped there for ever. Back against the wall, she pressed her bare palms to the tiles behind her, knowing that the heat impression of her temporarily victorious body, hot blood and beating heart, would still echo down here in decades to come.

At the rumble of the approaching train, she peeled herself from the wall. She’d need to kill a little time before she could meet Lola, but she was closer to relief. The brakes screeched as the carriages flashed by. The first wasn’t even half full of passengers. The second was a little more populated, but her eyes snagged on something – someone – in the blur. The impression of a sharp little jaw under a familiar tangle of brunette curls.

Roisin.

Caitlin hurried alongside the train, weaving her way through waiting passengers on the platform. She needed to catch up with Roisin. The doors beeped while she was still at the fourth carriage, where the crowds were thickest. Jumping on, she resigned herself to slithering forwards through the fray. She ducked under arms, holding her nose against the warm stinks of body odour, perfume, cologne – a full assault on the senses. She weaved through knots of commuters, catching the odd beat of music or snatch of a podcast that leaked from their headphones. She slipped past laughing groups of tourists and averted her eyes from the easy pickings that tempted her: box-fresh iPhones peeping from pockets, handbags dangled carelessly, gaping open.

Finally, the second carriage. Emptier than she’d expected; her eye found those curls immediately. Roisin, her head now limp and bobbing in sleep. Caitlin’s breath caught in her throat.

No scent of bonfires now, no creeping shadows. This was real.

They entered the next station, and Caitlin, fearful of losing Roisin again, hurried to get to her before the doors opened. Yet, drawing closer, she could see something wasn’t quite right. The features that should have been resolving into familiarity were warping instead. This Roisin was too pale and her hair was clearly dyed. Caitlin’s stomach flipped and curdled as she drew closer and remembered.

Roisin would be grown-up by now. She wouldn’t be some coltish teenager.

This was just some girl.

Teeth clenched, Caitlin dropped into the seat opposite the girl who wasn’t Roisin. Shadows slid back into the corners of her vision. The girl’s head bounced up for a second, then lolled back against the window behind her. A crumpled brown paper bag of fast food wrappers was at her feet, a light jacket balled up next to her. She didn’t look anything like Roisin now.

Roisin had been a coiled spring, wary and watching, existing in a cloud of breathless energy. What was wrong with Caitlin that she was seeing her ghost again? She caught her lower lip between her teeth and nipped and scraped at it, searching for that hot metal taste of blood. It had been six months at least, but Roisin was haunting her again.

A stop later and a man strode into the carriage, his face in his phone. Caitlin registered him in the corner of her vision without moving her head, the way a rabbit notices a fox; the way all women alone in confined spaces make note of strange men nearby. She kept still, chewing on her lip and pushing her nails into the meat of her palm. The man paused, swaying for a moment, as he chose his seat. His expensive leather shoes shone. He was clean-shaven, and had the kind of jawline that belonged on an ad campaign. The girl, her head still back, throat exposed to the ceiling, didn’t notice any of this. The man slid into the chair next to her. The rest of the carriage was quiet, near empty. Caitlin felt like she was trapped under ice, stuck watching the girl who wasn’t Roisin. The memory of chasing her through the train was unnerving. Smoke scratched in the back of her throat as the shadows gathered themselves once more.

At the next stop, the carriage emptied further. The man slumped. His knees opened wide and he spread his elbows out into the seats either side of him, nudging into the girl’s side. His weight and the shuddering movement of the Tube tipped her head against his broad shoulder. He turned his attention to the girl, his eyes wandering over her slack face and limp body. Assessing her.

They were moving from the outskirts of London into the centre; the train should have been filling up. Caitlin thought back a few stops; there had been people. Now it seemed that the world was shrinking – no, the world was the same size but the people were disappearing, as though the shadows were absorbing them, isolating her. Was any of this really happening?

The man shifted his body closer to the girl. He snaked his arm behind her head, along the top of the seat, his hand curled slightly above her shoulder. He was so close to touching her.

The girl shifted a little, as though she sensed him but lacked the strength to move. Her eyes stayed closed. Caitlin focused on her, studying her so she could evict Roisin from her mind and come back to the present. The girl was just a kid, but she was connected to something larger – to a set of loving parents at home, and a boisterous group of glitter-covered friends dancing under a disco ball somewhere in south London. She had taken something, or was just drunk, but this wasn’t how she had thought her day would go. Or what she thought her life would become. Whatever was about to unfold, Caitlin would bear witness. She swallowed the blood from her mangled lip once, twice. There was always more blood, no matter how much she swallowed.

The man pressed a fingertip to the girl’s cheekbone, which was higher and more delicate than Roisin’s. There was no response from the girl, but the pressure of his finger drained the blood from the flesh he had touched, leaving a white circle behind. He watched as the girl slept on.

How many thousands of Tube journeys had Caitlin taken and how often had she passed men like this? The truth was, the world was full of them and the sooner the girl figured that out, the better. The truth was, you couldn’t blindly stumble onto some train and expect to be saved from the horrors of the world. The world didn’t owe her that and neither did Caitlin. Roisin hadn’t been spared. Horrors were always waiting, horrors didn’t care about Christmas or holidays or—

Birthdays. That was it.

The train was slowing once more and the man was slithering closer to the girl, and Caitlin remembered it was – would have been – Roisin’s birthday. Except that Roisin had stopped having birthdays twenty years ago. Hot blood slid down her chin as a smile twitched across her face. No wonder she had mistaken this child for Roisin. It all made sense now.

They pulled into the station. Caitlin brushed her thumb across her wet chin. She ignored the man’s wary eyes on her. The girl let out a soft groan. The train shuddered to a stop and a noisy hen party crowded into the carriage. Caitlin threaded herself between their outstretched limbs as they passed bottles to each other.

‘Isn’t she a bit young for you, love?’ one of the hens called out in a braying northern accent, Liverpudlian or Mancunian. The kind of city Londoners looked down on. The kind where you looked out for your own.

‘Do you know him, babe?’ Another joined the clamour.

The doors slid closed and Caitlin turned as the scene began to unfold in the carriage she’d just vacated. The man with his arms up as though cornered by police, and the hens, unsteady in their stilettos, clucking over the girl. She turned away and made for the escalators, dropping one of Mark’s twenties into the takeaway cup of a vagrant slumped in a corner.

Roisin still needled at her, still bristled beneath her skin. Her body wasn’t big enough for the two of them; her lungs felt like they were seizing up, her heart constricted, her ribs strained to contain them.

Maybe that was just the exchange.

Maybe Caitlin would always share her life with the girl she had killed twenty years ago.




Chapter 4

Deedee

Deedee emerged into the glittering night, coloured fairy lights overhead reflected into the damp pavement like confetti under her feet. Town was plastered in laminated fliers for Sunday’s winter solstice celebration. Usually Deedee did her best to ignore them. This time she squinted at one on a lamp post. An amateurish collage of Ferris wheel, hot dogs and balloons, a weird clown figure protruding from the bottom right corner.

After forty years of it, you’d think they could draw up a decent flier, she thought. At least she wasn’t the only one bad at her job. After all, what did she bring to the force? Encyclopaedic knowledge of the local dog population. She was pathetic. She turned from the shop window, but in the corner of her eye, the reflection that followed her was hunched and miserable.

A beered-up lad, draped in tinsel, stumbled out of a pub yowling ‘Silent Night’. A gang of girls screeched and reeled outside Baroque. Deedee could tell they were locals almost from the smell of them, how they held themselves, their specific kind of going-out polish.

Twice a year, hippies and crusties, tourists and travellers flooded Bannakilduff. The existing community of New Age blow-ins, all potters or makers of chunky jewellery, set up stalls, ran drum circles and took the true believers over to the coast to watch the sunset. For the locals, the event revolved around a late-afternoon parade, an opening ceremony and the fairground that went on until the early hours.

Roisin was last spotted at the fairground, after the summer ’99 parade. Deedee had been there with Sean and Maureen to watch Colm declare the festivities open. She hadn’t seen Roisin, but she wasn’t looking. She hadn’t realised then that she had already seen her little sister for the last time.

She had gotten what she asked for. Roisin’s disappearance was all her fault.

A tidal wave of accented revellers swept past her on the street, some kind of bar crawl, not locals, and Deedee itched to be alone.

They never found a trace of Roisin, not a scrap of evidence to point to what had happened. Like she just blinked out of existence. If that was the case, couldn’t she just blink back into it?

What if it’s time to give up?

One verified sighting was made. Roisin had followed Caitlin Doherty into the Hanging Woods. Two nine-year-old girls went in, only one came out.

Twenty years had passed this summer, and the Hanging Woods had been sold. Most of it would be cleared for a new-build housing estate. If there were any clues about Roisin left in there, they would be lost for ever. Deedee was out of time.

Lost in maudlin thought, she turned north at the town square, off the high street, away from the partiers and towards the old part of town.

Garda training was in-depth and intense, and everyone came out of it changed, more confident, more able. Deedee had come out more aware of how much she could never know, more unsure.

There were the official rules, written broadly for everywhere, and then there were the community rules.

Official rule: missing children were high priority and not subject to any kind of delay in policing.

Community rule: Bannakilduff wasn’t a big, bad city; naughty little girls who wandered off would turn up for dinner time.

Thus, twenty-four crucial hours had elapsed before Garda McPherson and the rest had taken Roisin’s disappearance seriously. They’d been caught up in another situation; Colm Branagh’s hit-and-run accident, presumably a drunk driver from the solstice celebration. But even when they had investigated, they’d just accepted what Caitlin Doherty told them. Caitlin said she thought Roisin had been behind her as they both left. That something must have happened on the road between the Hanging Woods and home. A line of enquiry that returned nothing at all.

Then Caitlin left for some art school in England, never to return. With her gone, so was any chance of finding out more about Roisin’s last day. Not that that bothered the guards at the time. Mac’s dad had been in charge then, and there was no questioning any decision of his.

The streets were quiet up here, and Deedee slowed, headed for the cemetery.

She had a Google alert on Caitlin’s name, but nothing ever came through. She was a ghost. She hoped Caitlin’s mother Kathleen’s attention-seeking genes would emerge eventually. Kathleen Doherty weaselled her way into all the local news. When there’d been a housefire some years ago, Kathleen had craned her head into all the press photos of the still-smoking remains.

Kathleen had returned ten years ago, when the girls would have been around nineteen. There was no triumphant homecoming; she seemed instead diminished by her absence. A roundness to her shoulders, not quite a widow’s stoop, but certainly not the regal bearing she’d had.

‘Caitlin’s no need of me now,’ she had declared, dropping her bags on Colm and Maureen’s doorstep. ‘On her MFA course in fine art at Goldsmiths, the best art university in England.’

Deedee’s phone pinged, and she knew without looking that it was the group chat. All her old friends were home for Christmas now, and within twenty minutes of meeting up, Deedee would be told the price of a pint everywhere from Sydney to London – and how much smaller and shitter Banna was than the rest. How far behind she was.

Inside, the church was dark, but the exterior was spotlit in cold white that lent the blackness of the cemetery pockets of visibility. Deedee didn’t need the light to navigate by; her body knew the way to her parents.
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She spat on a tissue to clear off a hardened clot of bird excrement on the top of their headstone. Granny, who had taken Deedee and Roisin in, was at home in her urn in the living room. Roisin was missing. All that was left was this nickname, Deedee, that felt more and more ridiculous the older she got. It was a reminder that none of them would ever know her as an adult.

At thirty-four, she was already older than her mother would ever be, and what did she have to show for it? She had been out of her mind to think that she could retrain as a guard and solve her missing sister’s cold case.

‘She would have been twenty-nine today,’ Deedee reminded the headstone. Roisin had missed twenty birthdays so far, but Deedee would never stop counting them for her. If Roisin was here, they’d be celebrating at Maureen and Colm’s. ‘Almost twenty-two years since . . . ’

The accident, they knew themselves. Driving home late at night, too fast, too dark, there’d been a party in town, everyone had been merry. Those roads. It was a freak accident; her dad had driven those roads every day of his life in every condition and never come to any harm. You couldn’t blame a couple sips of a pint for any of it. You couldn’t blame them.

Would she have stayed here if her family had survived? For a while, she’d nurtured a dream of moving to New Zealand, but Sean would never agree, and – secret, stupid hope – if Roisin came back, she would look for Deedee here.

What she needed was something to anchor her as a Branagh. Something like a baby.

Cows lowed somewhere in the distance, and then, closer at hand, Deedee heard a crunching underfoot. The sound of a plastic-wrapped supermarket bouquet being trampled.

She opened her eyes and saw a ghost.

A pale white face, mischief in the eyes; Deedee felt like she was falling, the shock sending her head spinning. Roisin, back and safe. Conjured by Deedee’s wishing.

The feeling passed in a flash as the figure turned her head. In the moonlight, her hair was fine and blonde and straight, and her face! Illuminated, she was nothing like Roisin at all. As Deedee watched, the girl was joined by a gaggle of other kids. They stomped without regard over burial plots, flowers, bodies. Screams of laughter echoed off the headstones, surrounding Deedee.

Deedee was rattled, her head still thick with all the day’s resentments and disappointments. Before she’d considered it, she had darted forward. Her fingers scrabbled only momentarily before she grabbed the girl’s arm.

The laughter stopped.

‘What are you playing at?’ Deedee demanded. Her hand wrapped almost entirely around the girl’s tiny puffer-jacketed arm in a way that should have made her feel guilty.

‘Get offa me!’ The girl twisted in Deedee’s grip. Deedee had been about to let her go, but now it would look like she was obeying the child. A couple of the kids lingered, watching on, unsure of what to do. The girl continued, voice dripping in condescension, ‘Omigod, we’re only messing!’

Deedee shone the torch into her face. There was something familiar that she couldn’t quite place until the girl sneered.

‘I said get offa me.’

She was the spit of Michelle Quinn: notorious gobshite and no friend of Deedee’s.

‘I should have known,’ Deedee said. ‘You’re one of Michelle’s, aren’t you?’

‘What’s it to you, like? I’ll call the guards on you in a second if you don’t let go of me! S’assault!’

‘Cop on,’ Deedee said. ‘Ye should all be home, not stomping around over graves. You should be ashamed.’

Competing images danced in her mind: that she should be able to control these kids and demand their respect; but also the O’Sullivan brothers lurking, the dark cemetery not unlike the blackness of the Hanging Woods that Roisin had disappeared into. Losses everywhere; full of bravado, these kids had no idea how vulnerable they were.

The girl squirmed and let out a thin, high whine. Deedee realised how hard she was gripping her, hard enough to leach the sensation from the tips of her fingers.

‘Quinns have always been trouble, but if I catch any of youse hanging around again, I’ll take you in for underage drinking.’ She shook the girl as she spoke.

‘We weren’t!’ one of the kids piped up.

‘You’re hurting me!’ Michelle’s girl’s voice was thick with tears.

Deedee let go and watched the child flee, her arm clasped against her body. The others followed.

‘Get out of here!’ She had expected defiance, rebellion. Finding none, her righteous anger deflated.

The intimacy of the place was ruined; the kids had made a mockery of her. Injured, she left.

She took a winding route through the residential streets that clustered around the high street. Christmas trees filled every window, wreaths hung on doors. When they were young, their parents had pretended that all the festivities in December were actually for Roisin. Being born so close to Christmas, they never wanted her to feel left out compared to our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ, which was fair really, as he did tend to get the headline.

Deedee’s front door was undecorated, but baying and the scrabbling sound of dog claws on tiles heralded her arrival. Five years old when they’d adopted him and already considered unappealingly old and stinky, Frank was now ten and smelt worse than ever, but Deedee felt something loosen in her chest as she buried her face in his fur.

Sean appeared behind him, his familiar bulk reassuring. Deedee held out an arm to him, and he lowered himself down to join her and Frank.

‘Oh Dee.’ He remembered, of course. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘It’s not just that,’ Deedee began, but how to express it all? Humiliated, ashamed, sad. So much sadness.

Sean murmured something reassuring, and suddenly Deedee was sobbing. Frank snuffled at her tears, jockeying to get closer to her as Sean held her.

‘Is there anything I can do?’ he asked, a tinge of desperation to his voice. He was as uncomfortable with her tears as she was.

‘I just need to get myself together.’ Deedee tried for a smile.

‘At least,’ carefully, in the gruff voice that he knew would crack Deedee up, Sean said, ‘she wasn’t stranded in the torrential rain after missing the last bus home.’

Deedee snorted, transported back to Sean’s most memorable birthday, his thirtieth, five years earlier, when they’d huddled together, soaked through, in a stinking coach station in Limerick for four hours until the first bus.

‘Casualties of the craic.’ She looked up at him, his own eyes misted over behind his glasses. They’d been having too good of a time, she hadn’t wanted to leave the pub until the very last minute, until it was too late.

Sean shrugged good-naturedly. She knew he was remembering the Moët champagne she’d produced from her overnight bag, part of his gift, that they had guzzled like it was a five-euro swill, letting it run down their chins and explode from their mouths in laughter. They hadn’t cared how cold or hard the tiles were, or what the source of that station’s stench was. A happy disaster.

When things were good between them, they were golden.

‘Are you OK?’ Sean asked. ‘I just got back from tutoring. I was going to pop over and help Ma with Da for a bit this evening – plus, she’s fussing about the development again – but . . . ’

‘How is he? How was tutoring?’ Deedee asked.

‘Da’s . . . Da,’ Sean replied. Colm Branagh had been severely infirm since the accident, Sean’s ma was his primary caretaker, so Sean tried to help out as much as he could. ‘Tutoring’s tough. I don’t know what they’re teaching them.’

He’d taken on giving Leaving Cert maths tuition recently, his reputation as an accountant prompting local parents to start bothering him – after mass, at the SuperValu, in the pub, wherever they came across him. Finally, he had capitulated. It was a natural next step anyway, continuing the family tradition of service to the community.

‘I could stay here,’ he offered, checking his watch. ‘For a bit, anyway.’

‘No, I should go out.’ If his parents needed him, then Sean Branagh would go. It was just a question of how much they argued about it before it happened, and today Deedee didn’t have the spirit.

‘Why don’t you wear your new boots?’ Sean beamed. He’d gotten them for her after a bad fight last month. ‘That’ll cheer you up.’

Secretly, Deedee called them the Guilt Boots. They’d cost her an awful night of tears and recriminations, followed by judgemental glares from the neighbours the next day. Everyone knew Deedee O’Halloran was a hothead who made a fuss about nothing.

‘Good idea.’ She summoned a smile. ‘Show them off a bit. The girls are in town.’

‘The girls are back! The girls are back!’ Sean chanted to the tune of the Thin Lizzy song, shimmying and waggling ridiculously until Deedee couldn’t help but laugh with him. No one could make her laugh like Sean.

‘Good luck with development stuff. Tell her she’ll love having new neighbours – think of the gossip.’ His parents’ place backed onto the Hanging Woods. Once the trees were razed, they’d lose their privacy.

Sean rolled his eyes and kissed her before leaving.

Once the door closed, she headed for the bathroom, phone in hand. The girls in the group chat were talking about what they’d be wearing this evening. She texted, Jeans n nice top xx

The girls meant well. It was just that they would always have a big moment about Roisin. A solemn face would catch her eye, then there’d be beer breath in her face, telling her what a tragedy it was. How it had affected them. How, after, everyone started locking their doors all the time. The younger kids never had the same all-day free-roaming liberty as Deedee and her friends. As though those freedoms were equivalent to a lost baby sister.

Deedee kept a box of Roisin’s things in the bottom of her wardrobe. She took it out now and picked up a roll of butcher’s paper, secured with an elastic band. It was a map, rendered by Roisin in a mix of felt-tips and coloured pencils and heartbreaking in the way that puppies with only three legs are, in the blatant naked trying of it. Roisin’s ambition had far outstripped her ability.

The most detailed and densest part was the Hanging Woods, a diamond-shaped thicket in the top left, marked with various symbols that only Roisin understood. Larger than the others, a shell and a wizard’s hat were dotted in the trees, a cat in the gatehouse, a skull in the clearing nearest the Branaghs’. Smaller symbols – mushroom, gem, horseshoe, hare – clustered in the rest of the woods. West of the woods was farmland – marked in the map with sausage-bodied cows and horses – that was now an expensive estate, the expansion of which was planned for the Hanging Woods. The feral Quinns, including the kid Deedee had met in the cemetery, lived there now. East of the woods, the Branaghs’ estate, known as the Big House, was marked, with a couple of symbols in the garden, an X marking the darkroom shed. The bay was to the north, but Roisin had sketched out many of the town landmarks south of the Big House, their granny’s house marked with a heart at the top of South Street, which led from the rural wooded area down into town. Opposite that, a book for the library, a flame symbol for the firehouse, a halo over the cathedral.

Deedee always paused at the clarity of the symbols in town. There was a sense to the map, but why would Roisin have put a shell in the woods rather than on the bay? She knew that there had never been pets in the gatehouse either, so a cat didn’t make sense. What had her sister been thinking?

She ran her fingers over the small half-moon scars on the side of her wrist, alongside her lightning-bolt tattoo, where Roisin had dug her nails in and taken chunks out of her during that awful last fight. Roisin could be brutal, but she was just a wisp of a thing when she’d climb into Deedee’s bed at night crying over another nightmare.

Deedee had turned these memories over so often now that the edges were fraying and worn, details blurred. It had been the summer that all the local girls terrorised each other with chatter about a mysterious man living in the Hanging Woods. One girl had seen him first and told the others, and soon everyone had seen him. He had long, thin hands and fingers reaching through the trees to grab you, and a bright light shone out from his waist. Pinned in the spotlight, you’d freeze until he came and got you.

Her phone pinged once more, but her stomach flipped when she saw the sender.

Florian had sent a selfie, wrapped up in a beige jacket with the funnel-neck collar rolled down to approximate lapels. A tie was loosely knotted around his neck over a white T-shirt, and his hair was fluffy and unstyled. He held one finger aloft while he pulled a quizzical expression. The text alongside it read, Just one more thing.

Wow, you really are our station’s answer to Columbo, she texted back. This was not disloyal of her, so she didn’t even need to mention it to Sean.

More like Dumbo, he replied. Then, Hope you’re all right, D. Lemme know if you wanta talk. Always here to cheer you up xx

She scrutinised the selfie, committing the details to memory. He was getting ready to go out but thinking of her. She took another swig from the wine bottle. She deleted the selfie.

Deedee would never leave Sean. That was what mattered.
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