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2024

Julia Harte has found the perfect place to disappear: Cuan Beag, a secluded village on the east coast of Ireland. Home to fewer than one thousand residents, a popular day trip for tourists, it has proved to be a scenic corner in which to erase a life.

From her living room window she anxiously watches the night steal the remains of the evening sun, chasing the last of the day until even the shadows evaporate. Under the cover of night, the road beyond her short driveway is a gateway to possibilities, yet only residents’ cars travel this far from the village, and she knows the sound of the engines and the routines of the drivers. This corner of the world is so peaceful, at times it feels uninhabited; that’s why she chose to disappear here. But Julia knows anything is possible in the dark hours.

She snaps the blinds closed and draws the curtains, turning her back on the outside world, sealing off another day. Moving quickly through the rest of the cottage, she follows her nightly ritual, checking that windows are closed and latched properly, that the alarm system light is blinking as it should. She double-locked the front door when she came inside earlier but pushes against the handle now as she walks past. A flashlight stands ready on the hall table and she flicks it on and off, then brushes her fingers against the cool steel of an old golf club resting against the wall. A golf club and a flashlight … all anyone needs to keep away the darkness. 

Everything is as it should be. Safely locked in for another night inside her fortress, tucked into a corner of the world where her old life doesn’t exist.

In the kitchen her eyes rest on a single birthday card on the windowsill. She turned sixty last week; a milestone birthday, spent alone. The card is from an old friend, one of the few that know where to find her. Loneliness accosts her suddenly; sometimes she feels the quiet of Cuan Beag seeping into her soul, a cold chokehold that steals her breath, and wonders if she made the right decision. She shakes herself free of it; isn’t that how it goes when you leave your life behind? She imagines Philip rolling his eyes at her in those moments; she was never indecisive. In fact, her stubborn certainty that she was right was one of the things he loved about her in the early days. The solitude of this existence is exactly what she needs now. And if she feels lonely sometimes, well, that’s her penance.

In her small living room, Mutt is a tiny ball of white fur waiting patiently on the armchair near the hearth, his ears pricking up when she walks in. She smiles at him, the most ineffective guard dog she has ever met, and now, her only companion.

‘All tucked in for the night.’ She rubs his head as she walks to the dresser and pours a brandy into the same crystal glass that she has used for decades. It’s one of the few remnants of her life before; a wedding present, its twin long ago smashed into shards. She raises the glass to her wedding picture hanging on the wall and dips her head.

‘Night, Phil.’

Mutt rises onto his paws and circles to make room for her on the armchair. His age is showing, his movements slow, and she rubs his fur affectionately. She takes her first sip of brandy – it’s sharp and sears her throat, but she knows the second swallow will be gentler – and switches on the night-time news. 

The newsreader’s voice is hypnotic; updates from the White House in America, the stock exchange, a protest about climate change planned for Dublin city centre, no news on a young man who has been missing in Cork city for over a week. Her heart sinks at the last news item, but the woman who would have abandoned everything else to find that young man existed in a different life. Now, she sits with her dog on her lap and a brandy in one hand, happy to have escaped it all.

Her eyelids begin to close. But something startles her into alertness; a name. The newsreader’s baritone continues as it had before, but the words cause her to sit up straight. She feels her heart rate spike, a thudding that burns uncomfortably, her pulse sounding loud inside her head. The TV screen is blurring; she blinks rapidly and rests one hand heavier on Mutt’s fur, the other gripping the crystal glass like a vice. 

‘A spokesperson from the psychiatric hospital has confirmed that Mr Cox died suddenly earlier today. His conviction for several murders in 1994 and his subsequent incarceration in Cork—’

She’s breathless, fear tightening around her throat, dread that the news report might show photographs of him or even a film reel. Her heart is still pounding fast and hard, and she knows seeing James Cox again, even just a photograph, will be her undoing. And worse still, she might be in that photograph. Julia hadn’t intended to reach for the remote and change the channel but now she is watching highlights from a recent football match and beginning to breathe easier.

He’s dead.

Mutt stirs and she feels his eyes on her. His mouth twitches, anxious. He knows her moods by now. She pulls his face close and kisses him gently.

‘It’s all right, my little scruff. We might sleep easier tonight. The monster is dead.’

But she doesn’t sleep; she rarely does. With the dog breathing deeply and curled at her feet, she sits at a small desk in the second bedroom, the blue-white glow of the screen lighting up the room. She doesn’t feel the cold of the night. Her fingers tap the keys of her laptop, finding news articles, pausing to skim-read, searching for more. It’s almost thirty years since his arrest, and as the night passes, she relives that day as if it were yesterday. As the darkness fades into the weak light of dawn, she reads and rereads, then searches again. 

He is dead. 

It’s confirmed by all the major news stations; cause of death is a suspected heart attack, more details to follow. She allows her eyes to rest on the image of his face just once. He was handsome, in a way. A strong jaw, a high forehead, small, light-coloured eyes. He had benefitted from the best mental health care the state could offer, yet he was never released. She has been grateful for that mercy every day for decades. 

Her head feels fuzzy. She resists the urge to trawl through archived newspaper articles detailing the worst of James Cox; she doesn’t need the words and images on a screen to remember the names of his victims, their faces, their families’ grief. Now that he’s dead, will those families have peace? 

Will she?

Experience has taught her that now is not the time to relax. The media will dredge up the past again, will force the country to relive his crimes in all their gruesome detail. It will be a frenzy, less than it was thirty years ago, perhaps, but it will consume the front pages for a while. Will the articles mention her name? Will they show photographs of her? She can’t see why not. She and Cox are forever entwined, even in death. 

This chapter of my life is over, she thinks, closing the laptop with a soft click, her eyes on Mutt, who is sleeping soundly, his weight reassuring and warm against her ankles. She just has to keep her head down for the next week while the media run their stories and it will all blow over. 

Perhaps then she can finally lay the ghost of James Cox to rest.

Perhaps now she can stop being afraid of the dark.
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1994

‘What do you reckon?’ 

Garda Adrian Clancy parked the squad car against the kerb and leaned forward, peering into the semi-darkness. 

‘Turn the engine off,’ Julia suggested quietly.

‘Okay, boss.’ He turned the key and both of them rolled down their windows a couple of inches. They watched the road in front of them for few minutes in silence, noting it undisturbed. 

‘It’s quiet as a mouse,’ Adrian murmured and Julia nodded her agreement, angling her head to look all around them, straining to see in the half-light. After a stiflingly hot day, the night was cool and still. She welcomed the chill air yet shuddered as it rolled over her skin.

The housing estate in Douglas had two parallel rows of neatly landscaped semi-detached houses and looked like a postcard for suburban bliss. Cars parked in driveways, the adjacent grass neatly trimmed, low hedges the only permissible demarcation of ownership. A skateboard lay abandoned on the grass nearest to them, its green logo glinting in the glow of an overhead streetlight. True, graffiti marred a nearby electricity box, but it all looked so ordinary. 

Still, they were on high alert. Two teenage girls had been reported missing one week ago. Extensive searches had yielded nothing so far, and the frustration of each investigating officer was laced with fear. People had disappeared before, and some of them had never been found. But in this case, that was a reality the chief superintendent, Des Riordan, refused to accept. And it was why Julia and her partner were here; a resident had reported a disturbance that might fit with the disappearance of the two girls. 

Or it might all be a total waste of time.

‘What’s this guy’s name again?’ she asked, and Adrian pulled a notebook from the glovebox, his eyes flicking over his scrawled notes. He did a bad job of stifling a yawn as he read. 

‘O’Mahony. Tony. Says he can hear a girl crying for the last few hours inside number thirty-six. The chief is jumpy; he sent word to check it out. Problem with this guy O’Mahony is that last month he made several complaints about someone knocking on his living room window at the crack of dawn, which turned out to be a pair of hooded crows, so you know …’ His voice trailed away and he returned to watching the street in front of them, yawning again.

Julia rolled her window down further. ‘I suppose Molloy and Connolly will want an update in case we turn up anything linked to those two missing girls.’ 

Her lip curled as she spoke their names; one of them was younger than her, she was sure of it, and she hated that he’d been promoted while she felt stifled as a Garda. 

‘Connolly said to let him know how this turns out. They’re in the city at a possible sighting; us lackeys get the grunt work, as per.’ 

The Garda station had a pressure-cooker feel to it and the chief superintendent was coming under increasing scrutiny. Julia was intrigued by the case, but as a rank-and-file Garda, she’d only been tasked with door-to-door interviews and searches of a football pitch behind the girls’ school. She walked past the conference room wistfully every day on her way to the canteen, catching glimpses of the girls’ photographs on the noticeboard. Julia knew everything about them – Louise Hynes and Jeanette Coyle were best friends, just sixteen years old, both from loving families that desperately wanted them home. Her hands itched to grab the file reports and study them, to be more involved in it all, but the detective inspectors, especially Jim Connolly, seemed to take great pleasure in shutting her out. 

Adrian yawned again, loud and uninhibited. 

‘Ugh … sorry.’

‘Is Audrey still not sleeping?’ Julia asked sympathetically. 

He rubbed his hands roughly over his face, his stubble rasping against his fingers. ‘That child has our hearts broken. Mary says it’s bound to be colic. There’s no let-up whatsoever.’

Julia smiled weakly; babies and their sleeping habits wasn’t something she could advise her work partner on. She cleared her throat.

‘Right. So, Tony O’Mahony and his nuisance calls. As I said, what do you reckon?’

‘Well, that behaviour isn’t unusual for crows actually, they were probably pecking at their own reflection. I told him to close the bloody curtains, or failing that, to hang a few CDs on a string to confuse the birds, and lo and behold—’

Julia suppressed an exasperated groan. ‘Not the birds, Adrian, the crying from the house next door. Do we know who owns the house?’

‘Oh, right, yeah.’ He sounded sheepish. ‘O’Mahony said the house is between tenants at the moment; the owners live in Dublin. Says he tried knocking at the door but got no response. He also said we’re not to disturb him and his wife any further but to do the job the taxpayers are paying us for and make the noise stop.’

‘He sounds like a charmer.’ She grinned at him.

Adrian knocked his knuckles on the dashboard and sighed; neither of them relished the thought of wasting their time on yet another false lead. Julia peered into the stillness of the estate again. ‘Come on; this is creeping me out. Let’s get it over with.’

She was reaching to the back seat for her jacket when Adrian’s whispered ‘Holy Christ!’ gave her pause. She looked towards the house, her pulse immediately racing. It seemed at first like a streak of white light rushing at their car. Realization came fast – it was a young woman, a girl really, dressed in a white string vest and underwear, running barefoot towards them. Her long dark hair billowed around her face as she ran. Her legs jerked unsteadily but her arms pushed the air at her sides, desperately propelling herself forward. 

Away from number thirty-six.

Julia pushed the car door open so hard it bounced back onto her legs as she leapt onto the footpath. She reached the girl within seconds, Adrian at her side, and together they grabbed her as she collapsed into their arms. Her skin felt wet, slick and slippery, and in the semi-light from a nearby streetlight, Julia realized it was blood – the girl’s arms and legs were covered in blood.

The young girl staggered against Adrian’s chest and he gripped her around the waist, trying to keep her upright. ‘I’ve got you, pet; I’ve got you.’

Panic thickened his voice and Julia’s eyes met his; she could see he felt the same dread she did. 

‘Ambulance,’ Adrian said, nodding at Julia. Then, to the girl, ‘Can you stand?’

She sagged further against him. Julia’s eyes roamed over her arms and legs, her torso, looking for wounds. All that blood and no obvious sign of any injury … as though the blood wasn’t hers. When her eyes reached the girl’s face she gasped; it was one of the two missing teenagers. 

‘Louise? It’s Louise, isn’t it? We’re here to help you.’

The girl’s eyes were rolling in her head as she slumped against Adrian’s chest. Julia gripped her arm. ‘Are there others inside the house?’ she asked, leaning closer. ‘Is there anyone else inside? Is Jeanette in there?’ She wanted to tell Louise that she was safe now, that whatever ordeal she had endured was over, but she couldn’t get the words out. The girl nodded and gasped, half-collapsing again. Heaving with the effort, Adrian scooped her into his arms and turned to the car.

‘We need to get her to hospital, we can’t wait. Can you get the radio and … where are you going?’

‘She nodded; just now she nodded! There’s someone else in the house,’ Julia said, backing away from them. ‘It could be Jeanette Coyle, Adrian! All that blood … I have to get to her!’

He looked frantic, his eyes bulging in his face. His mouth opened and closed while he staggered a little with the girl in his arms. ‘Jesus, Jules, no!’ he cried, aghast. ‘Don’t you dare!’

‘Stay with her.’ Louise Hynes was unconscious now, her head lolling back, dark hair swinging in the air. ‘Call for help! But I have to, Adrian. If Jeanette’s in there, or anyone else, they could be bleeding out.’

‘Are you mad? We have to wait! Jules!’

She knew it was reckless, to go into number thirty-six alone, but adrenaline fired inside her; she had no choice. Adrian was still shouting but his voice was muffled, easy to drown out. She crossed the road in a quick jog and crouched a little lower to the ground as she ran up the driveway, her eyes alert for movement. The front door of the house was still open. Julia pushed it wider with one hand, the fingers of her other hand flexing behind her back, feeling nothing there. She thought of her baton on the back seat of the car with her jacket and closed her eyes, cursing under her breath. But she couldn’t turn back – she could hear it. Weeping, followed by loud, anguished wails; someone inside this house was terrified, crying for help, begging for help. 

Gritting her teeth she stepped inside.
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1994

The hall light was on, the narrow space illuminated by a bulb that hung limply from the ceiling, a short magnolia-coloured corridor in front of her. Julia moved forward, shoes squeaking on a plastic carpet runner. The hallway was piled with old newspapers and boxes, stacked against the walls. She stood still to listen, to figure out where the crying was coming from. Downstairs: she was sure of it. But it was difficult to pinpoint exactly from where; it seemed to be coming from all around her. It sounded like a woman was crying from inside the very walls, the sound engulfing the whole house. And she was hugely distressed, begging and sobbing. 

Julia placed one hand on the wall, trying to ground herself – the instinct to help this person was so strong she felt light-headed. She wondered if she should shout out but abandoned the idea. There was every chance the perpetrator was inside this house and without her baton, all Julia had was the element of surprise and some self-defence manoeuvres she had been shown during her training. She was sure Jeanette Coyle was in here … but where?

She would have to search the whole house.

She gripped the handle of the nearest door and pushed it open, her fingers flicking on the light. The room was stripped bare of all furniture except a bookcase, every shelf piled with books in haphazard stacks, some piles threatening to fall over. A worn, faded red carpet showed indents where chair legs had once pressed into it. But the room was otherwise empty. 

Moving on, heading further down the hallway, Julia stepped into the next room and found it a mirror of the first; the same red carpet but no furniture save for a floor-to-ceiling bookcase that was full of candelabras, framed photographs and stacks of paperwork. There was a radiator against the wall and she rested a hand on it; it was freezing cold to touch. She shuddered; the house had an emptiness about it, as though it was stripped of life except for the loud cries of someone trapped inside. 

She moved to the kitchen at the back of the house and turned on the light. The room was empty. Leaving the light on, better to banish the dark, she moved back to the staircase. Panic was rising further inside her, the incessant cries for help pulsating inside her head. The cries reminded her of training videos at the Garda college, of drug addicts in interview rooms, of distressed parents being given bad news. Moaning and weeping; it was the sound of desperation. She felt an urge again to call out I’m here!, to scream Where are you?

But she carried on in silence.

Back in the hallway, she wiped her damp palms on her thighs before gripping the wooden banister and hoisting herself up the stairs. The landing was a small, narrow rectangle, set in darkness. She felt along the wall and flicked the switch – nothing. Perhaps the bulb had gone, or had been removed. She stepped towards the nearest door and pushed it open; the air inside the room reeked of something she couldn’t bear to think about. She reached for the light switch and exhaled in relief as a bright glare filled the small bathroom. Blinking in the stark light, she could see immediately that the room was empty. 

The sound of crying seemed as strong here as it did downstairs. Julia turned in a full circle, confusion and fear making her heart thrash inside her chest. She had to keep searching. 

There were three bedrooms, all with working bulbs in the light fittings, harsh glares that made Julia squint as she took in the emptiness. The first bedroom was dominated by a double bed in the centre of the room, while the others had single beds pushed against one wall, all lying like wooden skeletons stripped bare. There were bedside lockers and small wooden wardrobes; Julia rushed through each room, pulling open cupboard doors, checking under beds, quickly establishing each bedroom was empty. 

If Jeanette Coyle was crying inside this house, where was she? 

She raced back down the stairs, not caring about making any noise, just about getting out of here. A thought struck her suddenly – where was all the blood? The girl outside with Adrian had been covered in it, but the house was clean. Fear was a cold hand at her throat – she was not safe in this house. 

But the cries were still loud and she couldn’t abandon whoever needed her. She moved quickly to the kitchen again – was there a utility room she hadn’t noticed earlier or a downstairs toilet maybe? She reached for the kitchen counter, to lean against it for a moment, but stopped, her hand suspended in mid-air. 

This was all wrong. 

No matter where she was in the house, the sound of the cries was the same and it was coming from everywhere. The same thing, over and over, as though it was on a loop. 

Suddenly, the sound and the light seemed to surge and then everything stopped. Julia found herself standing in complete darkness and absolute silence, plunging her into heart-stopping terror. And she understood – the electricity had been cut. The light, the sound, cut off. Realization was a stranglehold. It hadn’t been a crying woman she was listening to. It had been a recording of a crying woman, playing throughout the house. 

She gasped for air, fearing that the dark might suffocate her. She had to get out! The hallway beyond the kitchen seemed longer, the partially open front door frustratingly close yet still so far away. Saliva pooled in her mouth, the familiar warning sign before throwing up, and she swallowed hard. The only sound now was of her own heart in her ears, thudding a warning drill. She stood still, willing her eyes to adjust to the near-complete darkness around her, straining to hear any sound, anything at all. Any indication she wasn’t alone.

The silence was a deafening pressure in her head as her fingers twitched, wishing she were holding her baton, her flashlight, anything. But then she remembered where she was; kitchens were full of weapons. She and Adrian had attended enough domestic disturbance call-outs to know that. 

She reached out cautiously. Her fingers connected with the metal lip of a drawer and pulled on it slowly; it slid open with a soft sigh. Barely breathing, she dipped her fingers inside, touching metal. A thick shaft with a sharp blade at the top … a box cutter, perhaps? It was enough. She pulled it out and gripped the handle, then forced her legs forward. With her hands stretched out in front of her, the box cutter hit the kitchen door with a soft tap. Julia moved around it, leaned against the wall briefly, steadying herself; now it was just the hallway to walk through, then the front door. To Adrian, to safety. 

The darkness was less dense as she moved through the hallway, the streetlights outside, and the moonlight, offering a lighter shade of night. Her eyes found the shadows made by the piles of newspapers and she stepped carefully around them. Her shoes squeaked on the plastic carpet runner and she groaned inwardly, moving forward with a sense that someone was behind her, anticipating a touch on her shoulder at any moment.

Once she stepped over the threshold and her foot hit concrete, Julia sprinted from the house. The cold air stung her face and her vision clouded with tears. She blinked them away; the road was as quiet and still as before, mocking her, as though the terror of the last ten minutes hadn’t happened.

The Garda car was still in situ, Adrian now in the driver’s seat. She focused on that as she ran. But something wasn’t right; he sat still and straight, staring at her through the windscreen. What was wrong with him? Why hadn’t he come to help her? He needed to know it was a trap, that whoever had hurt the girl was inside the house. They needed to get out of here!

As Julia yanked open the driver’s door, the car’s interior light flooded it and she stopped still, the box cutter slipping from her hand. Adrian gasped, a sickening wet gurgle, and his body began to shake. She watched as his hands clutched at a large slash at his throat, his fingers desperately trying to quell the pulsing dark blood that flowed onto his neck. His eyes met hers and a sob escaped her lips. 

‘No!’ She crouched down and pressed her hands to his throat over his own weak fingers. Her face was close to his, close enough to see the fear in his eyes, pleading with her silently to save him. ‘Adrian!’ she whispered. Tearing her eyes away from his, Julia looked left and right, to the empty street, the dark houses. ‘Help me! Please!’ she screamed, but the only answer was a wretched gasping as Adrian struggled to breathe. He began to convulse violently and then, all too quickly, he stopped. In the backseat, the young girl lay on her front, her face hidden by her hair. In the weak light, Julia could see patches of fresh blood on her back and dark liquid dripping from her wrists onto the carpeted footwell.

Julia stood up. Her hands felt wet now, her palms soaked in Adrian’s blood. In the still and quiet street, in the semi-darkness, while she had been inside number thirty-six, someone had cut the power to the house and killed her partner and the girl they were trying to save. The night pressed in on her from all sides as she scanned the street, certain she wasn’t alone.
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Julia watches the sun rise, feeling calmer as hues of rust and fire hang low on the horizon, edging out the night. Warmth washes over her skin and she smiles; they are safer in the light of a new day. She hates the night, never sleeping more than a few hours. If she were to try to explain it to someone, she would say that the dead, the victims she didn’t save, come for her during the dark hours. When the sun goes down, the failures of those cases morph from bad luck into blame, and Julia always finds herself to be at fault. A sound night’s sleep with a clear conscience is a luxury she doesn’t believe she deserves.

Mutt barks a soft greeting, stopping in front of her chair by the window. He’s used to waking in her bedroom to find her gone. 

‘Good morning.’ She bends to rub his snow-white fur. ‘Let’s get you some fresh air.’

They move together through the cottage and she keys in the alarm code and unlocks the back door, pulling it open for him. As Mutt darts between her legs and onto the grass, Julia looks around their small garden, at the six-foot-high fence behind thick Griselinia hedging, at the large metal padlock on the side gate. Everything is in its place and looks the way it should; there are no holes or gaps, no sign of attempted entry. Three weeks ago, she would have stepped outside with a golf club in her hand and pulled on the padlock, just to be sure. For the last thirty years she has lived in fear that a madman had escaped or been released from his hospital prison; but now he’s dead and she’s beginning to feel safe at last.

As she fills the kettle at the sink her eyes rest on a white and pink card propped up against the window; an invitation her neighbours had delivered a fortnight ago. Ger and Veronica Walsh are hosting their granddaughter’s christening party this afternoon, and they said they would love Julia to join them. Since she moved to Cuan Beag she’s largely kept to herself. But now she can feel herself evolve from a woman who wanted to disappear into one who just might consider the company of strangers to pass an afternoon.

The Walshes are Julia’s closest neighbours, and still a five-minute drive away. The heat of the summer is slowly fading as the cool breath of autumn approaches, but the afternoon sun is hotter than she had expected; as she stops at their entrance gate she pulls her blouse from under her arms where it has stuck unpleasantly to her skin. At the front door, a young boy in his teens greets her, his glinting smile showing shiny metal braces. He grins broadly at Mutt. ‘Aw, he’s so cute! I love dogs! Come on in.’ He adds Julia’s gift to a pile on the hall table and leads her through the house to glass doors that open outward onto the garden. ‘Everyone’s back here.’

Julia looks at the crowd of people standing and sitting in clusters, chatting and smiling with each other with ease. Butterflies flutter in her stomach – it’s been so long since she’s been around this many people. Mutt wriggles in her arms, keen to be let loose on the grass, but she holds him close a little longer, the fur on the top of his head tickling her chin. 

‘Mrs Harte!’ A woman steps towards her, a small bundle in pink nestled in her arms. ‘Welcome!’

‘Oh, please call me Julia.’ Julia thinks she and Veronica Walsh must be of similar age, but the other woman has kept the colour in her hair, a light blonde that offsets the fan of wrinkles around her eyes. They’ve nodded in greeting a few times, but never properly spoken. It’s an unsettling reality that she knows nothing about most of the people that live in Cuan Beag.

‘Thank you for coming! This is my daughter Nicole’s baby, Megan.’ She dips her head towards the baby shrouded in a pink blanket. ‘Would you like to hold her?’

Veronica’s eyes rest on Mutt in Julia’s arms and her mouth wobbles, as if she wishes to retract her offer. Julia squeezes Mutt gently in gratitude. ‘Oh, I’m probably covered in little dog hairs; best not.’

Veronica visibly relaxes, her smile returning. ‘Well, I’ll just get this one inside for a nap. Ger is over there at the barbecue, and my other daughter Colleen is at the drinks table – quelle surprise! She’ll sort you out.’ 

As Veronica steps into the house, the teenage boy with the braces returns and guides Julia to a deckchair in a shady part of the garden, offering her a drink. She opts for a lemonade, finally lowering Mutt to the ground once she’s seated. The drink is cool, the glass filled with ice, and she’s glad of it. Her blouse is sticking to her back now, and the elastic waistband of her trousers feels suctioned to the deep scar above her hip. The boy returns with a bowl of water for Mutt and she thanks him again, watching him dash to and fro among the guests. 

‘I see you’ve met my son.’ Julia shades her eyes as she looks up at the woman standing in front of her. ‘I’m Colleen Walsh, that’s my Bailey. So you’re Julia Harte, living in the old Pearson cottage.’

‘That’s me.’ Julia half stands to shake her hand, marvelling that though she’s tried to keep to herself, this stranger knows who she is and where she lives. ‘It’s nice to meet you. Bailey is a lovely young man, you must be proud of him.’

‘He’s a good boy.’ Colleen remains standing, despite a cluster of empty deckchairs beside Julia, a full glass of wine in her hand. ‘I see you from time to time in the village.’ The statement hangs between them, almost an accusation. The low set of Colleen’s eyebrows belies an earlier tension or argument she’s still ruminating on; Julia learned to read people a long time ago. Colleen gulps two swallows of wine, her eyes on Julia. ‘Word is you used to be a detective.’ 

Julia licks her lips, her heart beating fast. 

‘I guess that’s why McGuire never made a fuss when you took his dog. He had a lot more to hide than a neglected animal, according to my dad. If you ask me, you did the poor thing a favour.’ She bends and ruffles Mutt’s ear, almost tipping her wine onto the grass. 

‘You seem to know a lot about me.’ Julia tries to keep her tone light-hearted. Cuan Beag is a small place; she knew a new resident would draw curiosity. But the extent of what they know about her comes as a surprise.

‘Yeah well, people here need something to talk about. It’s secluded here, dead boring for a teenager. That’s why I moved Bailey closer to the city.’ She waves the wine glass in the air. ‘I’m hoping to open up a florist in the village, actually. The rent on a place is half what it is in town.’

‘Oh, yes?’ Small talk … Julia hasn’t missed this.

‘Mum says I’m mad, that we just don’t have the population here. But she’s forgetting about the internet. People will order online. I keep telling her – you can find anything on the internet, isn’t that right?’

Julia sips from her lemonade, the glass slippery with condensation, wondering if that’s a loaded question. Colleen doesn’t wait long for an answer. 

‘Anyway, I’d better go and help Bailey. Nicole doesn’t have to do a thing, seeing as she “just gave birth” seven months ago.’ The exaggerated air quotes betray her sarcasm and disgust at not getting to sit down and relax like her sister; Julia marvels at how the woman didn’t spill a drop of wine in the process. She watches her disappear inside the house with a sigh of relief and leans back in the deckchair, watching the people around her. Noting features and watching body language are things she did before, in her career. It doesn’t surprise her that she’s still doing it now; old habits are hard to break.

There are two couples standing together, the women chatting and laughing in a carefree way. But the stiff-shouldered posture of the men beside them makes Julia smile; they don’t want to be here, beside each other, making small talk. There’s tension between them; in such a rural setting, she’s not surprised. The fallout over land kept her busy many years ago as a Garda. She and Adrian were well versed in such disputes and she can spot the signs. Another couple stand with a small child, a little apart from the others. They appear to be arguing in low voices, the man fighting to keep his expression neutral, small angry hand gestures punching the space between them.

Though people-watching can be morbid in a way, she regrets the interruption when a number of guests decide to sit near her, seeking shade under a cluster of large trees. 

‘Hello.’ A man takes the deckchair beside her and leans forward, offering his hand. ‘I’m Dale Robinson, I live over past the dock road.’

‘Hello.’ Julia returns his handshake, clearing her throat. ‘I’m Julia Harte. Call me Julia.’

‘I’ve seen you in the café in town.’ She smiles at him referring to the tiny village of Cuan Beag as a town. ‘The wife and myself are here five years, over from London. Lovely little place. We moved here to retire; the wife was born and raised in Wicklow.’

Julia wonders if ‘the wife’ has a name and if she’s here today. It doesn’t look like it – Dale seems to be alone and keen to talk. 

‘He’s a cute little fellow.’ He gestures towards Mutt, who is lapping water at Julia’s feet. ‘Very well behaved. I’m not sure what Ger and Veronica will make of him to be honest – Ger can be a bit uptight about his garden. Still, as long as he doesn’t sh—’

‘So, how do you like retirement, Dale?’ she interrupts. ‘Is the quiet peace of Cuan Beag suiting you and your wife?’

He looks around the garden, at the neighbours who inhabit his life now in this new home. ‘It’s, as you Irish say, grand. The kids visit now and then, keep us busy. Much quieter than my previous life, let me tell you! I used to be a reporter.’

‘Oh yes?’

‘Crime and punishment, that was my bread and butter. Solid living out of it too – people never tire of breaking the law. In fact …’ He raises his sunglasses to the top of his head, his eyes squinting at her. Julia swallows a bolt of sour-tasting dread, feeling it settle in the pit of her stomach. ‘… I could swear I’ve met you before.’ Suddenly he sits up straight and clicks his fingers. ‘I knew you looked familiar!’ 

She closes her eyes; she knows there’s no way to deny who she is … was. This is her worst nightmare, the very thing she has tried to avoid for five years. 

‘Julia Harte! Detective Inspector, no less!’ Dale lowers his voice, resting his elbow on the arm of the deckchair, leaning closer. ‘My daughter Karen is a big fan of yours. She studied a textbook you wrote like it was the bloody bible. She’s a senior detective with the Met Police, a great girl. She’ll be delighted I met you!’

Julia forces herself to smile. Her book, an academic project she dedicated her first two years of retirement to, had been a resounding success. It had been intended to be an academic textbook for trainee detectives and students of criminal psychology and procedure. Julia had been intrigued by the idea of documenting the skills she had learned over the course of her career. Books were something she had devoured in her early days as a Garda when she’d been hungry for promotion. She had fought hard for her position in the force, and the team she had worked with had helped a lot of people. The book had been her way to try to give something back. Julia had made sure to keep the cases she chose to feature behind a veil of anonymity – no dates were used, the victims’ and perpetrators’ names changed, and only scant facts given to allow introduction to the weightier procedural text in each chapter. 

But it had catapulted her into the public eye in a way she had neither anticipated nor wanted. Her dreams of the book becoming a beacon for aspiring detectives shrivelled into a nightmare, as ghoulish true crime enthusiasts proclaimed it their ‘book of the year’ and it became a multi-genre bestseller. Among the online forums, podcasts and magazine articles praising the book, some dedicated their efforts to decoding the pseudonyms she had used in the book’s case studies. Her horror and notoriety grew in tandem and she was acutely aware that as each alias was deciphered and announced online, families were retraumatized, their pain fodder for profit, their loved ones reduced to ink on a page. The limelight shamed her; the book remains one of her biggest regrets. 

She sits up straighter and smooths out the fabric on her trousers, avoiding the man’s eyes.

‘I’m retired. Or at least I’m trying to be. That all feels like another life. I hope you can understand that.’ She smiles at him, but hopes her words convey how strongly she does not want to discuss this. 

‘Of course I understand! I’m sure it was a very exciting career though.’ He leans closer still, lowering his voice to a conspiratorial murmur. ‘That fellow that died a few weeks ago – Cox, wasn’t it? Karen asked me about that when she rang home last weekend. She was fascinated; she mentioned reading about the crimes and capture of James Cox when she was in college in London.’

Julia blinks several times; it takes her a moment to absorb the words. James Cox is still a topic of conversation and suddenly, she feels lightheaded. Even hearing Cox’s name spoken aloud is jarring, the casualness of how Dale says it unsettling. 

‘Christ, the things he did! Sickening stuff! Did you work on that case?’ Dale’s eyes are wide, his gaze intense. He’s treating one of the worst periods of her life like an entertaining story, a piece of gossip he can share with his daughter. The stifling heat of the afternoon has quickly vanished; she shivers, feeling queasy.

The crimes and capture of James Cox didn’t feature in Julia’s book. She couldn’t do it. There was no way to shroud the facts of what he did in pseudonyms – Cox was one of the most infamous killers in Ireland at the time. The details of his arrest remain a memory she finds too painful to relive. Though her editor all but threatened to pull the book if she didn’t include it, Julia held firm; she owed it to Philip to never revisit that night.

A cool breeze lifts the hair at the nape of her neck. It’s a welcome breath of air that startles her out of the dazzling panic brought on by speaking about Cox, at being fully identified by the man beside her. She stands up and gathers Mutt into her arms. 

‘I’ll have to go now; so sorry. It was lovely to meet you, Dale.’

‘Well … when my daughter visits can I bring her to your house? She’d love to pick your brains! Or buy you lunch in town?’

His voice is fading as she moves through the garden and steps inside the house. Out of the corner of her eye she can see Veronica watching her open-mouthed, a tray of cooked sausages in her hands. Her grandson Bailey asks, ‘Are you okay, Mrs Harte?’ as she passes him, but she keeps going, her eyes on the front door. Mutt licks her arms gently as she walks to her car; she blinks tears from her eyes and kisses his head.

‘Let’s go home.’

The postman has been while she was out; a postcard, the bright blues and dazzling whites of southern Spain on the front, the neat handwriting of Mary Clancy on the back. 


Dearest Julia – sending you love and best wishes from the beach! All my love, Mary



She leans her head against the wall in the hallway as she reads. Mary Clancy lives with her daughter Audrey now. Adrian’s family became Julia’s too, after his death. She misses them. A cup of tea with someone who understands her feels like the most wonderful thing in the world right now.

A little while later, sipping her second brandy and sitting in her armchair, Julia’s hands have stopped shaking. The setting sun angles on the handle of a golf club resting against the wall beside the TV. She sighs. Her eyes find Philip’s face, frozen in happiness on their wedding day. What would he say if he could see her now? Exhausted after barely thirty minutes with her neighbours in this little village where she is a stranger. Emotional after being confronted with her career, something she had fought for, something everything once came second to. And still so scared that later, before it gets dark, she’ll spend almost an hour checking and rechecking that her home is
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