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CHAPTER ONE


[image: ]


“Stop fussing, love,” her husband told her. “Everything looks grand.” 

Nevertheless, Maggie McCracken made little adjustments to the nibbles arranged on surfaces around the sitting room: a cheese board with oatcakes, bowls of olives and salted nuts, and hummus with carrot and cucumber crudites. She was a bit self-conscious about the hummus; she’d never served it before and didn’t know how it would go down.

By half past seven, everyone had arrived: three former students from her continuing education class, the partner of one and the friend of another, and a colleague from the college who’d been invited last minute to make the numbers work. Sopping coats were hung, wine poured, pleasantries and moans about the weather exchanged, fingers straying to the food. The smell of the beef and Guinness stew drifted in from the kitchen, drawing exclamations of delight and anticipation. Maggie had kept the menu simple: a side of champ—mashed with scallions—and a big mixed salad as a vegetarian option, lemon drizzle for afters, ice cream in the freezer if anyone wanted.

As Terry shook hands and introductions were exchanged, Maggie moved among them with ease, smiling, touching a sleeve here, refilling a glass there, guiding people gently towards the seats she had already decided suited them best. Ever tactful, she avoided what might be the obvious questions to those who’d taken her class—Had they written any more? Had they submitted anything to a publisher?—and asked instead about partners, wains, work or travel. Wains, children 

“Och, I love your earrings!” the female partner enthused.

Maggie thanked her, beaming, one finger going up to her right earlobe. Her earrings were her trademark. Never safe—brushed-gold arcs or sharp geometric folds; Art Deco or 60s-inspired drops. Playful, like the woman herself. Tonight she was wearing a pair of tiny gold hands, palms up.

The conversations continued, Maggie and Terry doing their best to make everyone feel comfortable. Eventually, Maggie chimed her glass with a fork, raised it.

“Scran’s up in twenty minutes. Before we eat, but, how’s about a wee game?”

There was a collective groan from the three ex-students, mostly affectionate. Someone laughed. Terry, fighting a smile, rolled his eyes. He had been here before.

“A way to break the ice, just,” Maggie clarified.

“Is this like that thing you did in class?” a student asked. “With the envelopes and the knocking three times on the desk?”

“Something like that, aye. A right laugh, it’ll be,” Maggie promised the partner and the friend, who were looking around with half-smiles, unsure if they should bolt for the front door. She jerked her head at the others. “This lot knows what I’m like with my wee games.”

Terry snorted into his wine. 

She explained the rules. Each person would tell a story about themselves—something that sounded embarrassing but wasn’t true, or something true made to sound insignificant. The rest of them would vote on which it was. No explanations required. No arguing the result. And that was it.

“Hold on a wee moment, there,” the partner said, making a show of scratching his head. “Maybe I’m a bit slow on the uptake. The first I understand, but it’s the second one I’m struggling with.”

Some of the others looked relieved; maybe they’d been wondering the same thing.

“You tell us something important that happened to you, but you make it sound trivial.” 

“You mean like... I quit my job and moved countries,” one of the former students suggested, “and leave out the bit where I’d been cooking the books for years and was about to be sacked?”

“Exactly,” Maggie replied through the laughter.

“So the truth’s there,” someone said, “and you just tuck the awkward bit away?”

“Aye, that’s it.”

Terry gave a wry laugh. “For years, she’s been inflicting this wee game on people round ours,” he said. “Not one has ever come back for dinner again.”

They roared with laughter, Maggie giving her husband a light swat on the shoulder.

“Och, go on away with you, Terry.” She was smiling despite herself.

“Er...who wins?” the friend asked.

“And what’s the prize?” a student asked, grinning.

“No winners, no losers,” Maggie said. “It’s not about being right. It’s about instinct.”

“And if we opt out?” someone asked.

A look of mock horror from Terry. 

“Then it’s the corner and the dunce cap for you. And no afters.”

They all laughed along with Maggie.

“You refuse to play my Maggie’s games at your peril,” Terry went on, grinning, unrepentant. 

“My husband the comedian,” Maggie said dryly. “You see what I have to live with. For my sins.” More laughter. “No. If you don’t want to play, then you’re exempt. Which is also saying something.”

They played, and continued playing after moving to the dining table.

There was laughter, the clink of cutlery, wine loosening tongues. The laughter grew louder, less careful. One student told a story about stealing traffic cones as a teenager; another claimed to have cried in a supermarket over their favorite brand of pasta being discontinued. Votes were cast. Maggie laughed along in the right places, nodded encouragingly, but never offered a story of her own.

Halfway through, someone noticed.

“You haven’t gone yet,” the friend said.

Maggie tilted her head. “I’m hosting.”

“So?”

“So I get to watch.”

That earned another laugh. Maggie always said it like a joke.

When the plates were cleared and people were lingering over their glasses, one of the students leaned back in her chair.

“Takes me back,” she said. 

“Aye, me and all. Like we were in the classroom again. Maggie was always doing that, wasn’t she?”

“Doing what?” the partner asked.

“Turning our assignments into games. During our lectures, I mean. There were times sitting at my desk, I felt more like a contestant on a quiz show than a student learning how to write a memoir.”

The colleague from the college hesitated, then said, “That was actually revealing, Maggie. I might just try that with my class and all. If I may?”  

Maggie’s smile sharpened just a fraction. “Of course. Games make things interesting. They get people talking.”

“Aye,” one of the students called out. “Though...loose lips sink ships, and all that.”

“It gets people telling on themselves,” another hooted boozily.

There was a brief pause—not awkward, exactly. Then laughter, easy and warm. Someone asked about pudding. The conversation moved on.

From the corner of the room, Terry watched Maggie smile, gracious and at ease, already clearing plates, already shepherding the evening forward.

Later, when they were alone in the kitchen, Terry grabbed the Fairy Liquid and shook his head, faintly amused, as he rinsed glasses at the sink.

“You enjoy that a bit too much, love.”

“What are you on about? Enjoy what?”

“Watching people.”

Maggie wrung out the dishcloth. “Everyone watches, Terry.”

“Aye. Most of us don’t make a game out of it, but.”

She leaned in and kissed his cheek, already reaching past him for the tea towel.

“Oh,” she said lightly. “You know as well as I do, love. It only sounds like a game.”
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CHAPTER TWO
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TWO MONTHS AGO

It wasn’t often Derry got a new restaurant, especially one with these prices. Le Quotient had opened the week before, been designed with an eye on those willing to open their wallets, and open them wide. Eejits with more money than sense, some might say, but none of those people could afford to walk through the door. And it paid to be seen there.
“On brand,” his wife had told him. He’d laughed his good-natured laugh. Might as well go with the flow, though something—his instincts, presumably—made him wonder if that wasn’t a bit shallow. She said it more and more often. A tiny red flag was waving, but, then again, he wasn’t the man he’d been a year ago either. They’d both changed. And she was beginning to bring more money in.
He glanced across the table to see if she was enjoying her dish; it had certainly cost enough! As usual, though, her face was glued to the phone, tapping, swiping, hollowing her cheeks, pursing her lips. God only knew what filter she was using, what site she was on now.

She’d taken photos of whatever it actually was that was on her plate—something with a French name; he hadn’t a clue—before making a show of pushing it around with the oddly shaped fork and taking a video of that as well. Offbeat cutlery was part of the experience, included in the price, together with the exotic plants from Africa that dotted the interior (their strange shapes were perfect for Instagram). And the statement light fixture above their heads. Looked like an interplanetary craft to him.

The place was buzzing, cutlery clinking, a sweep of voices rising and falling under the glow of the statement lights. They were surrounded by those in the know, Derry’s power set, there to be seen just as much as they wanted to sample the exotic menu from the French chef. He himself could’ve made do with a portion of curry chips (and probably would’ve enjoyed it more), but she’d insisted they come.

The carrycot sat on the bench between them. He himself would’ve thought the wain a bit too young to be brought out for dinner, and the maitre d’ had raised an eyebrow, but the wee one was sleeping through it all. So far.

He was halfway through tonight’s trending dish—beef Wellington with a black pudding twist that appealed to him, elevating the food of his childhood—when he noticed a lad no more than eight or nine gawping at him from across a nearby table.

The lad clambered off his chair, shuffling closer until he simply stood there, staring wide-eyed at his hero. He looked back at his father, still at the table. The man appeared just as thrilled, pride shining as he nudged the lad forward with an encouraging grin.

He set down his fork and gave the boy a smile and a little wave. The lad lit up, cheeks glowing, and his father all but beamed.

His wife, however, was watching it all with her lips set, a little shake of the head. The baby stirred in her carrycot beside the table, snuffling and giving a series of squeaky grunts. A wet sigh followed, then a hiccup. He leaned down instinctively, rocking the handle until she settled again. The lad’s grin widened further, eyes bright at the sight.

From a nearby table, an older woman in a cardigan shot them a look—the sort that said babies belonged in nurseries, not in Derry’s dining hot spot of the season. His wife caught it and only smiled wider, angling the carrycot so the infant was better displayed. Then she turned to the lad, eyes flicking over him with disdain. She waved dismissively.

“Away off with you now, wee boy. You’ve had your gawp. Shoo! Shoo!”

The boy’s smile faltered, but he nodded, hurrying back to his father. The man gave him a quick hug before settling the lad back into his seat.

He picked up his fork again, cheeks tight with a grin that wasn’t a grin at all. But she didn’t notice. Fingers clutching her phone, she was already bent over the carrycot, not to soothe the baby but to stage the ribbon on the blanket, ensuring it looked perfect. For her feed, her followers to fawn over.
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CHAPTER THREE
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A MONTH AGO

Rain battered the windows of the Foyleside College for Continuing Education. Most of those windows were dark, but in a classroom on the third floor, the strip of fluorescent lighting flickered faintly over Maggie as—panicked—she fumbled for her handbag under the desk.
She hauled it onto her lap and—casting an anguished glance at the time on her phone—scrabbled through the keys and makeup, the telltale tightness creeping upward, sharp and slow. Her chest felt caged. She was now wheezing, lungs fighting to take in the air.
Finally, her fingers latched around her inhaler.
At the very bottom.
Bloody typical.
She shook it, brought it up to her lips and took a deep drag.
It was like someone had just opened a window inside her lungs. Sweet release.
Maggie leaned back in her chair, relieved. What would the students do if they caught her in the middle of a flare-up? Unthinkable. They would be concerned for her, and that’s the last thing she ever wanted. Not only from them, but from anyone. She’d spent years arranging situations so people noticed what she wanted them to.

Since her diagnosis years before, she’d kept her condition hidden from as many people as she could. Who wanted to look weak? And she had something special to share with the class—a proposition to pose to them—and didn’t want to spoil it with concern over health matters.

She placed the inhaler in the pocket of her handbag where it should have been, then shoved the bag back under the desk. She raked her fingers through her bleached blonde pixie cut, ran her eyes once more over her lesson plan in the ringed binder, then the attendance register, last week’s essays she’d corrected.

There was a sound of chattering and laughter in the corridor, the click of the door as it opened. Three of the six filed into the room, all mature students. Not so odd they came at the same time; sometimes they met up at the canteen on the first floor before class. Maggie got up and waved her marker at them—a dynamic lecturer is a more interesting one.

“Right you are, Maggie!” grunted Mick Goggin, 52, in his gruff, friendly voice.
“Hello, miss.” Berkay ‘Beko’ Nalci, 28, inclined his head as he strode toward a desk in the front row.
“Good evening, Professor McCracken,” Samira O’Keefe, 32, said in her usual slightly ironic tone, peering at her over her trendy chunky black-framed glasses.
Maggie was neither a miss nor a professor and had let them know it, but they had either forgotten or didn’t care. She found the terms endearing.

Maggie saw that Samira had a tissue clutched in her fist. Another bug? She sometimes wondered if the weather was really to blame for her constant little illnesses. Was Samira a bit of a hypochondriac? In addition to being a—Catch yourself on, Maggie, she chided herself, don’t be mean-minded.

Married couple Ronan and Orla Savage then entered, he with the usual faint puffiness under his eyes, the sallow cast of his face, stark against his black bangs and goatee. Thin arms and lips. Another late night, if Maggie wasn’t mistaken. At the drink again. Whatever it was, it made him look older than his twenty-six years.

In contrast, Orla, gym bag slung over one shoulder of her cropped hoodie, leggings clinging slightly at her calves, looked a bit over-aerobicized. Her pink hair, twisted up in a ponytail, was still damp from the showers. The 25-year-old taught Zumba at the fitness center down the street, which ended ten minutes before the class began. She set her water bottle on the desk next to her husband and, glancing at her Fitbit, took a seat.

Maggie thought the woman always looked a bit stressed out, as if there wasn’t enough time in a day to do all she had to do, but maybe that was preferable to Mick, who, retired as he was, behaved as if he—and everyone else—had all the time in the world; he could have used some of that free time to attend Orla’s Zumba classes, Maggie considered. Och, wise up, Maggie. Mean-minded again.

As usual, 35-year-old Prashka Morozova breezed in last, unraveling a scarf from her neck, murmuring apologies in her thick accent.

So, a motley crew; the types of people who would never usually congregate with one another, the hope of expressing themselves through the written word having thrown them together. Three were from Derry, three were exciting new additions to their city: from Syria, Türkiye and Russia.

While the younger Ronan and Orla had welcomed the non-Irish students with open arms on the first day of class—their wee city was at long last becoming international!—Maggie had noticed the way retired lorry driver Mick Goggin had looked at them from the other side of the room, arms crossed, suspicion in his eyes over a tight smile. Given his age, Maggie could understand. Now, though, he was the first one to get a round in at the pub for them all, and she’d noticed the way he and Prashka always sat snuggled together in the snug, slipped easily into their usual banter—the kind of shared humor that marked a close friendship. Nothing more than that, Maggie hoped, for the sake of Mick’s wife.

Maggie had been briefly embarrassed by her own small-mindedness that first day of class. When she’d heard the foreign accents, she’d nearly suggested the college’s ESL program might be a better fit. But that had been before she’d seen how fiercely the three foreigners could write, how their accents disappeared on the page.

Maggie greeted them warmly, spun the globe she’d taken from Terry’s study and placed on her desk, as they took their seats at the flip-up desk chairs. She felt ready now, sharpened by her third cup of tea that evening.

Over the weeks, the months, facades had slowly peeled back, turning strangers sat at desks into true individuals, ones Maggie realized she rather liked. She wasn’t quite sure when it had happened—maybe it was the occasional nights out at the pub after class, and the monthly film nights they had drifted into somehow—but the line between lecturer and student had become blurred. Maybe not wise, but she now saw the six less as students and more as friends. Probably they felt the same.

Students typically told her they joined her class just to “try something new.” Ten others hadn’t realized how much work the course would be, had dropped out of her Memoir & Memory: Write Your Life Story class, but these six were committed. They had re-registered again, and then again. What had begun as a 10-week course was now in its 29th week. The penultimate class. Budget cuts at the college were making Maggie redundant. This group would be the last class she would teach for FCCE.

She looked down at the assignments she was handing back today. “Something You Regret You Haven’t Done—But Still Could.” Much safer than the one four weeks ago. One like that... She shuddered. Never again. She had learned her lesson.

Along with the laughter, there had been a few tears. Looking at their open, trusting faces before her now as they chatted with one another, waiting for the class to begin, Maggie felt a flush of shame. 

She cringed at the memory of one boozy night in particular, recalling the feverish timbre of her voice ringing out in the pub over the strains of the pop music blaring from the speakers. “You want to get these memoirs published, don’t you? The filth, that’s what they want to read! The lows along with the highs! The person stripped bare, warts and all on display! The only memoir worth writing is the one that scares you a bit!”

She had woken the next morning with a dry-sour mouth, mortified. But they had seemed up for it. So then, the next class...oh, she felt her stomach tighten as it came back to her. 

“For this week’s home task, you will write an essay called ‘My Darkest Secret.’” They could have written about anything, really—“My Odd Attraction to Brussels Sprouts”—but Maggie had prodded them further. Goaded them, even.

“This is a no-judgment zone! Dig deep. The darker, the better. The, dare I say it, more illegal, the better!” She winced as she thought back to it now, that playful tone in her voice, the eager look in her eyes as she stared down at them all in their rows of desk chairs. The arrogance, the self-indulgence of it all. What had she been thinking?

She’d been practically begging them to incriminate themselves. Why? To add some spice to her own life? Was it really that barren...? Not that she had realized...

Though...she couldn’t deny the little thrill as she’d sat at the kitchen table, the water in the kettle shrilling in the background for her evening cup of tea, reading what they’d given away. This was no “My Favorite Holiday.” Some had shocked her, others unnerved her, but the feeling of transgression was the same with each confession she’d been entrusted with, leaving her clammy and aware—to her discomfort—she wanted more.

She’d been giving the appearance that they were all on this journey together, but they weren’t. She’d been steering them—prodding, really—pretending it was discovery when it was maybe control. She’d felt her face burning. It was as if she’d been treating her students as performing animals, as grist for her entertainment, maybe even—what she was demanding of them—some heretofore unknown and unexplored voyeuristic tendencies of hers.

And they had delivered.

So now she knew. Now she knew maybe a bit too much about them.

Prashka’s secret she’d suspected—it was the helicopter that had done it, and Samira... well, perhaps no surprise, after all, considering the sunglasses incident last summer. She’d caught a furtive glance from Mick on more than one occasion at the pub, but she’d given him the benefit of the doubt. Now, however, she knew that her suspicions had been correct all along. Unfortunately. Beko was no surprise, though she’d still been shocked. She wondered what his wife thought of him, for the Turk did have a wife, a mousy Derry woman called Annie who had come out with them once to the pub and hadn’t said much, but at least she’d smiled at them all and linked her arm through her husband’s; there was genuine affection there. Orla and Ronan... well... she wondered if husband and wife had shared their essays before they’d handed them in. If they’d revealed their secrets to each other before they got married.

It had been difficult to face them the following week, when she’d hand the essays back and discussed them. As she’d been leaving home for the class, Terry had noticed she was a bit off. She’d explained why. She couldn’t tell him exactly what her students had revealed. As much as she was longing to tell him—dying to actually—she couldn’t bring herself to. She would never have been able to forgive herself for betraying her students’ trust. He would never say it to her, but, oh, that look he’d given her, as if she only had herself to blame.

That class had been awkward, of course; she’d had to skirt around the actual...offenses. Had to discuss them in abstract. The air had been thick, eyes unable to meet hers or their classmates. Maybe one or two regretted what they’d written. But the awkwardness had gradually dissipated. Maggie was a pro at quickly resolving tension in a classroom, and she wasn’t judgmental. Lord knew she herself had made mistakes in her life. She could never forget, one night in uni after a few too many gin tonics at the student union, she had...no. No need to go there. She wasn’t proud of it. She couldn’t recognize the girl she had been back then.

Her comments had been gentle, balancing corrections with the reassurance that mistakes—on paper or in life—were nothing to be ashamed of. It was true, however, that one or two of them... well, she was just relieved she’d joked at the beginning, “Don’t worry, you lot, everything you hand in here’s confidential. I won’t be running down to the cop shop to drop any of you in it.” Not exactly the seal of the confessional, but thankfully, none of them had professed to murder or anything of the ilk. Not quite.

Now the students were running their eyes over their assignments, flipping pages. As the months had gone by, Maggie had used her purple pen on them less and less. This lot was good and getting better. They might actually succeed in bringing something to print where so many before them had failed.

“Questions, anyone?” she asked, returning to her desk.
They looked up at her, pleased, heads shaking.
She asked Ronan to collect the essays for her; they always went back into her teaching portfolio.
“Right you are.”
He jumped up, handed them back to Maggie.
Maggie tapped the pages.
“Fascinating reading, as always,” she said brightly. “Lots of different dreams, some very brave admissions. But something caught my eye...”
She held up two of the stapled pieces and waved them lightly.
“Two of you mentioned the same thing. The same country you want to visit.” Orla opened her mouth to reply, but Maggie shook her head with a warning grin, spun the globe on her desk. “Don’t give it away. You know who you are. Anyone else care to guess where? A continent, even?” She let her finger land at random. “Here we have, er, Cameroon.” She spun it again. “Venezuela, anyone?” 
They exchanged amused looks. 

“Antarctica?” Beko suggested.

“Disneyland,” said Mick.

Laughter.

Maggie adjusted the globe, placed her finger on...

“Egypt. A cruise down the Nile.”

Mick grunted, chuffed.
Samira, across from him, blinked in surprise from under the jaunty tilt of her Peaky Blinders cap.
“Seriously?” she said.
“Yes, seriously.” Maggie nodded at Samira. “You’re from the area, and Beko and all, so maybe it never entered your minds, the grass is always greener and what have you. Here in Derry, but, we’d think of a cruise down the Nile as very exotic. Mick, for one, said he’d like to do it, but not for himself. It was what his mammy always wanted to do, but she never got the chance. You’d like to do it in her memory, wouldn’t you, Mick?”

Stocky, bald Mick reddened, and next to him, Prashka gave little claps.
“Such a marvelous tribute to your mother, Mick!” she gasped, flicking back her long dark hair.
“Excellent sentiment,” Maggie agreed, “and excellent use of an article, Prashka.”
Prashka whooped in triumph.

“Aye,” Mick admitted. “My mammy passed away last year. Always watching documentaries about Egypt on the telly, so she was. King Tut, the pyramids, all of that. Never got a chance to go. Feel bad about it. For not taking her myself, like.”

“And Orla,” Maggie continued, “remembered being a child and drawing the temples from library books.”

Now the color rose in Orla’s face.
“Dear Lord, now you’ve put me on the spot, Maggie. As per in this room,” she said with a laugh. “But, aye. I was mad for Egypt when I was young. Don’t know what it was or where it came from. I even had a wee book I wrote down all the names of the gods in, drew what they looked like. Copied hieroglyphics into it and all. Had posters of all that on my walls while others had S Club 7 or what have you. My family all thought I was mental, my mates and all. Soon grew out of it,” she glanced at Ronan, whose jaw was slack—she’d obviously kept this from him— “when I discovered fellas, like. But somewhere deep within me, that childhood dream remains. To go see the land of the pharaohs.”
“It’s not all that nowadays,” Samira warned. 

“Politics aside,” Mick jumped in, “the temples and whatnot are still there, aren’t they? The pyramids and King Tut. All of that.”

Maggie nodded. “Precisely. And two of you wanted to go. That’s not coincidence. That’s alignment.”

“I didn’t realize people still did those kinds of cruises,” Beko said.
“They do,” Maggie replied.
“Well...I’m from that area and,” he grimaced, not knowing how to put it, “...don’t you, I mean, Derry people, don’t you think it’s...dangerous?”
“I’ve looked into it, and apparently not. Which is good. I’ll feel safe there.”
That raised some eyebrows.
“You’re planning a trip?” Samira asked, guarded.
“Well, not yet. Though...” Maggie snorted wryly, “As the college is letting me go, I’ll soon have time aplenty and nothing to do. And I’ve always wanted to cruise down the Nile as well, so it got me thinking—why don’t we all go?”
A small wave of laughter passed through the group.

Orla was giving her husband a look. Ronan was grimacing.
“Cost a pretty penny, I’d imagine,” he said stiffly. “Don’t think we’ve the funds to afford it.”
Maggie nodded, had been expecting this. Orla had written often enough about her husband’s “economizing,” and Maggie herself had noticed it on more than one occasion at the pub. Always in the loo when it was his round.
“I understand you, Ronan. I’d always been under the impression that a Nile cruise was like a safari or the Maldives. Wild dear. But would you believe, a three-day cruise won’t set you back more than four hundred quid.”
“What?” Beko gasped.
“If I had known that...” Mick said, slumping at his desk, the opportunity lost.
Ronan was still looking at Maggie as if it were a fortune. She supposed, for some people, it was.

“And there are cheap flights to Cairo,” she went on, not registering Ronan’s look. “Not from Belfast, mind, but from Dublin.” She traced the route on the globe. “We’d have to take the bus down there. And then, well, the cruises always start at Aswan, which is down south of Cairo. Cairo’s here, at the top, and Aswan’s here, at the bottom of the Nile. So we’d have to take a flight to get to the cruise ship, but it’s less than an hour. And less than a hundred quid.”

Samira was looking at the globe, unconvinced. She pulled her cashmere sweater closer around herself and asked, “A cheap cruise ship? Thousands of us pressed up against one another like...like the sardines?”

She was—it was clear from her trendy designer gear and the shine of her asymmetrical hairstyle—the wealthiest of them all, trust fund kid, no doubt balking at the thought of pushing through hordes of the unwashed hoi polloi.

Maggie laughed.
“Well, I say cruise ship, but they’re more like smallish river boats. Cruisers, maybe they’re called. Only hold about one hundred people. If they are full, which I gather they usually aren’t.” She nodded at Beko. “Maybe because of the dangerous reputation. Which is unfounded.”
She paused for a moment, letting it sink in. Mick and Orla were beaming, but the others looked undecided. Ronan seemed to be calculating the sums in his head and not liking where the total was leading.

“Before you dismiss it out of hand,” Maggie said, “I’m serious. As you know, we’ve only got one week together left. One more class. I’m sure you feel the way I do. We’d be going, of course, outside the college. More as... We’ve all become close, we’ve all become, dare I say, friends? That should continue in the future, but we all know it won’t be exactly the same. Let’s go out with a bang. We’ve spent the past seven months digging up the past—your pasts. But...some things in life are priceless.” She glanced at Ronan. “Life isn’t just about where we’ve been. It’s about what we haven’t done yet. What we’ve always put off for later. A later that never comes. My Terry’s been harping on about it lately,” she added lightly. “Not putting things off. Not waiting until you’re ‘too far gone.’ I told him to stop being maudlin and act his age.” She smiled, made it a joke. 

She looked around the room, at their faces staring up at her.
“We call this a memoir class. But really, it’s about unfinished chapters.”
Prashka folded her arms. “You think Nile cruise will help us finish them? These chapters, I mean?”
“I think a Nile cruise would be unforgettable,” Maggie said. “And I think we’ve earned something unforgettable to share together. Don’t you?”
Mick chuckled. “It would be one hell of a send-off.” He jerked a finger at the window. “And look at the weather, would you? Rain lashing down, the wind fierce, beating against our faces. Wouldn’t mind a glimpse of the sun before I die.”

“Exactly,” Maggie said. “There’s plenty of sun in Egypt. An added bonus for us here in Derry. We’ve all, myself included, written our ‘before.’ Why not live a bit of the ‘after’?”

There were smiles, shrugs, a few raised eyebrows. But nobody said no....
Not out loud.
Maggie moved on. They discussed the rest of the assignments, the things the others still wanted to do in their lives. After the break, she put sample passages from each of the assignments on the board, each missing a sentence, and asked them what they thought had been left out. She followed it with another game, putting anonymized sentences on the board and asking which versions sounded right, then finally handed out the worksheet for the last assignment, number 29, “How This Class Has Changed Me.”

At least one person in the room stayed uncharacteristically quiet for the majority of the session.

And when that student pushed through the revolving doors of the college after class and shielded themselves against the rain, they weren’t thinking about how the class had changed them. They were thinking something quite different.

*****
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MAGGIE WAS GATHERING her files and folders—humming a perky pop song she’d heard on the radio while in the shower that morning—when she caught sight of a sheet of paper poking out from her attendance register. Odd. She hadn’t noticed it before. She tugged it out, frowned.

An essay?

But this was typewritten. To at least make an attempt at discouraging the built-in self-correction of the age and to ensure the work came from their own minds, not some AI software, Maggie always insisted they write their essays by hand. This might not stop them, of course, from typing it and then copying it out longhand, but she couldn’t help people if they didn’t want to help themselves. Still, she didn’t remember this one.

Maggie’s brow furrowed as she tugged the paper out of the attendance sheets. She slipped her reading glasses onto her nose and scanned the first few lines.

The words hit like a fist. She gasped. Brought a hand to her mouth. The page trembled in her fingers.

She read further, the walls of the classroom receding as a chill ran down her body, her heart pounding wildly in her chest even as her brain froze and the blood rushed to her face.

When she got to the end, she stared down at the paper, still unwilling to believe what was written there. She shoved it across the desk as if distance would make it vanish. Her eyes, panicked, glanced at the empty, now slightly askew desk chairs.

But— 

Which one of them—?

Unease trickled through her.

Her mind raced. Moments before, she had been so sure of everything. Now she was gripped with doubt. How could she not have known...?

How could someone hide who they really were, what they were actually thinking? Sitting there laughing and smiling along with the others, while inwardly they seethed. It was...pathological. This person, whichever of them it happened to be...was...unhinged.

Her mind couldn’t help but go there. “My Darkest Secret.” It had to be. She had been reckless, and now it was coming back to haunt her.

Maggie shook her head grimly. She’d been holding back ever since that essay, fought with herself against admitting it, but now, frankly, it was obvious: Christ, but they really were a dodgy lot. Each and every one of them. Sketchy. She’d tried to remind herself, och, but sure Maggie, you weren’t a saint back in the day yourself, now were you? No. She pushed that thought away.

She looked back down at the letter before her. She’d never been this...cruel. This sneaky. Now, however, now... Knowing what she knew about each of them, she wouldn’t, couldn’t put it past any of them. They were all in her sights. She had to find out which.

She shook her inhaler, fear dissolving into anger. As she took in deep gulps, she was seething inwardly. 

The passing of the years and leading a successful, fulfilling, comfortable life had softened her edges, to be sure. But nobody made a fool of Maggie McCracken. 

Terry always joked about it, warned his mates at work. “Aye, the loveliest, kindest women you’d ever lay eyes on. Watch yourself, but. Raised in Creggan back in the day, so you know what that means. Hard as they come inside. Don’t get on her bad side, mate. You’ll rue the day.”

She snatched the paper, shoved it her handbag for safekeeping, maybe even evidence. Could this somehow escalate?

Maggie’s lips were one thin line as she pushed herself up from the desk, eyes filling with steely resolve, half-formed plans already swimming in her mind.

You want to play silly beggars with me? Grand. Gloves off. Let’s see what you’re made of. Pick your corner, love, I’m coming swinging. Let’s see who’s left standing...
DAY ONE
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CHAPTER FOUR
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The lorry raced through the damp night on the lonely stretch of road leading to Derry. Clutching the wheel of the six-axle Scania, Ernie Duffy caught the eyes first—two green sparks flaring low at the verge to the right. A russet blur tore free of the muck and darted straight across the road in front of his cab, tail vanishing into the dark fields beyond. Heart hammering, Ernie braked hard, wheels screeching.   Glanced to the side where the creature had come from.

He cursed under his breath, heart still racing from the near miss. Bloody fox. He leaned forward, squinting through the wet glass at the churned verge. What had caught the fox’s interest? He saw something pale glimmering in the mud, half-hidden against the hedgerow. Not a sack. Not a tarp. A shape.

A cold weight settled in his gut. Ernie killed the engine. The drizzle clung to his skin as he swung down from the cab. Each step across the tarmac brought the outline sharper, detail by dreadful detail—the torn clothes, the clawed flesh, the glisten of blood in the headlights—until there was no mistaking it.

A body.

*****
[image: ]


DETECTIVES OF THE PSNI’S Major Investigation Team had been roused out of sleep, and just as the rain was subsiding, two cars pulled up almost simultaneously to a cordoned stretch of the A5, Victoria Road, just south of Derry, floodlit against drizzle and hedgerow.

SOCO was already there, white-suited figures moving in and out of the beams of torchlight, cameras flashing as they worked methodically along the verge. The road lay dark and empty, hedges unruly, the forest pressing close beyond.

DS Nancy D’Arcy, 24 going on 40, in a gray blazer more practical than fashionable, stepped crisply out of her sensible Renault Clio, already flicking a used sanitizing wipe into a bag. Bracing herself against the typical early October weather, she motioned to the first responders still with the lorry driver, then, eyes scanning the scene like a hawk, wiped the mist of drizzle from her tortoiseshell glasses, crossed her arms as she made her way across the wet tarmac with a bristling, efficient energy—an officer who did not suffer fools, or theories, lightly. Her tight raven ponytail was dripping slightly and smacking against her back as she approached, but she didn’t seem to notice—or care.

She nodded curtly at DC Tom Lyons, 28, as he emerged from his red Porsche in a flash of attitude and sharkskin. His skinny olive suit was already darkening with damp, his exaggerated blue-black quiff sagging visibly, though his grin hadn’t budged. Hands on hips, pointy alligator shoes squelching on the tarmac, he looked around with the air of a man expecting applause. That grin above his fussily sculpted pencil mustache was constant, his optimism misplaced, and his theories usually ridiculous—though occasionally, disturbingly, not.

“Where’s his car?” D’Arcy asked, peering down the carriageway beyond the Scania.

“Exactly the question, sarge,” Lyons said. “Middle of nowhere like this—how did he get here? No bus service, even if it wasn’t this ungodly hour of the night when there are no buses to think of.”

D’Arcy lifted her chin toward the hedgerow. “Dropped off? Walked? Brought here under duress?”

“A teleporter? Beamed down?”

D’Arcy’s mouth tightened. “Noted—and discarded.”

Beyond the cordon, the night broke, harshly lit by SOCO’s portable floodlights that turned the stretch of road into a stage of white glare and deep shadow. That was where the body had been found: now under a white forensic tent on the verge, pressed against the hedgerow, its guy ropes staked into the churned earth.

One SOCO was crouched by the tent entrance photographing every angle, another planting yellow evidence markers in the mud where the ground showed disturbance, a third sweeping a torch along the hedgerow to one side of the tent, searching for fibers or blood spatter. One of the figures in white Tyvek straightened up, came toward them. He was holding two sealed evidence bags.

“SOCO Matt Joy,” D’Arcy addressed him. “Didn’t expect you and your colleagues here already.”

“Detective Sergeant. We were nearby when the call came through, figured it was safer to get started. Just finishing off photographing the scene, nothing moved apart from what uniforms touched. Got the tent up as quick as we could to keep the rain off him and preserve what we can.” He held up the evidence bags. “I retrieved the wallet from the vic’s right back pocket. Name’s John Kelly, forty-eight, Lone Moor Road, the Brandywell.”

“Hmm, near the stadium,” Lyons put in with a nod. 

“I presume so.” Joy tapped the second bag. “Cash intact, about fifty quid, plus driving license with photo ID. This is your man. He’s carrying cards too, so doesn’t seem like a robbery gone wrong. A family photo tucked in beside the cards—wife, two daughters, and a son, all grown.”

He tilted his head toward the tarmac. “No phone located. And one more thing.” Joy angled his torch. “Two clear sets of skid marks—heavy braking—right here and over there. The larger set belongs to the reporting person.” He nodded to the lorry driver in the back seat of the patrol car. “Says a fox darted across the road in front of him; he braked hard and then noticed the shape in the mud by the hedge. Maybe the second set belongs to our vic. No evidence of what might have made him stop, but.”

D’Arcy was looking towards the tent with a pained look on her face.

“So...the fox...?”

“Aye, started working on the body. I’m no pathologist, but I do know my foxes. Always start at the head and work their way down. The vic’s got a wound on the back of his skull. The fox probably lapped away at the blood there first, then moved on to nibble at the lips and ears. Some gnaw marks there.”

“Delightful.”

“Spoilt for choice, the fox was in this case. Must’ve seemed like a feast to it. The body’s a bloody mess. It was more than that bang on the head that killed him.”

“Thank you, Mr Joy,” D’Arcy said. “We’ll talk to the reporting person once we’ve seen the body.”

“Or what’s left of it,” Lyons put in, to D’Arcy’s annoyance.

“We’ve widened the search for the vic’s car a quarter mile each way, by the by,” Joy called after them. “Nothing yet.”

D’Arcy raised an eyebrow at Lyons. She adjusted her rain-speckled glasses, gaze sweeping the scene. Beyond the cordon, the A5—Victoria Road—stretched away, slick with rain, hedgerows sagging untended at the verges, black trees pressing in behind them on one side, empty fields of grass on the other, with a glimpse of the Foyle River beyond. Here and there, rickety fence posts festooned with rusty wire. No streetlamps, no houses, nothing but darkness and dripping foliage.

“Why come here of all places?” she wondered. “Well. There’s no delaying it, DC Lyons. Let’s see what we’re really dealing with.”

“Sarge.”

A meter from the tent, they jumped at the sound of an approaching car. Turned and saw a battered Ford Fiesta pull up to theirs. They looked in slight surprise as DI Liam McLaughlin hauled himself out, tossing a spent cigarette to the ground. He was 52, stout and slightly out of breath, tugging his crumpled raincoat closed against the drizzle. His unruly thatch of yellowish-blonde hair—somehow both windblown and plastered to his head—made people do a double-take, just long enough to assure themselves he wasn’t Boris Johnson on a particularly grim bender. His bushy reddish-brown mustache twitched as he squinted into the darkness and came toward them.

“Sir!” D’Arcy said in confusion, if not slight alarm. “Aren’t you...? Shouldn’t you be...?”

What she was trying to get at was...why are you here? At my crime scene?

“Don’t look at me, D’Arcy,” McLaughlin said, waving hands up in surrender as he lumbered over. They could smell tobacco, garlic and maybe chocolate wafting off him. “I’ve been off the clock since this evening, aye, but I’m just here now at the DCI’s request to...well, in an advisory capacity, let’s say. To make sure everything’s pointed in the right direction before me and wee Catherine set off. Not that Nix doesn’t rate you. Of course he does. Full confidence. Don’t fret. I’ll be out of your hair, a fond memory, just, by tomorrow morning.”

If D’Arcy was annoyed, she was too much the professional to let it show, or at least McLaughlin and Lyons couldn’t see it on her face in the gloom.

“So it’s going ahead, then?” Lyons wondered. “With your Catherine?”

McLaughlin sucked in through his teeth, a look of pain crossing his face.

“Don’t know if I’m sending out the correct message but, well, I couldn’t cancel. Wouldn’t get any money back. Read her the riot act, but. Of course.”

“Och, wee Catherine can’t help but know she did wrong,” Lyons said. “Not to bother. Sure, all of us went wild when we were that age.” He glanced at D’Arcy. “Most of us, anyroad.”

Though it was difficult for her, D’Arcy forced her face to remain impassive during this exchange; she would have had quite a different conversation with her superior about his daughter’s recent indiscretion. Finally—although John Kelly was going nowhere—she cleared her throat and gave an impatient jerk of her body in the direction of the tent.

“The victim, gentlemen...? The reason we’re actually here...?”

McLaughlin smirked, then grimaced at his watch. “And here’s me having to wake up at the crack of dawn at all, so in a few hours’ time. Aye, mustn’t dawdle.”

D’Arcy rattled off all they knew of the victim so far. 

“Hmm,” McLaughlin mused. “The Brandywell? So, near the stadium?” 

“One would presume, sir,” D’Arcy said with a slight edge, a glance at Lyons. Did all men associate that neighborhood of Derry with only one thing: football?

“Lead the way, D’Arcy. Let’s see what justice this poor John Kelly needs before I dash home for my five minutes of beauty sleep, shall we?”

They ducked under the plastic lip of the tent and onto the muddy ground inside. The floodlights turned the interior a harsh white, the air thick with the smell of wet canvas, blood and rain. The fabric walls flapped faintly, and at the rear, the tent skin bulged inwards where the hedge and the first row of trees pressed close, a dark mass looming just beyond the thin barrier.

A SOCO glanced up as the detectives entered, giving a nod of acknowledgment to McLaughlin. The space was cramped. Though the trio was treading carefully, McLaughlin lifted his hands in a small apologetic gesture and waved them in the air. “Sorry if we’re contaminating the scene, lad,” he said. “God only knows what we might have trampled over.”

“Better if I give you room,” the SOCO said. “Just make sure you stay on the stepping plates; there’s some footprints there.” He shuffled past them out through the tent flap. 

Although the body lay starkly illuminated, every wound thrown into brutal clarity, Lyons had his torch turned on, sweeping it over the body as they looked down.

Their victim was an overweight male with curly brown hair and mutton-chop sideburns. Age consistent with John Kelly’s. Lying face-up in the mud.

Lyons took a step back. D’Arcy gave a sharp intake of breath. The experienced trio was somewhat hardened to the gore from senseless violence they encountered far too often, but what Mr Kelly had been subjected to was beyond even their grim reckoning. This was slaughter.

“Bless us and save us,” McLaughlin said hoarsely. “God help you, John Kelly.”

“Christ almighty, no fox did that,” Lyons muttered, forcing himself to keep his eyes on the body. “Looks like some other animal did, but, some monstrous beast with massive claws. Tore him to bits. Chomped huge chunks out of him and all. Poor fella.”

Ragged lacerations marred John Kelly’s lifeless face. The victim’s hoodie hung in tatters, his pale chest flayed—mutilated. There was so much gore and glistening blood, so much obvious evidence of violence, but precious little of what had actually killed the man. Exsanguination at a guess—blood loss—but what had caused it?

McLaughlin rocked back on his heels. “At first glance, I’d say this wasn’t for us. This is one for  DAERA.”

The Department of Agriculture, Environment and Rural Affairs had investigators for incidents involving livestock, wildlife, or dangerous wild animals. 

D’Arcy had been attempting to hide not only her revulsion at the actual state of the corpse before her but also her creeping excitement. She could almost hear DCI Nix’s voice in her ears: brutal, baffling, high-profile—exactly the sort of case that made or broke a career. Whoever or whatever had done this, she wanted it firmly in MIT’s hands, with her in control. Her face now fell at the mention of DAERA.

She said swiftly, “I am not up-to-date on wildlife in the area, sir, but surely there are no large wild animals, no bears roaming around here in Ulster. There haven’t been wolves in centuries. The nearest zoo, as far as I know, is in Belfast, and I doubt...well, I’m embarrassed to even say it, but I doubt an escaped tiger or what have you could have traveled the 80 miles to roam these woods. We’d have been alerted to something like that. Even this far away.”

“We must go where the evidence takes us, D’Arcy,” McLaughlin insisted.

Clutching at straws, D’Arcy said, an edge in her voice, “Could these wounds not have been made with garden tools, sir? Hedge-cutters, a rake, even...out here...farm machinery?” She shook her head, said firmly, “With respect, sir, until we know otherwise, this is our case. Somebody brought him out here. Somebody’s responsible.”

McLaughlin grunted noncommittally, “Early days yet...” but a smile was playing on his lips.

He crouched down, felt the body with a gloved hand.

D’Arcy pointed, said, “He’s got defensive wounds on his forearms. Looks like he raised his hands to block off an attack.”

“Hmm, watch cracked and stopped at...looks like three minutes after midnight.” Lyons stood up, eyebrow raised.

The humid air was pressing in. McLaughlin straightened with a groan, rubbing the back of his neck. “If it’s all the same to you two, I’ll step out before I keel over. Canvas and cadaver—just what every man needs before his holidays. And I’m about to topple off this wee platform. Not made for the weight of me.”

D’Arcy exhaled. “With respect, sir, I might need a breath of air myself.”

Lyons’ nose wrinkled. “I’m not arguing. Feels like the air’s been...used in here.”

They ducked back out through the tent flap into the cooler drizzle. The night air, though damp, felt fresher after the hot, metallic tang inside.

Lyons wiped a burr from his trouser leg, gave a little laugh as he pointed upwards. “Have a look up there, would you? And your man died at the stroke of midnight. Well, three past, but close enough to the witching hour for me.” He smirked, wriggled his eyebrows. “That’s when they come out, isn’t it?”

The clouds had thinned, and, to D’Arcy’s immense irritation, she now found herself glancing up at what was quite clearly a full moon.

McLaughlin bit back a bark of surprised laughter. D’Arcy tutted at Lyons.

“Don’t cheapen this unfortunate man’s violent and quite clearly painful death with Halloween dramatics, DC Lyons,” she sniffed.

“I know Derry’s the Halloween capital of Ireland,” McLaughlin said, trying and failing to hide a grin, “and the day’s creeping round the corner towards us, but Christ above... Tom here’s already seeing...” He made a show of looking around. “All's we’re missing is a bat flying by.” He let out a low groan. “Thank the blessed Lord I’ll soon be halfway to Egypt.”

D’Arcy crossed her arms. Her ponytail flicked water as she shook her head. Lips pursed.

“I can’t believe my lips are being forced to form this question, DC Lyons, but if what you’re suggesting is true—which it can’t be because it’s impossible—where are the discarded clothes? From the transformation, I mean? I see none in the vicinity.”

“Aw, but sarge. We must go where the evidence takes us. Full moon, midnight... Looking forward to solving this case, I must say.”

D’Arcy appealed to McLaughlin, but his mustache was twitching.

She shook her head. “Categorically, absolutely not. Such creatures don’t exist.”

“She’s not wrong there, son,” McLaughlin finally admitted. Lyons’ face fell. “Even I’m not biting at that one, full moon or not. Let’s keep this investigation grounded in the realms of reality, not folklore. Our poor John deserves dignity in death. Let’s give him that at least.”

“But,” Lyons countered, “what would you put forward as the actual cause of death, then?”

D’Arcy was right in there. “Difficult to say, DC Lyons, but—discounting a werewolf—please don’t now suggest poisoning.”

“Right you are, sarge. Electrocution, then?”

McLaughlin let out a sharp breath, then raised a hand. “Now, now. Calm down, the two of you. A man’s just lost his life, for the love of God. A family man, a husband and father, probably. Who looks to all intents and purposes like he was a hard-working soul. I enjoy a joke like the rest of them—more than quite a few of them when DCI Nix comes to mind—and Lord knows we all need gallows humor to get us through the day, but is this what it’s going to be like while I’m gone?”

They had lowered their heads in shame, Lyons shuffling his ostentatious shoes like a child.

“If I hear tell of any carry-on, I’ll be on the first flight back to Derry to bang your heads together to make you see sense. D’Arcy, don’t bait Lyons, and, son, don’t you rise to the bait—and maybe pause to think for a moment before you put forward the more outlandish of your theories. Even counting down the days to Halloween as we are, I’d bet my last pound a werewolf didn’t kill this man. As they don’t exist. Nor did a vampire. And considering where me and my Catherine are heading off to, no, it wasn’t a mummy either.” He grimaced, then softened. “Och, now I feel awful having said that. You know you are the best Derry has. I have full faith in you. But a sense of professionalism needs to prevail. Don’t let me down. That’s it. Sermon over.”

“Sir.”

“Sorry, boss.”

“As for what might have killed our poor John,” McLaughlin finished, “I haven’t a clue myself. Best left to Keedy to decide.” He patted his pockets for his phone. “Right. I’ll ring Fern, have her run John Kelly through the system—him and whatever car he’s registered to. See if anything interesting shakes loose.”

He stepped a few meters away towards the patrol car, phone to his ear, his raincoat hunched against the drizzle.

As McLaughlin spoke, D’Arcy stood near the front of the tent, arms folded tight, the guy ropes at her back and the hedgerow just beyond them, an unseen wall of dripping leaves. Lyons drifted a few feet along the verge where SOCO had yet to lay markers, his torch beam sweeping low through the mud and flattened grass between the tape and the hedges.

He crouched suddenly, uttered a little gasp.

“Here,” he said, voice tight. “Dear God, from bad to worse.”

D’Arcy moved closer, frowning. Lyons pointed at the mud with gloved fingers, right at the edge of the light spilling from the floodlights and tent. He looked up at her with a grimace, throat working.

“Tell me this isn’t what it looks like, sarge.”

D’Arcy stared at it. Half-buried at the verge, soaked and heavy with rainwater, was a tiny pink bootie. Knitted wool, edged with frilled lace, dulled by dirt. For an infant. Speckled with red spatters.

Lyons’ throat bobbled. He bent over, patted the pocket of his tight trousers for an evidence bag, reached toward it.

“Don’t touch!” D’Arcy barked. “Leave it for SOCO.”

Her mouth pressed into a thin line, but her eyes lingered on the sodden lace as Lyons straightened, face reddening.

“I suppose this isn’t the type of discarded clothing you were on about earlier, sarge?” he managed weakly.

D’Arcy’s head whipped towards him, eyes flinty. “Again, this is no time for flippancy, DC Lyons. Where is your sense of decorum? Have you no heart?”

She glanced over at McLaughlin, still on the phone to Hawkins a short distance away, his back to them. Lucky him. She said nothing as bizarre, unwanted images flooded her mind. She shivered. The torchlight lingered on the bloody little bootie, lying in the mud between the tent and the hedge. The night seemed suddenly much darker.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER FIVE
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Samira O’Keefe had, of course, briefly balked at flying economy—“It’s not how me and Lucius usually travel”—but relented when Maggie suggested they’d all be more comfortable if the group stayed together. 

Now Maggie, scrunched in her tiny seat with the thin cushion, aches in odd places, wondered if Samira might have been on to something. Even though she’d been lucky enough to have nobody sitting next to her, the armrest was one of those that couldn’t be lifted, so she was a prisoner relegated to her tiny space. Maybe they should have all thrown caution to the wind and upgraded. No. She couldn’t imagine Ronan Savage ever agreeing to that expense.

Unable to sleep in her discomfort, Maggie tugged off her eye mask, checked the time on her mobile in the dimness of the cabin the moment her eyes focused. 4:30 AM in Derry, so 6:30 AM in Cairo. They’d all bought international SIM cards so they could keep in touch if something went wrong in Egypt.  

Maggie envisioned the pyramids revealing their splendor at sunset as they floated by. Though, of course, the cruise wouldn’t bring them anywhere near. That detail had disappointed a few, but they’d remedied it by booking a hotel in Cairo for a night before taking their flight to Aswan. Two nights in a hotel there, just to decompress, then the cruise.

The pyramids of Giza were apparently close to Cairo—odd, Maggie had envisioned them miles away from civilization in the middle of the Sahara, but, no. Apparently, the locals who lived on the outskirts of the city could see them out their windows, well, the tops of them in any event, Maggie supposed. All the same, imagine that! Gazing out on the pyramids through the kitchen window while you did the washing up, instead of the washing line and a ramshackle back garden. 

She smiled at the thought of Mick struggling to haul himself between the humps of a camel. But then, wondering if he was the one, her smile faded.

On the coach down to Dublin Airport in the lashing rain, it had been obvious her students were all excited about the trip, even if they tried not to show it—laughing too loudly at nothing, fiddling with seat belts, checking their passports for the third time. Leaving wet, familiar Derry behind for the dry heat and glorious chaos of Egypt felt like stepping out of a gray box and into a dream. Sun, color, noise, spice—none of them was quite ready, and all of them couldn’t wait.  

Maggie was feeling quite differently. She’d try to make the best of this marvelous trip, a trip that many dreamed of, but someone had spoiled it for her. She kept a smile on her face, but inside she was wondering, wondering... 

She hadn’t been able to show Terry the entire letter; she was too ashamed. But she’d read out the worst bits to him. His lips had tightened, his brow furrowed. He’d been enraged, told Maggie whoever had written the letter—‘whatever sick bastard’ were his actual words—they’d gotten Maggie all wrong. “Sure, I’ve been wed to you for twenty-plus years, love. I flimmin well know you better than most. And that’s just not you. Some people need locking up!” She’d asked him if she should go ahead with the trip. “Don’t let this paranoid gobshite put you off your lovely cruise. And I know you well enough to know that you can take care of yourself. Christ almighty, you’re a harder man than I am, sure! Just push it out of your mind, love.” 

Easier said than done.

Maggie quietly extracted herself from her seat, cleared the armrest, sat down in the aisle seat. She heard the clank of the drinks trolley behind her, then the flight attendant was before her, offering another complimentary alcoholic beverage. Even as she wondered what gender this person might be—it was the way of the world lately, what could you do?—Maggie eagerly accepted a gin tonic. 

Sipping, she peered past the trolley down the aisle. All six of the students were ahead of her—spread out across the rows in the now darkened cabin. She could study each one without them knowing. 

Who harbored this deep resentment against her? Which one was it...?

The letter—the rant—hadn’t been threatening, not exactly, but...

Maggie craned her neck. Ronan and Orla were in the row directly ahead. Ronan was trying—unsuccessfully—to cadge two drinks from the flight attendant. It struck Maggie now that she had never trusted cheapness. It was mean-spirited and small-minded. The sort of mindset that kept score, nursed grudges. There’d been precious little of that in Ronan’s essays, but maybe he was clever at self-censorship. What was really going on in his mind? Could it be him? 

Orla, meanwhile, had taken a white wine and was leaning back with her eyes closed, one knee bouncing faintly, wired energy she never quite seemed to switch off. Even trapped in an economy seat, she looked as though she were mentally prepping for a sprint down the cabin.

Maggie glanced down at her own drink and was surprised to see she’d covered the plastic glass with her hand. The impulse embarrassed her. She let her hand fall away at once.

Ahead of the Savages, Samira O’Keefe sat immersed in a thick hardback, some historical novel she’d plucked from her tote. Probably raved about by critics, Booker Prize shortlisted and unreadable even to those whose native language was English. Maggie watched her turn a page, then, without really thinking about it, she nudged her own bag closer to her feet. She grimaced.

Samira nee Haddad was an odd one. Maggie gathered from her essays that her money came from her parents, her father some sort of diplomat, a
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