

[image: Cover Image]


Martina Reilly, formerly known as the author Tina Reilly, lives in County Kildare with her husband and two children. Catch up with Martina on her website www.tinareilly.info, on Facebook or on Twitter @MartinaReilly


Previously by Martina Reilly

That Day in June
Things I Want You To Know
What If?
Even Better than the Real Thing?
A Moment Like Forever
The Wish List
Second Chances
The Summer of Secrets
All I Want Is You
Something Borrowed
Wedded Blitz
Wish Upon A Star
Is This Love?
The Onion Girl
Flipside

Fast Car
Dirt Tracks
Livewire
Freefall



[image: Image]




Copyright © 2016 Martina Reilly

The right of Martina Reilly to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

First published in Ireland in 2016 by HACHETTE BOOKS IRELAND

1

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

All characters and places in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious. All events and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to real life or real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library

ISBN 978 1 4736 3670 5

Hachette Books Ireland

8 Castlecourt Centre

Castleknock

Dublin 15

Ireland

A division of Hachette UK Ltd

Carmelite House, 50 Victoria Embankment, London EC4Y 0DZ

www.hachettebooksireland.ie


CONTENTS

About the Author

Previously by Martina Reilly

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

Extract from Places of Interest in Ireland

Eighteen Months Ago …

Week 1: Day 1

Day 2

Day 3

Day 4

Day 5

Weekend

Week 2: Day 6

Day 7

Day 8

Day 9

Day 10

Weekend

Week 3: Day 11

Two Months Later

One Month Later

Acknowledgements


My twentieth book is dedicated to Colm with all my love.


EXTRACT FROM PLACES OF INTEREST IN IRELAND

The Orchard and Monastery at Applegate

In 1895, in Drom Rí (now Applegate), a tract of land, measuring approximately one acre, bordering the Eden River was in dispute. Four landowners laid claim to it, among them Jacob Hanratty, the local mayor. After many bitter disputes in which one landowner was allegedly killed, though no body was ever found, the courts decided that the land should become common ground. In an act of generosity, Jacob Hanratty provided funds to plant five hundred apple trees on the land and thus make free fruit available to all the inhabitants of Applegate. The orchard is still there and is an asset to the town.

Just sixty miles from Dublin, Applegate has approximately eight thousand inhabitants and is run by a local council. High above the town, on a hill, lie the extensive and well-preserved ruins of an ancient monastery. Tours are on the hour every hour in the summer months. This attraction brings a lot of business to the pretty town, in which all the shopfronts are painted vibrant summer colours. The town has a hotel, Hanratty’s, owned by Charles Hanratty, a descendant of Jacob Hanratty, two schools and a number of pubs, among them Daly’s, which serves excellent food.

Recommended as a place to visit? Yes.

Recommended as a place to stay? Yes.


EIGHTEEN MONTHS AGO …

As Charles Hanratty lay dying, blood pooling around his head, his attacker began to cluck.

Charles, from his supine position on the floor, glanced up. His vision was dimming now, but just in case he made it, he wanted to remember this person. It was hard to see properly, but the attacker appeared to be tall – tall-ish, he amended. Strong. Dressed all in black. Face covered. Charles opened his mouth to speak but he couldn’t form the words. Who are you, he wanted to ask. And why. Though he might not have liked the answer to that question. There were a few people who might like him dead. He was a businessman and in business hard decisions had to be made. He’d made a lot of tough decisions in his time. He’d also done a lot of things he shouldn’t have.

The realisation made him shiver. Or maybe it was death creeping in.

He wondered if moving here, to Dublin, had caused this. Or was this some hangover revenge from Applegate.

A shower of glass fell on him. The glass of a photo frame, the picture drifting down. He’d treasured that picture. It was a symbol of all he had. The frame thumped down on top of him but he barely felt it. Now it was really broken. Just like him.

He watched, through a blur, as his attacker clucked again before saying, ‘Your chickens have finally come home to roost’.

Charles Hanratty suddenly understood. He tried to speak but his voice wouldn’t work.

Then, his attacker froze, for just a second, and listened, before peeling off the ski mask. ‘I want mine to be the last face you see.’

And it was.


WEEK 1: DAY 1

Marcus

I’m innocent, it’s important you understand that. I’m not sad the guy’s dead and maybe, given a few more months, it could have been me standing over him brandishing an iron bar or whatever it was he was killed with. That’s what I told the police, only I shouldn’t have. I was already chief suspect: I had no alibi, I had plenty of motive and I was in the area the night he was killed.

It’s mostly circumstantial, though, as my perky barrister, Melissa, keeps telling me.

‘Marcus,’ she says, her ponytail swishing and her teeth, in braces, gleaming up at me, ‘they’ve got very little.’

I think they’ve got plenty.

I guess I’d better introduce myself a bit. It’s polite, isn’t it? I’m Marcus Dillon and I’m thirty-two years old. The first eighteen years of my life were spent in a small town, in the middle of Ireland, called Applegate. It’s a pretty kind of place, bright shops, the kind of place where bunting flutters all year round and big urns of tumbling flowers sit on the paths. The kind of place where people used to know each other, or thought they did at least. The left-hand side of the main street of Applegate is dominated by Hanratty’s Hotel. Charles, the man I allegedly murdered, owned that hotel and a pile of shops and houses besides. In fact, he owned Applegate.

I left there with my mother when I was eighteen after I’d lost my full-time job in Charles Hanratty’s newsagent’s and she’d lost hers in his hotel. I knew then that we’d have no hope of making the rent payments on our house, which was owned by Charles Hanratty, and so we’d left, in the middle of the night, still owing a month’s rent. It gave me a small bit of satisfaction to get one over on him. After Applegate, Dublin was a shock to us both. We lived in council housing for a while until I started to make money as a comic-book creator. I live in Malahide now; my mother lives in Wales with her husband, Alan. I draw most days. And here is the confession, the one that might make you decide you don’t like me. Or make you think I’m guilty. When I wasn’t drawing, I was sitting in my car, stalking Hanratty. For the last year of his life anyway.

Thinking about it now, it seems bonkers that I would have wasted my time doing it. I look back and think, how can that have been me? But it was me and I was obsessed. It’s like a nasty version of being in love with someone and not being able to stop thinking about them. Only I hated the guy. I hated him so much, my heart squeezed whenever I thought about him.

Now that he’s dead, I feel free but also bewildered that I spent so much energy on hating. I feel like I never want to feel like that again.

‘The prosecutor will make his speech first.’ Melissa slides in beside me and the junior counsel, a thin, twitchy guy called Josh, with a pale face and hair that sticks out all over the place, starts hefting files from her trolley onto the desk in front of us. I give them a hand. Melissa is tiny; she’s young but I reckon she looks younger than she is and she has a scary way of speaking when she’s cross. She didn’t much like me at first – some people don’t. I think it’s because I never say much. I don’t see the need. I’m one of life’s observers – I just sit and watch. I guess that’s why I was good at stalking. Anyway, she likes me now. I tend to grow on people. ‘There’s no need to do that, Marcus.’ She flashes me a smile full of glittering metal. ‘Josh has it.’

Josh grins and continues to pull files out of the trolley.

‘All you need to remember,’ Melissa says to me, ‘is that when the prosecution is speaking you have to keep calm and look innocent.’

‘I am innocent,’ I remind her.

‘I know that,’ she says, ‘but the jury won’t. How are you holding up?’

I shrug. I’m wrecked. I haven’t slept right in weeks. ‘Good.’

‘Two weeks from now, you’ll walk out that door an innocent man.’

I love her optimism. Even if I am acquitted, will I ever be innocent? They’ll have to catch someone first before people will believe it. Mud sticks, just like it did in Applegate all those years ago. No one trusted me after what happened in the shop; no one trusted me because of my mother. Still, I give Melissa a smile, like I believe her.

‘Marcus!’ A loud whisper. My mother waves up at me. She’s just come in with Alan, her husband of two years. I wasn’t sure what to make of Alan when my mother first told me about him – older, lover of cardigans and gardening – but on their wedding day, when he looked as if he couldn’t believe his luck to be marrying my mother, he earned enough brownie points to last a lifetime. He’s taken all the adverse publicity about me in his stride. His ‘No fucking comment, you fuckheads,’ to the media is now quoted daily on TV. YouTube is full of celebrities saying it. None of them can pull it off like Alan, though, his soft Welsh accent making it sound almost endearing.

They’ve been great, putting up bail for me, agreeing to all the bail conditions that were set out. Their life in Wales has been turned upside-down this past eighteen months as we waited for the trial and they’ve never complained or made me feel bad about it. But I do. I owe them big time.

Alan comes over. ‘Keep calm, Marcus,’ he says, likes he’s a courtroom pro.

‘I will.’

He turns to Melissa. ‘And how’s the best barrister in the world?’

‘Top form.’ Melissa nods as she scans her notes. ‘I was just saying to Marcus, it’s important everyone keeps a cool head when the prosecution gets going. We’ll have our chance later.’

‘Cool is my middle name.’ Alan pats me on the back. ‘Good luck, son.’

My mother blows me up a kiss. She’s dressed soberly in a black suit and white blouse. In fact, she looks like she’s going to a funeral. Mine, most likely.

Melissa turns to talk to my solicitor, who is behind us. It’s like I’ve brought my own private army into the courtroom, like I’m some kind of a celebrity. Which in a perverse way, I sort of am. This trial has received wall-to-wall media coverage.

I spot Sash. I haven’t seen her since all the stuff about her and Paddy splitting up hit the papers. That was about sixteen months ago. It’s funny how Paddy was news even though he never got elected to the Dáil that time. But he’s memorable, that’s the thing – he’s like my polar opposite. He attracts love and attention like gravity. And Sash, she’s another person you can’t ignore – even the watered-down version of her that she was when she was with Paddy was pretty spectacular. Their relationship was another casualty of my arrest. Sash’s dad, looking a lot older than I remember, follows her in and slides into the seat beside her. Sash glances up at me and offers a brief smile.

It cuts my heart. Even after all this time, she can still do it to me.

Sash

He’s there, all dressed up. A man off either to the gallows or a wedding. He’s lost weight, which doesn’t surprise me. I’ve lost weight too. All my life, I’ve wanted to be thinner, hating my strong arms and thighs. And now, though I’ve lost a stone, it seems to have fallen off my face. Who knew I carried fourteen pounds on my face?

Marcus glances at me and I smile. It’s a reflex. I want to kill him. Why did he have to fixate on Charles Hanratty? If Marcus had stayed away, like I’d asked, he’d never be in this mess. I wouldn’t be in this mess. Neither would Lana. Or Paddy. I try not to think of Paddy. He of all people did not deserve this. But yet, I’m here, at the trial, because I understand why Marcus did it too. I came forward for the defence because, Marcus and me, we’re in it together. We’ve always been in it together. I’ve coaxed Lana into giving evidence too, though hers could go either way.

I’m sitting behind a woman wearing a bright pink jacket and an older bald man. My dad joins me and he catches my hand and gives it a squeeze. He tries to smile but his eyes are sad. He’s looked like that ever since he found out, sixteen months ago. I wonder will he ever smile properly again. I wonder will any of us. Rachael, my boss, who’s been brilliant, told me that this was just an episode in my life, that it will pass and that one day I’ll look back and it’ll be over. I want so much to believe that but what she doesn’t realise is that it’s an episode that began fifteen years ago and it hasn’t ended yet.

I’m Sash, by the way. I’m thirty, almost thirty-one. I’ve got short black hair, cut tight. It suits me better than it did, because my face has lost so much weight. I’m brown-eyed, freckle-faced and I have a tiny scar on my foot that no one ever sees.

My mother left us when I was fourteen and Lana was twelve. I have to admit that I’ve never really got over it. There was no hint that she was thinking of going – we just got up one morning and she was packing as Dad stood by, begging her to reconsider. I remember how he followed her out to the taxi, how when she came back to get her final bag, Dad started to cry. She hesitated in the doorway for just a second before saying, ‘I can’t do it, Kevin, don’t ask me to keep doing it.’

At that my dad just nodded, a granting of permission or something, I think. Then she wrapped her arms about me and Lana and said she was sorry she wasn’t stronger.

A few months after she left, Dad applied for promotion to sergeant, got it and brought me and Lana from our home in Dublin to Applegate. It was just a way for him to escape my mother’s absence, I think now. And it was a huge absence, a gaping hole at the centre of our lives that no amount of tears could fill.

For a long time after we moved to Applegate, I was afraid that one day my mother would decide to return to us and arrive at our house in Dublin only to find us gone. But Dad said that he’d never have moved if there had been any possibility of that. It made me realise that she was out of our lives for good and I grieved for a long time. We haven’t seen her since, and after Dad divorced her I finally accepted the fact that it was going to be a part of my life I’d just have to live with.

I don’t miss her like I used to.

I do miss Paddy, though. And feel guilty about ruining his life for him. Sixteen months since we broke up and it’s like a wound that hasn’t healed. I had thought, once I moved into the cottage in Applegate with Paddy, that everything would roll out before me, like a shining carpet stretching into the future. I should have known from that very first picture I had taken with Charles Hanratty that things would go like this. I should have known that Marcus would go apeshit and that Hanratty financing Paddy’s political campaign for election was bound to end in disaster for us. I think back and I don’t know how I did it, those photos, that smile. I think back and it’s as if everything that’s happened to me since my mother left happened to someone else. All I have now is the truth and I have to share it with a room full of strangers next week. The thought makes my stomach heave.

Marcus is talking to his solicitor now, his dark head bent towards her fairer one. Or maybe it’s his barrister – I get mixed up even though I’d researched court appearances and what to say and all that before coming here. Anyway, whatever she is, she’s squashed in beside him, whispering away, and he’s nodding and she pats his arm and he flashes her one of his rare smiles before pulling back and heaving a sigh.

For a tiny second, I see that he is scared, before the mask is back on.

I think it’s my fault that we’ve ended up here.

All my bloody fault.

Lana

It’s just me and Mona at home in Applegate now because my dad and Sash have gone off to the trial. It’s a big deal, Mona said, but her and Dad agreed that it’s best if I don’t go to see it. I have to go one day to give evidence but that’s all. The trial is about a boy, Marcus, that Sash used to be friends with being accused of murdering the man who used to live up the road from us. Only he didn’t get murdered up the road from us because he doesn’t live in that house anymore. He got murdered in Dublin. Loads of people get murdered in Dublin. He was a rich guy too, I never really liked him – though now he’s dead, it seems everyone else liked him.

In case you’re wondering, Mona isn’t my mother. She’s a woman my dad met when he went to a conference on Dealing with Adult Asperger’s or something. Mona ran the course. My real mother isn’t here. She left when I was twelve years, two weeks and a day old. No one really talked about it, not Sash or my dad, and if someone did, Sash would just end up walking out, so I learned to keep my mouth zipped. Before my mother left, I thought nothing would ever change. I don’t like change. I like getting up at nine, having cornflakes and milk, getting dressed from my socks upwards and, back then, if it was a weekday, going to school. I liked school loads in the beginning but then we got a teacher who had a high voice and when she talked it made my ears jump and I would try to think of other things but if she kept talking I would rock to get her voice out of my head and then I would scream really loud to move it out of the room and then Sash would have to be called and then my mother would have to come and take me home. Then my mother would have to teach me at home and I liked that and so did she because she would say, ‘You’re killing me, Lana,’ which is what people say when they are enjoying a joke. On weekends I would watch all my programmes on TV until three o’clock. After three, I did puzzles and coloured. Every day the very same. I always liked that.

Then my mother left and Dad moved to Applegate. I screamed and screamed and two neighbours had to put me into the car and then Sash gave me Lana, who is my favourite doll to play with, which is one I’ve had since I was only two and who has the same name, colour hair and eyes as me and Sash told me that moving would be fine, that she was my big sister and that she would always be there and that that would never change.

Then nine years and four months ago, I asked Sash why our mother had left. She was surprised that I asked I think, because it had been years and years since our mother went away. But I like details. They make up a picture. You have details, you have a story, something to hold on to. Sometimes the details that you have tell one story and sometimes they tell another, even though they’re the same details. That’s scary and confusing. My memory of our mother is of a nice lady with medium dark-brown hair like mine and a face like Sash’s who made me all my favourite foods and taught me letters over and over again when I wasn’t in school. She loved doughnuts, like Homer Simpson, and every day or night after his shift in the police station, Dad would bring home a bag of doughnuts for her. One time I heard her say to him that it would take more than a bag of doughnuts to make her happy and Dad never bought doughnuts after that. I think maybe if he had bought two bags of doughnuts she might have been happy and, who knows, she might have stayed with us.

The day I asked Sash about our mother leaving was just after Sash had failed her art college final exams and had come back home from Dublin to live with us. She had brought me for an outing. She likes to do that to give me new experiences and I don’t mind new experiences once they are with her. She always explains in advance where we are going and what we might see and she always says if I don’t like something to tell her and for me to explain why I don’t like it. I try to do that but sometimes I just get soaked in a feeling and I can’t breathe and I just have to do something to make myself feel better like throw knives or rocks. Anyway, this day, we were up the hill, beside the ruins of the monastery, and tourists were walking in and out of the ruins and a guide was telling them all about the monastery that looked down upon Applegate and that Applegate existed because the monastery used to give the people of the town food and stuff. The guide had a voice that made my head hum and I had to put my hands over my ears for a bit until she went around the other side and I couldn’t hardly hear her anymore.

Sash had her camera with her. She was taking pictures of Applegate so she could paint them for Dessie Daly. In case you get confused, Dessie and his mother, June, own Daly’s pub in Applegate. Dessie is Marcus’s friend and Sash’s friend. Dessie wanted Sash to paint some landscapes for the pub. Sash thought that he only asked her to do them because he felt sorry for her because she had failed college and had no job and when I asked Dessie if this was true, Dessie looked all annoyed and said that of course it wasn’t so I told Sash this and she got all annoyed. I thought she’d be glad.

Anyway, it was a sunny day and there were four sheep of medium size in the field beside us. One of them had a black spot on its back. I was sitting on the stone wall that is right on the edge of the mountain, only it’s a safe stone wall – that’s what the notice says in blue letters. Blue and red flowers were planted along the side. Possibly about one hundred and six red flowers and eighty – sorry, that’s not an important detail, I don’t think.

Sash was taking pictures and peering at them through the viewfinder and pressing buttons. I like to look at Sash when she does stuff like that. Her brow creases up and she sticks her tongue out the side of her mouth and she reminds me of the Sash she used to be when she drew the cartoons. Before our mother left, she drew cartoons all the time and she made me laugh with them. When we moved to Applegate, she just read comics a lot. Then she stopped. Sorry, that’s not important either. Anyway, because she looked like the old Sash, I asked, ‘Why did Mammy leave us?’

I kind of wanted to know for a long time but I didn’t want to ask Dad as he might not want to answer. I think he might feel guilty about the doughnuts and anyway there are some questions you don’t ask, that’s what my teacher in school once said. Sometimes it’s hard to figure out the questions though. Or what ‘don’t ask’ means. You can ask any question you want, it seems to me, but once Sash told me that ‘don’t ask’ means there are some questions that might upset people if you ask them. That made a little more sense.

Anyway, I sort of thought this was a question like that because Sash didn’t move for three seconds, she just kept the camera held up to her eye and then she let it go and it bounced on its strap around her neck. She turned around. She had a smile on her face so I guess she was OK with me asking her. ‘You know why,’ she said. ‘She had places to go. She needed to go to them.’

‘I don’t think so.’ I spent a lot of time figuring this out and I know that when people go places they normally come back.

Sash didn’t look so smiley now.

I rocked back and forward three times. That’s a lucky number. Then I count to three in my head and on my fingers. I’ve added my fingers recently because that’s three things counting to three. Nothing bad will happen then. ‘I remember it was sunny when she left.’

‘It rained.’

‘It was sunny.’ I remember stuff like that. I see it in my head like a film. ‘The flowers in the garden all died in the heat and that made Mammy cry when you and Dad were gone out.’

Sash came and sat beside me. Birds chirped. ‘It did?’ She sounded like she didn’t know that.

‘Every day that summer she just cried when she saw the dead flowers. Is that why she left? Or was it because Dad didn’t buy her doughnuts anymore?’

‘Why do you want to know now?’

‘I always wanted to know.’

Sash smiled. Sighed. Ran her fingers over the top of my head. I don’t mind Sash doing that – no one else, though. ‘Our mother left because she was sad and tired,’ Sash said.

‘Could she not just go to bed?’

‘No.’ She was careful how she talked, like she was thinking hard about the best way to say stuff. ‘It was a different sort of tired. She was tired of being a mother.’

‘Tired of us?’

‘Yes.’

Sash sounded upset but I thought that at least it made sense. It’s easy to get tired of things. I get tired of Sash not being there or tired of Mona and Dad watching the quiz shows, though Mona is very bossy and won’t let me turn them off. She makes me wear headphones instead. ‘Could she not wear headphones or anything like that?’

Sash laughed though I wasn’t being funny. ‘I love you, Lana,’ she said and she squeezed me. ‘No, she couldn’t wear headphones. Apparently she just told Dad that she couldn’t take it anymore, then she told me and you, do you remember?’

‘I didn’t understand.’

‘I know. Then she packed her bags and left.’

Sash was quiet for ages and ages after that. I left a pause because when someone tells you something sad or important, it’s not right to jump in with another question. Like when our teacher told us her husband had died and I asked her if she could get a dog now. She used to tell us she always wanted a dog but as her husband had asthma she couldn’t get one. But apparently that wasn’t an appropriate question. So I left a five-second pause. Then I asked, ‘Where did she go?’

‘I don’t know. She just left.’

‘No one knows where she is?’

‘No.’

‘It took her four hundred and eighty-nine seconds to pack her bag. Fifty-one steps to the car. She did that three times. Ninety seconds to get out of sight.’

‘Really?’

‘You told me to count, remember?’

‘Yes, I told you to count and that if you did you’d be OK.’

‘I counted for ages.’

‘Ages and ages.’

‘Thanks,’ I said to Sash then, because I had the details. ‘You helped me out.’

‘I will always help you out,’ she said. ‘You know that, right?’

I do. It’s always good to help people out.

‘Why did you never tell me she was sad and tired before?’ I asked.

‘I guess I wanted to protect you,’ Sash said.

I liked that.

Marcus

‘All rise for Judge Wayne Conroy.’

We all stand and I think what a weird name for a judge Wayne is. He sounds like he should be on a skateboard, wearing a baseball cap. I have a sudden flash of a cartoon kid wearing a judge’s cape. Some kind of a skateboarder-judge superhero.

The judge is a small guy with a bald head. He reminds me of someone who spent all his life trying to be cool, the way he walks with a sort of hop. Cartoon gold.

‘Stop smiling,’ Melissa hisses and I realise that I’m grinning like an idiot.

I do that from time to time. My thoughts skitter about all over the place when I think about drawing cartoons. I’m always on the lookout for characters and when I hit on a good one, I grin. It’s a way to distract myself too, obviously. Anything is better than being tried for murder.

The judge sits so we all sit. I rub my hands over my face as the judge says hello to everyone and nods to the jury, who have filed in when I wasn’t paying attention. Then he gives a bit of an outline as to why we’re all here. The eyes of the jury skip to me, then skip away, then come back. Like small sharp pebbles being thrown my way, grazing me as I try not to flinch.

I am innocent yet suddenly I have no clue what an innocent man looks like. My face feels twitchy and weird. I don’t know what to do with my hands. I’ve never been one to welcome being the centre of attention and this is so warped that I am prickly with unease.

The judge finishes up and the state’s prosecutor stands. I can’t remember his name, but he’s one of these self-assured, private-school-educated guys with floppy brown hair and a strong, clear voice. He has a nose that is made for looking down on people. He’s tall, over six foot, and he casts a look in my direction down that long nose. I’m tempted to give him the finger, but I don’t.

He turns to the jury.

‘Good morning, ladies and gentlemen. I’m Peter Dundon and it’s my pleasure to represent the state in this matter.’ He smiles; some of them smile back. ‘On March first, eighteen months ago, Marcus Dillon –’ I jerk at the sound of my name, then because Melissa has said I mustn’t do anything, I try to stare straight ahead, focusing on a patch of plaster on the wall, above the heads of the jury. It looks like there was a leak and it got discoloured. I tune back in as Peter Dundon describes what I’m supposed to have done, ‘– having stalked Mr Charles Hanratty for just over a year, made his way into Charles Hanratty’s house and beat him with a blunt instrument and stabbed him. Not satisfied with that, he used the instrument to write the word “Cluck” with Mr Hanratty’s blood.’ He allows a pause to develop, so that the jury can absorb that.

It’s shocking, I’ll admit.

Then he continues, his eyes sweeping the room. ‘He used a knife, cut Mr Hanratty’s femoral artery and watched as he bled to death. It would have been a slow death, ladies and gentlemen. Then Mr Dillon broke a frame containing a photograph of Mr Hanratty’s home place and threw it on the body. Not satisfied with that, he scattered disturbing cartoon images over the body. Finally done, he walked boldly down the driveway and to his car. This case is essentially about how Marcus Dillon could not control his anger at alleged injustices suffered at the hands of Charles Hanratty. It is about a man who fed his murderous anger by stalking, threatening, bullying and eventually murdering his victim. He will attempt to glorify his actions as those of a protector, he will attempt to gain your sympathy but we know you will see him for what he truly is: a man driven to seek revenge through killing an innocent man. We will ask for a guilty verdict on the charge of murder because, make no mistake, this was a premeditated act. In order to prove our case, we will call witnesses from the Garda Síochána to whom Mr Hanratty, in the last few months, complained about Mr Dillon’s behaviour. We will call computer experts who have combed Mr Dillon’s and Mr Hanratty’s computer and phone records. We will call Mr Dillon’s ex-employer who will testify as to the extent of Mr Dillon’s anger towards Charles Hanratty during the time he lived in Applegate. We will also call on an eyewitness who observed a figure matching Mr Dillon’s description fleeing the scene that night. Another eyewitness will place Mr Dillon’s car a mere two hundred metres from the scene of the crime. Forensics will place Mr Dillon at the scene of the crime. Of course the defence will argue that the fingerprints could have been there before the attack but Marcus Dillon himself, in his statement to police, said he was never inside Charles Hanratty’s house. Ladies and gentlemen, at the conclusion, we would ask you to find Marcus Dillon guilty of the murder of Charles Hanratty.’

He sits down, looking pretty pleased with himself.

Melissa stands up. She doesn’t look nearly as imposing as Peter. She’s tiny, like a bird. Her waist is the span of my hand. Her hair, long, straight, hangs down to her waist. And her braces. My God. They have a life of their own.

‘Good morning,’ she says and there is something about her that shines with sincerity, despite a slight lisp from the braces. ‘I’m Melissa Curran and I’ll be representing Marcus Dillon in this case. Charles Hanratty’s murder was a terrible crime, there is no doubt about it, but my client did not do it. The prosecution said he has testimony from the guards indicating that Marcus Dillon was stalking my client. Marcus Dillon admits that himself. He regrets it deeply, but as you will see, during the course of the trial, he was a man determined to do good. He was not motivated by anger but by concern. And remember, a stalker is not a murderer, ladies and gentlemen. The prosecution has said that Marcus was seen fleeing from the house after the crime. It is true, he was outside the house, but he wasn’t fleeing anywhere. The eyewitness was in her house across the road, over a hundred feet away. And yes, Marcus Dillon’s fingerprints were found in Charles Hanratty’s house, on two objects, ladies and gentlemen, one of which he gave to Mr Hanratty. So, in conclusion, I’d ask you to keep an open mind and listen carefully to all the evidence and return a not-guilty verdict.’

She nods to the jury and sits beside me.

‘Keep calm,’ she whispers again. ‘We have a better than fighting chance.’

I try to look happy about that.

‘You may call your first witness,’ the judge says to Peter.

And we’re off.

Sash

The guard, he can’t be more than twenty-five, takes the stand. He’s got a lot of files with him and my heart sinks. Surely they can’t all be reports from Hanratty on Marcus? But, yes, apparently they are.

‘Mr Hanratty,’ the guard says, once he has taken the oath and introduced himself, ‘complained a total of fifty-six times against Mr Dillon’s stalking.’

‘Over what time period did Mr Hanratty make these complaints?’

‘In the last three months of Mr Hanratty’s life, from January to March 2012, he made fifty-six complaints.’

I inhale sharply, along with half the room. Dad raises his eyebrows at me. The prosecutor allows the information to sink in.

‘Can you give us the nature of these complaints?’ he goes on after a second or two. He’s a cocky guy, bouncing around on his toes, his voice full of energy and a certain amount of innuendo. He reeks privilege. It drips from him like fat off cooking meat.

Marcus’s solicitor stands up. ‘I fail to see the relevance of this witness,’ she says. ‘My client has already admitted to stalking Mr Hanratty.’

‘Judge,’ the prosecutor argues, ‘it is the sheer volume of complaints I wish to address. The inability of the defendant to see the seriousness of what he was doing.’

‘I’ll allow it.’ The judge nods. ‘But be brief.’

‘Can you tell me what is in those files, very briefly?’ the prosecutor asks.

‘Complaints by Mr Hanratty of being persistently stalked by Mr Dillon.’

‘And by stalking you mean …?’

‘Parking outside his house on Lime Tree Avenue in Dublin 6 for hours at night, following him when he went into the city centre, taking unauthorised pictures of him, emailing him, phoning him up and making threats.’

‘What was the nature of these threats?’

‘According to Mr Hanratty, Marcus Dillon would phone up saying things like,’ the policeman flicks through some pages and eventually finds what he needs, ‘“I’m watching you every second of the day.” “When you sleep, I’ll be in your dreams.” “You’ll need more than your gun this time.”’

‘Threatening stuff.’

‘He’s leading the witness.’ Marcus’s tiny barrister pops up.

The judge nods. ‘Don’t do it again, counsel,’ he warns.

‘Apologies, Judge.’

‘Strike one to Marcus,’ Dad says to me in an undertone.

My dad has never been a fan of Marcus’s. He’d assumed that just because his mother was an alcoholic that Marcus was bound to have issues. And I guess Marcus did, but nothing that was ever serious. It was only when I told my dad what had happened when Marcus and I were kids that he finally came around to admitting that he was wrong about Marcus. If anyone was trouble in those days, it was me. I had sought out danger like a heat-seeking missile and then, when I’d finally found it, I’d walked away, blocked it out and pretended that it hadn’t happened. Marcus wasn’t able to do that, just like he wasn’t able to leave his mother drinking all night on her own in a pub in town, just like he faced her abuse when he dragged her out, just like he walked her home, got her to bed, stayed up and worried about her. He faced trouble and he dealt with it and maybe if I’d been the same, we wouldn’t be here, in this court at a murder trial.

I tune back in.

‘What sort of a state was Charles Hanratty in when he reported these incidents to you?’

‘That’s an opinion,’ Marcus’s barrister counters.

‘As Mr Hanratty is not here to speak for himself, I think we need to ascertain the level of threat he felt from your client. I want to establish what was said, not to comment on the truth of it.’

‘I’ll allow it.’ The judge nods.

Marcus’s lawyer sits down, not looking too bothered.

‘Again, what sort of a state was Mr Hanratty in when he reported these incidents?’

‘I only took the later statements,’ the guard says, ‘so I’m not sure what he was like when he first noticed he was being stalked, but in the last few months he was definitely agitated.’

Good, I can’t help thinking. Served him right.

‘Agitated.’ The prosecutor nods. ‘Thank you.’

He sits down and Marcus’s lawyer gets up. She thinks for a second and then asks, ‘At any time, did Mr Hanratty actually state that he felt his life was in danger from my client?’

‘No, but –’

‘And did he ever say that my client threatened to kill him?’

‘No, he never said that.’

‘And is it true that the majority of stalkers never actually attack their victims?’

‘Yes, that would be the case.’

‘So what you have there is evidence of stalking but nothing to say that my client ever made death threats towards Mr Hanratty?’

‘That’s correct.’

‘Thanks.’ Marcus’s lawyer grins and sits down.

I like her.

Lana

When we moved to Applegate first, Dad took me to the orchard. Sash said she’d rather cut her toenails, which was weird because cutting toenails is not that exciting. Dad said she didn’t mean it literally, she just meant that she really, really didn’t want to go and see an orchard.

I went because I love apples and I thought that Dad seemed sad. Maybe he wasn’t, it’s hard to tell, but I went along anyway.

The orchard was about a mile up the road from our house, just at the turn for Applegate town.

When we got there, it was drizzling and the sun was fading behind big grey clouds. Dad and I climbed the stone wall that surrounded the orchard and stood on the fringes. There was a wall of apple trees in front of us that seemed to stretch for miles, on and on, up a hill, down a hill, on and on to the stream on the other side. The trees were small and twisted, their branches entwining with each other. Dad took my hand and together we walked into them. It was like entering gloom.

It was October so the apples were nearing their end and every step I took squashed overripe fruit and drops of juice splattered onto my new shoes. All I could smell was apples and damp leaves. It was like nothing existed in the whole world except the gloom, the smell and the sound of pattering rain on leaves. I thought my head would explode with all the smells and the sound and the strangeness. I took big breaths.

‘Those trees need to be pruned,’ Dad said. ‘That way the apples will be bigger and better.’

I was afraid to speak in case my voice was swallowed up. Dad kept going, straight through, on a path that had been worn by decades of walking. He told me how the orchard had come to be, how it gave free apples to everyone and what a kind gesture it had been by the mayor of Applegate.

‘A fine gesture indeed,’ someone said from behind. I jumped.

It was a small man, wearing a brown cap and a brown suit, with shiny shoes. He had a camera around his neck and he held out a hand. ‘Charles Hanratty,’ he said. ‘Descendant of the first mayor.’

Dad shook his hand. ‘I’m Kevin Donnelly, this is my daughter Lana.’

‘The new sergeant.’ Charles Hanratty tipped his cap and smiled. ‘Pleasure. Nice to put a face to the name.’

‘Do you live around here?’

‘Just at the cottage on the corner there.’ He pointed back the way we’d come. ‘Top of your road.’

Dad nodded. ‘We’ll be seeing a lot of you so.’

‘In a good way, I hope.’ Charles laughed.

Dad laughed too.

I didn’t because I wondered how he’d sneaked up on us so fast without us hearing him. He could have robbed us.

‘Anything you need or want to know just call in,’ Charles said. ‘I’d be happy to help.’

‘Thank you,’ Dad said.

‘I’ll be on my way.’ Charles dug his hand into his pocket and pulled out a fiver. ‘Buy yourself some sweets,’ he said to me, holding out his money.

‘Not at all.’ Dad waved him away.

‘Call it a welcome gift,’ Charles said, winking at me. ‘Go on.’

‘Just this once.’ Dad smiled at me. ‘What do you say?’

‘Thank you.’ I took the money though I didn’t want it. Mammy had always told us not to take things from strangers and, though we knew his name, he was still a stranger.

‘Make sure you buy Sash something out of it too,’ my dad said to me. Then to Charles, ‘That’s my eldest girl.’

Charles smiled and tipped his cap. ‘Be seeing ye.’

Dad and I watched him walk off.

I told myself that if he turned the bend in the road by the time I counted to forty, we’d be happy here.

It took forty-one.

It was close.

Marcus

When the court breaks for the day, everyone has learned that I’m a bit of a psycho. I watch as the jury file out, not able to look at any of them, in case something in my gaze or in the set of my face turns them against me. I have no idea if they stare in my direction.

‘Well done.’ Melissa pats me on the arm. ‘You kept it cool. Tomorrow might be worse because they’ll place your car at the scene and get that eyewitness out. But I think we’re ready for them.’

She begins to pack her files away. Josh has already left on some errand. Despite her tiny frame, she is a powerhouse of energy. ‘The good thing is,’ she says, pushing the files into a box that barely contains then, ‘and I know this is terrible, but you’re nice-looking, Marcus. You have an innocent sort of face.’

‘Fantastic.’ I feel a bit hopeless. I think it’s because, listening to that policeman and seeing the thickness of the file of complaints about me, I’d suddenly been confronted with how terrible I’d actually been. It was like looking at myself through someone else’s eyes. And stupid as it may seem, I didn’t want Sash to hear all that about me. Or any of my mates either. But it’s too late now. It’ll all be in the papers tomorrow. My life and mistakes to be digested over breakfast.

Melissa instructs me to follow her out. ‘There are reporters out there, so ignore them. Let them take your picture and film you, but don’t say anything.’

We pull on our jackets. I have no idea what the weather has done while we’ve been cooped up in here, but whether it’s sunny or not, I’ll still have my hood shielding my face.

‘No,’ Melissa says immediately, yanking it down. ‘Don’t try to hide. You’re innocent, remember.’

‘I know but—’

‘It stays down.’

I feel a moment of panic, but there is no point in arguing with her. That was the first thing she said when we met. ‘What I say, goes.’ And I’d agreed.

I follow her out of the room.

We take the lift down to the ground floor. My mother and Alan are waiting for me.

‘Are you OK?’ My mother totters over in her too-high shoes and embraces me. She smells of flowers. I feel stifled by her concern, probably because I’d got so used to doing without it.

‘I’m grand. Just sorry you had to hear all that.’

She takes my face in her hands and squishes it. ‘Nothing you do will make me ashamed. That’s what I’ll be telling the jury when I take the stand.’

I wince. Melissa has convinced me that my mother getting up and testifying to my good character is a great move. I’m not so sure, but as she keeps telling me, she’s the one who knows what she’s doing. ‘Thanks, Ma.’

Alan claps me on the back. ‘Will we go?’

‘Sure.’

They flank me as we prepare to leave. I wonder briefly where Sash has got to and if she had to brave the reporters too. A flash of guilt hits me. If it wasn’t for me being so bloody stupid, she’d be happily married to Paddy now. Instead, they’d split up. Paddy had resigned from politics, moved out of Applegate and gone back to teaching. Sash had left Applegate too.

Melissa pauses to chat to the security guards on the way out. They know each other well. After a bit of banter, in which one of the guards chortles at something Melissa says, she pushes open the door.

‘Feeding time, you fucking vultures,’ she whispers, and I grin.

Someone takes a picture.

Sash

Mona rings my dad to see how the first day went. I hear him talking to her as I crack a few eggs into a saucepan to scramble. I’m not hungry but I know I have to eat. I wonder how Lana is doing.

Dad has hired a self-contained apartment in the grounds of a luxury hotel for the two weeks of the trial. It’s off season so it’s not as expensive as it might have been and Dad made the decision to throw money at the situation so that at least we’d be somewhere nice while our world was being pulled apart.

It’s a small place but it has everything we need for a luxury stay. The leisure centre at the hotel is also available to use but I’m too afraid to venture out. There was a time I loved being in the paper, standing alongside Paddy at some function or other, but now I hate it. I’ll hate it more next week, I’m sure.

When I was engaged to Paddy, I was the darling of the media. We both were. Paddy, with his easy grin, his laugh, his total goodness, had wowed the press. He’d already wowed Applegate by the time he was a teenager, but the rest of the country had soon fallen under his spell when he’d decided to run for politics on a People First ticket. It was, ironically, a party he’d set up to help victims of crime. Imagine, then, the horror of your future wife having past ties with a man arrested for the ‘Murder of the Decade’. That’s what they were calling it in the papers.

I stir the eggs and drop in a dollop of butter and some milk, then switch on the hob. I get some bread from the press to make toast and think about how Paddy and I used to argue about whether doing the bread on one side or two was best.

Paddy. Paddy. Paddy. His name alone makes me feel like crying.

I remember the first time we spoke. I’d been new in Applegate. It was not easy moving there at fifteen years of age, having lost my mother six months previously, and though I didn’t have a lot of friends in Dublin, those that I had were solid. I missed their company like my left arm. The secondary school in Applegate was so much smaller than the one I’d attended in Dublin. It was an old building with cracked ceilings and wooden floors polished to a deep shine. The place reeked of age with its thick walls and sash windows and the whistle of the wind in winter. I soon realised that in Applegate everyone knew everyone else and that their mothers knew all the other mothers. I hadn’t got a mother to know anyone. And Dad wasn’t a ‘talking to other mothers’ type unless he was arresting them for some misdemeanour.

In small schools, little differences make a big difference. And while I’d known Lana was different, so was I, though I’d never realised it until then. Aside from my mother leaving, which was devastating, my life up to that moment had been very happy. But when I walked into Applegate Post Primary on my first day, heads turned. I initially thought it was because I was with Lana, who was wearing an over-sized pair of headphones to block out most of the school noise, only it wasn’t. From the coat I wore to the Doc Martens on my feet, every little thing I did was out of synch with the rest of the school. My interests too singled me out. No other girl in the school waited for the latest Batman comic to be released. I hoarded my comics the way other girls did make-up and clothes. I filed, labelled and catalogued them. I’d re-read the best ones, seeing what made them the best. I studied the stories and the way they were put together. I got to know why certain pictures worked for the storylines. Nothing gave me more pleasure than gazing for hours at the cover artwork. Art, back then, was my passion, the one thing I was actually good at.

In our local newsagent’s in Dublin, John, the shop owner, used to keep the comics for me under the counter. If I didn’t have enough money to buy a particular issue, he’d let me read it anyway, knowing that I’d be in to get it when I could. When I came to Applegate, the local newsagent seemed baffled that I wanted to order a Batman comic. Kids in Applegate never asked for Batman, he told me. Kids in Applegate had no taste, I said back. Then Marcus, only I didn’t know it was Marcus, told me he’d order one in for me. He’d order me any comic I liked. It’d be no bother, he said, he read them too.

I’d never felt different until I came to Applegate, I guess because in my old school there’d been many kids weirder than me. In Applegate everyone was the same. I might have just remained a three-bit oddity but when Paddy Jones, the most desirable boy in school, chose to talk to me, I became a very high-profile weirdo indeed.

Paddy was in my year and hot property in a small village like Applegate. Tall, smart and the star player on the GAA football team, the whole school and local community loved him. Teachers gave him time off classes to go to training, girls queued up to do his homework for him, lads flocked around him when he spoke. Adults came up to him on the street to congratulate him on the ‘fine goal’ he’d scored in the local match. The whole town turned out to see him play as his dad strutted up and down the pitch, yelling out instructions to him. ‘Attack first, ask questions later’ was one of his sayings.

And on one of my first days in Applegate Post Primary, Paddy sat beside me and Lana in the canteen. He was with Margaret and Jennifer who, aside from Paddy, were the people to know. Being new, I had no idea of this, though even if I had it’s likely I would have messed up anyway. Like I said, I seemed destined to go against the grain. Until then, none of the other kids had sat with me or attempted to talk to me. Maybe they were put off by Lana, maybe it wasn’t cool to be friendly or maybe I was sending out bad signals, I don’t know. I wasn’t too bothered by it – a part of me wanted to be left alone because I wasn’t yet ready to handle the ‘why did you move here’ conversation. I didn’t want to be happy at that point either, I guess.

The whole table had been free and Paddy had chosen the seat right next to me. I flicked a glance at him and recognised him from photos which adorned the walls in the school. Paddy Jones holding trophies, winning debating competitions, young scientist. I was prepared to hate him.

‘It’s that guy from all the pictures,’ Lana whispered to me as Paddy started signalling some other people to join us. She sounded agitated because it was a change from the normal run of things.

‘People can sit where they like,’ I said back to her. ‘You just eat your lunch and say nothing.’

‘OK.’

‘Sit here, Madge,’ Paddy called out as he patted a seat on the other side of him.

Madge came down and flicked the two of us a cursory glance. ‘I wanted to join Dessie,’ she said. ‘I hate this table – it’s in the shade.’ Annoyance was peeling off her like dry skin, but she sat down anyway and began arranging her lunch on the tray in front of her. She was so precise, I saw, out of the corner of my eye. Even the act of eating her yogurt was accomplished with an elegance normally reserved for consuming a five-star meal. She was prettier than Jennifer, who had also joined us. Jennifer had a yogurt too but wasn’t having much success in taking the lid off, probably because her fingernails were bitten to bits. She wore long, dangly parrot earrings that jangled every time she moved her head. They were a bit sad. She was tall, with big features and frizzy hair. Her face was caked in make-up.

‘I hate this table too,’ she said in a high-pitched cartoon voice, so at odds with her appearance that I had to bury my head in my comic so I wouldn
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