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            Prologue

         
         
            Ardglas, County Donegal, March 1995

         

         When the detective asked Izzy what had woken her that night she could not say exactly. She’d been sleeping badly all winter.
            It was not uncommon for her to wake three or four times in the night. It was also the first time in several weeks she’d shared
            a bed with her husband, but she did not mention that. At some point she’d needed the toilet. Crossing the landing, she’d stopped
            at the window and looked out across the bay. It had become her habit in recent months to pause there and try to locate the
            point where on a clear day the gable of the cottage was just visible. The sky was mottled with cloud, the first of the morning
            light seeping through. Black smoke hung over the headland.
         

         
         ‘And straight away, I knew something had happened,’ she said. ‘Even before I really knew, I knew – do you know what I mean?’
         

         
         The two men stared back at her.

         
         ‘But how did you know, Izzy?’ Sergeant Farrelly asked her.
         

         
         ‘Well, when I saw the smoke I—’

         
         ‘No, Mrs Keaveney,’ the detective said. ‘How did a woman living two miles across the bay look out her window and see a bit
            of smoke and know the fire had been set intentionally?’
         

         
         ‘Oh,’ she said. ‘That’s another story altogether.’

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1

         
         
            October 1994

         

         There had been two masses already that morning and the air was thick with incense. The church was packed and Izzy found herself
            squeezed between two bodies. Each time she went from kneeling to sitting to standing, she felt their shoulders press against
            hers. She pulled a balled-up tissue from her sleeve and wiped the sweat from her forehead. She thought of removing her woollen
            jumper but wasn’t sure if the top she had on underneath was decent, and besides, she’d never manage the manoeuvre without
            hitting the person next to her or exposing some part of her flesh. She didn’t think she could suffer an embarrassment like
            that this morning. Raising her head, she was confronted by the sight of Stasia Toomey’s broad back looming before her. Stasia
            stood stately and proud, tightly wrapped in a coat of royal-blue gabardine.
         

         
         Kneeling again, Izzy caught the smell of sweat rising from her armpits. She bowed her head and closed her eyes.

         
         And then the responses started. She took a long, slow breath.

         
         ‘Lord have mercy.’

         
         Lord have mercy.

         
         She had managed to drag herself out of bed for half-eleven mass. It was one thing to have been drinking, but to stay in bed
            with a hangover was to admit you had been drunk. She rarely drank to excess, so she wasn’t going to give James the satisfaction
            of using this against her. She’d slipped out of the spare room to make a cup of tea, saw the pictures lying scattered across
            the floor. The night before, when they’d returned from the local businesses’ dinner-dance, she’d insisted to James that she
            was sleeping downstairs in the spare room. She went careening down the hallway, knocking every picture frame off the wall.
            James had grabbed her arm and she’d planted an elbow in his ribs. He’d let out a roar, and of course, Niall and Orla had woken.
            And that was the image she couldn’t get out of her head – the two of them conjoined in horror, staring down at her from the
            landing.
         

         
         She’d hurried back to bed with her cup of tea so as not to have to face any of them, but now as she knelt in the church, the
            collective responses to the prayers rising and falling in her empty stomach, she wished she’d eaten something.
         

         
         ‘Christ, have mercy.’

         
         Christ, have mercy.

         
         She tried to focus on Father Brian – the solid shape of him behind the altar. He was decked out in his Sunday finery, his
            vestments so clean and crisp and trimmed in shades of gold and silver, the stole embroidered with tight little bunches of
            grapes and ears of wheat. She reminded herself to say this to him next time he visited her: You were all decked out in your finery last Sunday, Brian. It suited you. The finest dress I’ve seen you in so far. Because she knew this was the part of the job he hated most, that it would forever be an embarrassment for him to present
            himself to people in this way. She thought of the wry smile he’d offer when she said this, the gentle putter of his laugh.
         

         
         Oh Lord, it is your will that all shall be saved.

         
         Someone near the front of the church rose. A tall woman with a mane of black hair stepped up and turned to face the lectern.
            Izzy felt a sharp little breath escape her. Colette Crowley, she thought – in all her glory. Such a fine-looking woman, it
            did you good just to rest your eyes upon her. The way she held her head so high. The length of her. The graceful tilt of her
            chin. And as she looked out at the congregation a smile played about her lips for a moment like there was something funny
            to her about all of this. Like she’d played a trick on them. Like she’d never really left at all. Izzy saw Stasia Toomey nudge
            her husband. A few people were overcome by fits of coughing. She cast an eye around to see if Shaun or Ann was present but
            couldn’t spot them anywhere.
         

         
         And then Colette spoke in that beautiful, soft Dublin accent of hers – a reading from the prophet Isaiah – but Izzy was not
            listening to the words, just the sound of her voice. She was neither a coarse jackeen nor a pretentious south-sider – she
            was something else altogether and Izzy could have listened to her all day. And people stared up at her, like the vision she
            was, and when Izzy’s eyes drifted across the altar to where Father Brian was seated in his big marble chair, she saw the soft,
            sympathetic look he offered to Colette Crowley.
         

         
         Give the Lord glory and power – that was the response Colette demanded of them, and Izzy thought that a bit bombastic: Hadn’t he power and glory enough?
         

         
         And then Colette descended from the lectern, stepping carefully, minding the hem of her long skirt. A shuffling of bodies
            filled the silence that had fallen over the church. Izzy watched Stasia Toomey’s gaze track Colette all the way down the aisle,
            the hard set of her jaw easing only when Colette had knelt in her pew. But Father Brian did not move from where he was seated.
            He looked so still, so poised, his hands resting delicately on his knees like he was meditating over every word Colette had
            said. Izzy brought the tissue to her brow but there was nothing in her hand. She looked down and saw the tissue scattered
            across the hassock like snow.
         

         
         *  *  *

         He was purposely avoiding the main street of the town; this was what she’d thought to herself as they drove along the Coast
            Road the previous night. James was avoiding the main street, so they wouldn’t have to pass the shop. The papers had needed
            to be signed and returned to the agent that afternoon but James had arrived home late from work, unknotting his tie as he
            came through the door and complaining about how they’d never make it to the dinner on time. She’d left the contract on the
            kitchen table where, she knew, he’d seen it every time he passed. It had lain there for a week with only her signature filled
            in. And now they were taking the Coast Road to get around a conversation about how he had reneged on his side of the deal.
         

         
         The road rose steeply and narrowed as they drew away from the town. It followed the coastline more closely – hills rose up on one side and tumbled down into the Atlantic on the other. The moon hanging low over the bay looked like someone had pared a sliver off it with a knife. She lifted her handbag from the footwell, snapped it open, took out a mint, and snapped the clasp shut again. She unwrapped the mint and popped it in her mouth, clacked it against her teeth. She turned on the radio, heard the beat of dance music, turned it off. 

         
         ‘It must be great not to want things,’ she said, at last.

         
         She watched his arms stiffen against the wheel. A muscle flickered in his cheek.

         
         ‘It must be great to be so satisfied with your life, to have all your needs met,’ she said. ‘I wish I could say the same.’

         
         ‘You know it wasn’t the right time,’ he said.

         
         ‘And when will the right time be?’

         
         ‘I don’t know . . . maybe it’s not the right property.’

         
         ‘It’s going for a song.’

         
         ‘Exactly. Why do you think that is?’

         
         ‘Because it’s been allowed to go derelict – a lick of paint and bit of money spent on it is all it needs.’

         
         ‘It failed when it was a gift shop, it failed when it was a bakery, it failed when it was a music shop—’

         
         ‘Well, it worked when it was a flower shop and I ran it.’

         
         ‘You never made that much money at it.’

         
         ‘I made enough and we were damn glad of it at the time.’

         
         ‘Look, it’s throwing good money after bad. Maybe if the price drops again, we can—’

         
         ‘Don’t!’ she shouted. ‘You never had any intention of buying that property. You just thought you could placate me with it,
            dangling it in front of me.’
         

         
         ‘It doesn’t look good for an elected member of government to be going around buying up half the town.’

         
         ‘Half the town? Half the town? One shitty-assed shopfront on the main street and you call that half the town? I’m sick of having nothing just so that we don’t look too flash in front of your constituents.’ She folded her arms and turned her face to the window. ‘Anyway, it doesn’t work,’ she said. ‘People still think we have money.’ 

         
         ‘Which is not the case.’

         
         ‘And don’t I know it – you’ve made everyone else in this town rich except us.’ They rounded a corner and the waning moon swung
            back into view. ‘We can afford that property,’ she said. ‘You just don’t want me to have it.’
         

         
         The car pulled up in front of the hotel.

         
         ‘Are you going to spoil another night?’ he asked.

         
         She watched couples gliding up and down the steps of the Paradise Lodge. Brass railings and polished handles glinted beyond
            the glass-fronted doors of the hotel.
         

         
         ‘Oh, don’t worry,’ she said. ‘I won’t embarrass you.’

         
         All through dinner she allowed Tom Heffernan to refill her wineglass and stare at her chest while she glowered across the
            table at James. She smoked one cigarette after another, the butts piling up in the ashtray in front of her. She’d worn a black
            satin culottes-suit with a low-cut top and a little bolero jacket she’d thrown off as soon as she sat down. Neat on her top
            half, and wide at the hip, she’d chosen the outfit to accentuate above and disguise below. James was usually quick to offer
            her compliments on her appearance but that evening he was barely fit to look her in the eye. And everyone so far at the event
            had admired the outfit, except her husband, who sat nursing the same whiskey he’d bought when he’d arrived. He had his hand
            over the mouth of the glass tumbler, rocking it back and forth in that uneasy way of his, as though he lived in dread of someone
            topping it up.
         

         
         She’d pushed her loin of beef around the plate, and when the profiteroles arrived, she ignored them and withdrew another cigarette from her pack. While James gave his speech on the importance of business in the local community she looked up at the light fixture, a long cylinder dripping with strings of glass beads. As she stared at the lights shrouded in cigarette smoke, they melted into one and for minutes at a time she could distract herself from her husband’s voice. She listened to the applause and kept her arms folded on the table. There was a great deal of backslapping when James sat down again. 

         
         ‘Fair play to you,’ Manus Sweeney said. ‘You’re damn right. It’s hard work that saves communities. You can’t be relying on
            government funding all the time.’
         

         
         ‘Well, Manus, I didn’t want to spell it out up there, but that’s just it. There are people nowadays who want everything for
            nothing and they’re not willing to work for it.’
         

         
         There was a lot of nodding and agreement to that and Izzy turned her face away. Seated at the table opposite were Shaun Crowley and Ann Diver. Ann was the only woman and the men were mostly bachelors who had no one to bring to an event like this. Shaun was leaning a conspiratorial ear to the man next to him, and to his right sat Ann, looking like she’d been squeezed onto the end at the last minute. She wore oversized silver earrings, ornate things that dangled almost to her shoulders, and as if she regretted the decision now, she gripped one earlobe, hiding the earring. A waitress at the Harbour View Hotel for years, she was probably more used to serving at these events than attending them, and Izzy told herself to go and chat with her before the night was over. Poor Ann was unlikely to get much in the way of conversation out of Shaun, who was not in the habit of small talk. He was polite enough if you tried to engage him, but he always looked bored out of his mind at these things, sitting there in his shirtsleeves like it would have been too much bother for him to have worn a jacket and tie like every other man. 

         
         ‘God, he’s an eccentric, that fella, isn’t he?’ Teresa Heffernan whispered to her. ‘All the money he has, you’d think he’d
            make a bit of an effort, iron his shirt at least.’
         

         
         Izzy considered this. ‘Well, he has Ann to do it for him now,’ she said.

         
         ‘Yeah, but she’s back on the scene.’

         
         ‘Who?’

         
         ‘Colette.’

         
         ‘Is she, indeed.’ Izzy took a drag on her cigarette. ‘Well, she’s never ironed a shirt in her life. Poets don’t iron shirts.’

         
         ‘Apparently she showed up at the front desk of the factory today, brazen as anything, and asked to speak to Shaun. She was
            all of two minutes in his office, and when she come out again, she wasn’t looking too happy.’
         

         
         ‘Maybe she got wind of his new woman.’ And Izzy had struggled to get her head around this recent news, that Ann and Shaun
            were an item – quiet, homely Ann, who’d been a widow most of her life. Ann and Shaun were closer in age, which made a kind
            of sense, but otherwise she was as different from Colette as it was possible to be.
         

         
         ‘Word is he won’t let Colette see the kids,’ Teresa said.

         
         ‘Ah, now,’ Izzy said. ‘That seems a bit much. Imagine if someone wouldn’t let you see your children?’

         
         Teresa settled back into her chair and tapped the head of ash off her cigarette. ‘Well,’ she said, ‘doesn’t he have his reasons.’

         
         Izzy was about to argue this point when she was distracted by James jabbing his finger onto the surface of the table.

         
         ‘My parents were never given a single thing,’ he said. ‘They had to work for every penny.’

         
         ‘And were your parents from the town?’ Manus Sweeney asked.

         
         ‘They were not,’ Izzy said. ‘They were from some boreen up north of the county. They were probably third cousins.’

         
         There was a silence.

         
         ‘Second cousins,’ James said, and everybody laughed, but Izzy recognised the cold glimmer that had entered his eyes.

         
         ‘Testing, testing, one two,’ someone said into a microphone. A bass guitar thrummed. There was a clash of cymbals.

         
         ‘And I don’t know how you can say that your parents were given nothing,’ Izzy said. ‘Didn’t the council give them the house
            you grew up in?’
         

         
         James looked away from her. ‘Well, that’s just it,’ he said. ‘Back then you were given what you were given and you had to
            just get on with it.’
         

         
         ‘Jesus Christ, when’s the music going to start,’ Izzy said under her breath.

         
         ‘People led simple, ordinary lives,’ James went on, ‘and those are the people who I want to help, the people who are willing
            to go out and work and help themselves.’
         

         
         She looked at her husband – simple and ordinary. She thought about getting the wine bottle and going to the end of the table
            and bringing it down over his simple, ordinary head.
         

         
         A sound tore through the speakers so loud that the room gave a collective swoon.

         
         ‘Sorry about that, folks,’ said the man on the stage. ‘But sure, that woke yous up!’ He gave a cackle and the band launched
            into the opening bars of ‘Your Cheatin’ Heart’.
         

         
         ‘Oh, I love this one,’ Izzy said. ‘Come on, who’ll dance with me? Tom.’ She grabbed him by the arm and stood up and her chair fell backwards onto the floor. Tom rose and she felt his hand on the small of her back and hoped to God James was watching. 

         
         *  *  *

         Father Brian was back at the pulpit to deliver the gospel, and afterwards told them he’d not prepared a sermon because he’d
            been down the country attending a funeral, which she knew to be a lie because he’d spent all afternoon on Thursday in her
            kitchen, smoking and drinking tea, and had mentioned nothing about a funeral. Still, she was relieved the sermon was to be
            left out. It happened only a handful of times a year, and given her current condition it was a stroke of luck. It would shave
            a good ten minutes off proceedings. But then the responses began again, the lurching cadence of them, and she knew she wasn’t
            going to make it to the end.
         

         
         Lamb of God, you take away the sins of the world.

         
         Oh, the sweat was dripping down her back.

         
         Lord, I am not worthy to receive you, but only say the word and I shall be healed.

         
         And the taste of bile snaking up her throat.

         
         ‘Excuse me,’ she said to the person next to her, and pushed her way past the seated congregants without lifting her head or
            looking one of them in the eye. She scurried down the side aisle, her eyes fixed on the floor. Near the church door she jostled
            her way through the men who, either too late or too drunk to be seen going into the church, had gathered in the porch. A speaker
            hung above the door echoing what the priest was saying at the altar. She rushed towards the church gates with Father Brian’s
            voice calling after her.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         Dolores Mullen had just reprimanded her three-year-old daughter for slapping her one-year-old son across the face, had lifted
            him off the floor screaming and placed him in his playpen, and was just about to put a fitness video in the cassette player
            when an ad came on the TV. A woman lifted a glass, a tiny champagne flute filled with blue dye, and poured it over a sanitary
            towel. The women in these ads were always flinging blue dye around, she thought as she watched the liquid being absorbed by
            the white pad and disappearing, and a thought surfaced in her mind – she had missed her period. She was certain of it. She
            was late by at least ten days. It was not uncommon for her to be late, especially when she was dieting, but nearly two weeks? she thought, and then, ‘Fuck,’ she said, out loud. Her last period had been at the end of August when they’d had the whole family over for a barbecue for Madeleine’s birthday, and that was six weeks ago. Four kids – a teenager, a toddler, a baby, and another on the way. Donal had been on at her to lose weight and she’d only just gotten her figure back after having Eric. 

         
         She dropped down on the enormous sofa, ran her hand over the smooth grey suede where, despite having tried everything to remove
            the stain, she could still make out a pair of tiny palm prints. She looked over at Jessica sitting on the floor on the other
            side of the room, scraping at the hair of a doll with a little brush.
         

         
         ‘Don’t you be giving me that eye, madame.’ Her voice echoed, bouncing off the pure white walls, and the tiled floors, and
            the expanses of glass that covered one complete corner of the house so that the entire length of the beach was always visible
            to them. It was like the house had been designed to keep her forever polishing glass. They had light and space in abundance,
            that was for sure. There were four bedrooms upstairs and two on the ground floor, and they were going a good way towards filling
            them. How had they managed to go ten years without having a second child and then she’d gotten pregnant three times in such
            quick succession? But she pushed that thought away. There had been miscarriages too, there might be again. Was there any point
            in telling Donal about this until she was a bit further along? There were only so many times she could blame his carelessness.
            He’d lost interest in her over the summer, which was usually a sign he had another woman on the go, and when his attention
            returned to her, she hadn’t the heart to refuse him.
         

         
         She heard a car coming up the drive. She sometimes got a visit from one of her sisters in the morning, or else it was the postman, but now a sleek black BMW was pulling up in front of the house. The door opened and a leg emerged, clad in a black high-heeled boot. A woman stepped out, and when she rose to her full height, Dolores saw that it was Shaun Crowley’s wife. Dolores couldn’t understand why she didn’t tie up her mop of thick black hair. How had she been able to see the road in front of her with such a mess tumbling down over her face? She wore the strap of her leather saddlebag across her body, adjusting it so the bag rested on her hip. She was all covered up in a polo-neck jumper and a long plaid skirt. Dolores pulled on a zip-up hoody over her little tank top and went to open the door. 

         
         ‘Hello, Dolores,’ the woman said, and right away Dolores could see that she was not as dowdy as she’d first appeared. She
            had pale, even skin and sharp blue eyes.
         

         
         ‘Hello,’ Dolores said.

         
         ‘Do you remember me? I’m Colette.’

         
         The woman smiled and Dolores watched faint lines appear in the fine skin around her eyes and mouth. She had seen her down
            the town before, knew she was married to Shaun Crowley, but why in particular she was supposed to have remembered her she
            couldn’t say.
         

         
         ‘Hello, Colette,’ she said.

         
         ‘I was wondering if I could have a quick word with you – about the cottage.’

         
         She smiled again, and it was extraordinary to Dolores how it transformed her face so her cheekbones became even more pronounced,
            her jaw two clean lines meeting at the neat point of her chin. And Dolores with not a stitch of make-up on. She pulled up
            the zip on her top, folded her arms across her chest.
         

         
         ‘The cottage?’ Dolores asked.

         
         The woman threw a look over her shoulder at the white stone cottage perched on top of the hill flanking their land. ‘You own
            that cottage – am I right?’ she asked.
         

         
         ‘Yes.’

         
         ‘And you rent it out sometimes?’

         
         ‘Aye, but not this time of year.’

         
         ‘So it’s empty?’

         
         Dolores’s daughter laced herself between her legs and Dolores reached down to pick her up. ‘I suppose you better come in for
            a minute,’ she said and opened the door wider to allow Colette to step into the hall. The heels of her boots clacked against
            the tiles.
         

         
         ‘You have a beautiful home, Dolores. I always admire it when I’m walking the beach. The view you must have!’ She was pivoting,
            staring around her at the hallway, the wide staircase leading up from it. She looked through the door of the sitting room
            to the view of the beach. ‘And how many children do you have now?’ She poked Jessica’s soft round calf, and the child smiled
            and turned her face into Dolores’s neck.
         

         
         ‘This is number two,’ she said, ‘and Eric’s number three. He’s in there in the playpen. The two of them had to be separated
            because they were acting up.’ Dolores scrunched up her face and rubbed her nose against her daughter’s. ‘Isn’t that right?’
            she asked, and her daughter rubbed her forehead vigorously against hers and threw her arms around her neck.
         

         
         ‘Madeleine’s the only one I know,’ Colette said. ‘She was in one of the plays we did at the Community Centre a few years back.’

         
         ‘That’s right,’ Dolores said. ‘She’s thirteen now. In first year at St Joseph’s.’

         
         The child had gripped the chain that hung around Dolores’s neck. It read ‘Dolly’ in gold script. She began to stab at her
            mother’s throat with the pointed end of the y.
         

         
         ‘Stop that, Jessica,’ Dolores said, trying to pick the child’s fingers from the chain.

         
         ‘Look, Dolores, I won’t keep you, but I wanted to let you know that I’m interested in renting the cottage.’

         
         ‘Where are you stopping at the moment?’

         
         ‘I’ve been staying at a B and B for the past two weeks but that’s not much of an existence for anyone. I’d like to try and
            get a bit more settled.’
         

         
         Why she couldn’t go home and settle with her husband was unknown to Dolores but she did know they’d been separated for some
            time.
         

         
         ‘Well, we’ve never rented it out during the winter. I’m not sure we’ve had the place properly cleaned since the last lot moved
            out in August. They might have left it a complete tip.’
         

         
         ‘But maybe I could go up and have a look at it, see if it would be suitable for me? Sure it might not be right at all. Does
            it have heat and electricity and—’
         

         
         ‘Oh, it has everything,’ she said. ‘Donal’s an electrician, he did the place up himself. You should have seen it when we first
            got our hands on it – it was falling down. We had to put on a new roof, new plumbing, new everything. It cost a fortune.’
         

         
         ‘Who owned it before you?’

         
         ‘Some fellow from the North who only used it one week of the year and wouldn’t sell it to us when we were building our own
            house. We would have tossed it and built on that site. It has an even better view of the beach than we have. We were five
            years in our own house before he finally agreed to sell.’
         

         
         Dolores saw how keenly the woman was observing her. Her smile never wavered but her eyes were scanning every inch of her face.

         
         ‘And would it be OK to go up and have a look at it?’ Colette asked.

         
         ‘I can’t go heading up there now. Who’s going to look after these two? Anyway, it would be better to come back another time when Donal’s here. I couldn’t decide without asking him first. It might not be practical to be renting that place out this time of year.’ But she knew they might need the money. ‘And if you were still in it by next June, we’d have to charge you three times the price.’ 

         
         ‘I won’t be here by next June,’ Colette said. ‘Maybe you could give me the keys and I could go up and have a quick look now.
            I’ll be five minutes. At least that way I’d know whether or not I want it. You wouldn’t even have to bother Donal about it
            then.’
         

         
         A scream came from the living room.

         
         Dolores walked to the hallstand and pulled out a drawer. She threw her hand around inside and it rattled. She pulled out a
            bunch of keys with an anchor key ring and held them out to Colette. ‘The gold one is the one for the front door,’ she said.
            ‘It might be a bit stiff so pull it towards you when you’re opening it. It has its own driveway from the main road but you
            don’t need to go back up there. There’s a path up the hill at the bottom of the garden. It might be a bit damp, so mind yourself.’
         

         
         She watched a smile spread across Colette’s face as she looked Dolores directly in the eye and withdrew the key from the end
            of her finger.
         

         
         ‘Thank you, Dolores,’ Colette said. ‘I’ll drop them back to you shortly.’

         
         And with that she was out the door and right away Dolores wanted to call after her, to ask for the keys back, but the shout
            that rose from her stomach caught in her throat, and all that emerged was a small, tired sigh.
         

         
         *  *  *

         Colette began to make her way down through the Mullens’ front garden, the heels of her boots softly puncturing the earth.
            She thought about turning back and following the road up to the cottage, but plodded on. At the foot of the hill she looked
            around and saw Dolores still watching from the doorway, the child slung across her hip.
         

         
         The hill up to the cottage was so steep she could see only the slate roof from the bottom. She could recall a time when the
            cottage had been thatched but she guessed the Mullens didn’t want to pay for the upkeep on that. There were footholds worn
            in the side of the hill and she took each one carefully, grabbing fistfuls of grass to steady herself as she climbed. At the
            top she passed through a gap in the dry-stone wall that divided the properties. Up close she could see where the whitewash
            was fading on the façade of the cottage and the old stone showed through. The blue paint on the door had almost entirely flaked
            away to reveal the grey undercoat. She held the little brass handle and pulled the door towards her as she turned the key.
            The cottage released a stale breath.
         

         
         She flicked the switch by the door and an exposed bulb cast a cold light over the room. The furniture was a mixture of cheap-looking, self-assembled pieces and older items that looked like they’d been salvaged from some estate sale. And it was pokey, the room, with a low ceiling that made everything look like a miniature version of itself or too oversized and bulky for the space. But there were homely touches too; you could see that some effort had been made. There was a polished flagstone floor and the fireplace was a neat little square cut from the wall. There was a pine dresser with bits of old crockery displayed on each shelf. Green-and-pink tieback curtains framed the window that looked out onto the beach. In the bathroom she slid back the plastic door on the shower cubicle and tried to imagine how she would ever fit herself inside. The only bedroom was almost as big as the living room, so it was like the house had been divided in two by one wall, probably the only structural change that had been made in however many hundred years. The bedroom had a chest of drawers, a wrought iron bedstead, and a few wire hangers dangling from a rope hung between two walls. And tucked at the foot of the bed was a child’s cot with sides of slim white railings, just big enough to sleep the smallest of infants. 

         
         The cot would have to be gotten rid of. And wire hangers could be thrown away, light bulbs replaced, she thought, as she walked
            slowly back to the little banquette that had been built into the wall beneath the window, with cushions upholstered in the
            same pink-and-green fabric as the curtains. She took a seat there and looked out at the beach. She had walked the length of
            it every single day since her return. She had looked up at this cottage and wondered who owned it and made enquiries around
            the town. People from the North owned most of the holiday homes, but when she’d learned that the Mullens had bought the house
            a few years ago and done it up to rent out, she’d begun to imagine herself into it. She could wake each morning to the sound
            of the sea dissolving in her ears, and watch the weather change over the bay as she sat at this window, writing. She could
            bide her time there.
         

         
         She looked around her again and ‘cosy’ was the kindest word she could think to describe the room, ‘quaint’ at a stretch, and while it was not quite the traditional Irish cottage she’d envisaged, it would do well enough. Turning back to the window, her eye settled on a little pine chest resting on the floor beside her. She lifted the lid. It was filled with bed linens. She ran her hand over the rough, starched sheet that lay on top and her finger brushed against something smooth. She pulled back the sheet and there was a magazine. On the cover a woman with an enormous perm, wearing nothing but white stockings, high heels, and a lace choker, leaned forward with her breasts squeezed between her arms. Her face was frozen in a look of mock horror, mouth hanging open, like some invisible assailant had surprised her and the camera had caught her mid exclamation. Colette smiled as she looked through the magazine. It was readers’ wives stuff: women who were either slightly overweight or bone-thin decked out like Christmas baubles in cheap, colourful lingerie. They wore knickers with an open crotch that exposed lengths of untrimmed pubic hair, pointed at the camera with their fingers peeling back their labia. There were no men to be seen anywhere, and in the back of the magazine, pages and pages of adverts for chat lines and escorts. 

         
         Was this why Dolores had looked so frightened when she’d mentioned going up to the cottage – was she worried she would find this flimsy rag? But the woman had looked tense from the moment she’d arrived, brittle and fearful. Then Dolores had taken her daughter in her arms and Colette had watched all the tension leave her body. But so thin, so cold-looking. Her hands, Colette had noticed, red-raw like she’d just pulled them from a bucket of water. Those gleaming tiled floors, slick as an ice rink. Was that what she did all day, scrubbed floors until her husband came home and gave her permission to do something else? She’d never met the man but she knew him to see, and when she’d spotted him in that picture in their hallway, she’d been reminded of his handsomeness. He was hard to miss – it was the only family photo on the wall. Dolores looked drawn, smiling wearily, the child on her lap festooned in a white lace christening dress and pointed awkwardly at the camera. Front and centre sat Donal, composed but absent, not a hair on his dark head out of place. 

         
         She stared down at the magazine in her hands. It could be Donal’s or have been left behind by some man staying in the cottage
            and hidden away at the last minute – or a teenager, Colette thought. She wondered if her own teenager, Barry, was at that
            stage now, procuring magazines and keeping them under his mattress and getting into a panic when Sheila, who had worked for
            them since he was a baby, came upstairs to clean his room. Even if he would speak to her, it was not something they would
            ever discuss, her angry son who had been butting his head against the world since the day he was born. Ronan was in his first
            year in Trinity now and had never had an angry phase, and Carl was still too young. But Barry, he blamed her for everything.
         

         
         The last time she’d phoned the house he’d answered, and she’d asked him how he was. She could hear how foolish she sounded, the forced joviality in her voice because she feared so much her son’s response. ‘Fuck off,’ he’d said. ‘Just, fuck off,’ and he’d hung up the phone. She realised later that she should have kept phoning back until Shaun answered so they could discuss how to deal with their son’s behaviour. But when Barry had said this, it had stopped up the breath in her. The receiver was frozen in her hand, the dial tone ringing off. She was sitting in the hallway of the B&B, staring at the little wooden box where she’d just placed the 20p for the phone call. To have been dismissed by her son so violently, and for that to simply be the shape of things – she felt more foolish for being surprised. And she had tried to collect this incident in her head, to carry these thoughts back up to her room, moving slowly and carefully, like the ideas might spill out of her. And she’d sat down at the little fold-out table and written as plainly as she could of the hurt her son’s words had delivered to her. Like colliding with a glass wall, it was – the shock and pain and embarrassment of it – to see your life on the other side and not be able to touch it. And when she’d written the lines, when she thought she had said exactly enough, she left them. The flourishes, if the poem called for them, could come later. What was required in this first stage was accuracy, and honesty. 

         
         What is required is honesty – and as she thought this a wind rolled in off the bay, and it was like the eaves of the cottage heaved in air and the entire
            structure expanded just a little and settled back on itself again. Her sons would never visit her in this house – that was
            the truth of it. Ronan would come but he would be mortified for her and she wouldn’t be able to stand it. Barry would not
            deign to spend a single second here, nor should he or Carl be asked to. They had a home, a fortress that their parents had
            built for them where they’d all been happy together for the most part, and why should they be made to visit a two-room cottage
            where the roof lifted when the wind blew and the windows rattled in their frames?
         

         
         She slipped the magazine back beneath the sheet and closed the lid of the chest. No, this would have to be her sanctuary,
            and hers alone. She could make a home of it, she was sure of that. And she would not hide away; she would simply retreat.
            There was work to be done.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         Niall could not find his school uniform. His mother had washed it for him the day before and he’d checked in the utility room.
            He couldn’t ask his father because he was doing a radio interview on the telephone in the hallway, and anyway, his father
            always got cross with him for losing things. Niall always seemed to be losing something. He knew that his father had to go
            to Dublin that morning and was dropping him off at school on his way, and he could already imagine his father shouting at
            him for making him late.
         

         
         ‘There’s a reason why Donegal is called the “forgotten county”,’ his father blared into the phone. Niall crept past him down the hallway to the spare room. He pushed open the door and smelled the warm fug of sleep; saw the rustling pile of her beneath the quilt. His mother always slept here when she’d had a fight with his father, and when things were this way between them, she usually didn’t get out of bed in the mornings. She became like this a few times a year – sometimes it was after they’d had a row and sometimes it just happened. When he got home from school, she’d have managed to get herself to the sofa in the living room. She’d be wrapped in a blanket with the applause of an afternoon chat show washing over her. He’d try to give her a hug or ask if she was OK and she’d butt into him gently, the way a cat turns its head against the back of a hand. She’d never really say what was wrong, and when she spoke, her voice would have this phlegmy rasp to it like it didn’t really belong to her. When things were normal, he looked forward to getting home from school to joke and laugh with his mother about what had happened that day, because really his mother was the funniest person he knew. But often, there’d be someone else there with her and this made him mad because he wanted his mother to himself. Sometimes it was her friend Margaret Brennan. His mother said that Margaret had time to be sitting around chatting all day because she was separated from her husband. But lately Father Brian’s car would be parked at the house and they’d be in the kitchen smoking and laughing and drinking tea. 

         
         He leaned over her in the bed and whispered in her ear, ‘Mammy, do you know where my school uniform is?’

         
         She stirred but did not open her eyes. ‘In the hot press,’ she said, in a voice soft and sticky with sleep. Her dry lips sort
            of peeled apart each time she opened her mouth.
         

         
         He retreated quietly back down the hallway.

         
         ‘There has been zero investment in infrastructure for the past twenty years and that situation has to be rectified,’ his father
            shouted into the receiver.
         

         
         In the kitchen, Niall reached for the door of the hot press to open it slowly because the door was made of heavy wood and if it banged shut it made a loud noise. Opening the door, he saw the black hairy arse of a rat bounce back up through the hole in the wall where the pipes went out. 

         
         His father appeared in the doorway. ‘What the fuck are you screaming about?’ But then a worried look came over him. ‘Niall?’
            he asked. ‘What’s happened?’
         

         
         ‘I saw a rat in the hot press.’

         
         His father stared at the wooden door. ‘Shite,’ he said. His shoulders dropped. ‘Well, listen, don’t worry.’

         
         ‘But I can’t get my school uniform out because it’s in there.’

         
         ‘That rat’ll be more scared of you than you are of him.’ But his father didn’t seem convinced of that as he edged open the
            door and tugged on Niall’s school tie so that his jumper and shirt and trousers fell into a pile on the floor.
         

         
         He gave Niall a brief hug. ‘Calm down – go upstairs and put your uniform on. We need to be on the road in the next ten minutes.’

         
         Niall tied his tie in the car, his hands still shaking. All he could think about was the way his father had looked at him
            when he’d screamed, like he suspected Niall of having done something.
         

         
         At school, Mrs Mallon tacked a map of Ireland to the wall. She pointed to areas on the map and they had to name the county,
            first in English and then in Irish. Then she pointed to rivers, lakes, and mountains, and they shouted the names in unison.
            She moved around the map clockwise, and then counterclockwise, and then she just swatted the long wooden pointer against the
            map at random and they had to think of the name as quickly as they could. She moved faster and faster until they were roused
            into a collective giddiness, and they were rocking back and forth in their seats and laughing.
         

         
         Niall glanced to his right and saw that Carl was not laughing and so he stopped laughing too. He wanted to tell Carl about the rat but these days when Niall spoke to Carl he barely responded. Niall felt that if he could just say the right thing Carl would like him again and so Niall got in trouble a lot for talking. Mrs Mallon had seated them beside each other because they were friends, telling them that if they started messing, they’d be moved. Niall was hoping now that they might be moved because something had happened over the summer and Carl was off with him. 

         
         Niall knew that Mrs Crowley had left Mr Crowley and gone to live with a man in Dublin. He’d overheard his parents talking about it. And when he’d gone to Carl’s house to play over the summer, things were different. Carl only wanted to stay inside and play computer games. When Mrs Crowley had been there, she used to make them go outside or, if it was raining, she would set up games for them. She had once placed two easels beneath the covered porch at the back of their house, put newspaper over the concrete floor, and given them smocks to wear so they could cover each other in paint if they wanted to. Colette was always coming up with nice things for them to do. Part of the reason Niall had liked going to Carl’s house was because of Colette. She was usually upstairs in her study, working, which meant she was writing poems, and when she was doing that, she couldn’t be disturbed. But sometimes she would come out of the room to get something, and she always smiled at Niall and asked him how school was, and once Niall had read her one of his poems that he’d won a prize for. She sat down to listen to him and Niall could tell by the way she looked at him that she was really paying attention. And when he’d finished, she smiled and stood up and placed her hand on top of his head. She’d walked to the shelf, taken down a book of poems, and said, ‘That’s for you, love – to bring home with you.’ But Carl had looked at him funny when this had happened. 

         
         It had felt important to Niall for Carl to know that his mammy and daddy fought too. He hadn’t been able to stop thinking
            about his parents’ fight – his father chasing his mother down the hallway, the shout he’d let out when she elbowed him in
            the ribs. The next day his father had been shaving with the bathroom door open, and Niall saw on the right side of his body
            a deep purple bruise, like one of the inkblot paintings they did at school.
         

         
         And so Niall had told Carl about the fight one break time when the weather was bad and they weren’t allowed to go outside.
            When Niall finished the story Carl said nothing for a while, just carried on eating his ham sandwich, and after he’d finished
            chewing all he said was, ‘We went to see The Mask in Letterkenny cinema on Friday night.’
         

         
         Mrs Mallon whacked the map with the wooden pointer.

         
         ‘Lough Neagh,’ they all shouted, and Niall noticed that Carl was roaring the answers louder than anyone else.
         

         
         Niall nudged him. ‘Hey,’ he whispered, ‘guess what happened this morning?’

         
         But Carl just kept his arms folded on the desk and stared ahead of him.

         
         ‘Hey,’ Niall said, and nudged him again, but this time Carl drew his elbow away.

         
         ‘Niall Keaveney,’ Mrs Mallon shouted. ‘Are we going to have a repeat of yesterday’s performance?’

         
         At lunchtime he played football with the other boys in his class. He wasn’t much good so he ran around a lot but tried to stay as far away from the ball as possible. When the bell rang, they all lined up at the main door to the school and waited for Mrs Mallon to call them in. Carl was standing with his back to Niall. He was talking to Luke Hanley, a boy he’d started hanging around with recently who sometimes went to his house after school. Niall had heard them talking about the computer games they played and now he could hear them discussing their plans for the weekend. Niall decided then to tell Carl about the rat and he tapped him on the shoulder but Carl didn’t turn around – he just kept on talking to Luke. 

         
         ‘Hey, Carl,’ Niall said, trying to sound relaxed, but Carl did not respond. He prodded the back of Carl’s shoe with his foot,
            and still nothing. Then he poked him on the shoulder.
         

         
         ‘Hey,’ Carl said, turning around. ‘Don’t punch me.’ He pushed Niall.

         
         Niall tried to smile, to make it seem like there had been some misunderstanding, but it felt like the more he tried, the more
            he might start to cry.
         

         
         ‘What kind of a punch was that anyway?’ Carl said. ‘You fight like your mammy. You wee poof.’

         
         Niall pushed Carl hard. ‘Aye, well, at least my mammy’s at home and didn’t go off with some man up in Dublin.’

         
         And then he felt the full weight of Carl’s body rush against him and they were tangled up in each other and he wrapped his
            arms around Carl’s neck and wrenched at his head. And everyone in the lines surrounded them and shouted ‘fight, fight, fight’.
            They were both trying to lift their knees and jab them into the other’s side but they were holding on too tightly and toppled
            into a pile on the wet ground.
         

         
         ‘Get up out of that,’ came the voice of Mrs Mallon, and he was hauled off the ground by the hood of his anorak. The crowd
            backed away.
         

         
         He watched Carl stumble to his feet. His sallow skin was blotchy and tears streaked his cheeks.

         
         ‘What did you do that for?’ Carl asked.

         
         Tiny black stones stuck to Carl’s jawline where Niall had pressed his face to the ground.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 4

         
         The blinds were drawn in the middle of the day, which Brian thought odd. He rang the bell and tried the handle of the front
            door but it was locked. He looked over to where her little red Nissan was parked in its usual spot in front of the house and
            wondered if she’d gone for a walk. But he hadn’t anticipated this, how disappointed he’d feel at the prospect of not seeing
            her. Ever since he’d watched her run out of the chapel on Sunday he’d meant to call and visit but it had taken him a few days
            to get around to it. He decided to drive back to his house and phone her, and if there were no response, he’d call James at
            his office. He remembered then that the back door was usually left on the latch, but just as he stepped away the lock rattled
            and the door opened a few inches.
         

         
         ‘Is it yourself?’ Izzy said in a flat tone, peering out at him. Such a short distance between them and yet her voice sounded like it was coming from somewhere very far away. Before he could say anything, she’d turned and was walking down the hall. She closed the door of the sitting room and looked back at him. ‘Come on into the kitchen,’ she said. 

         
         ‘I was just bringing back a few of your books,’ he said, following her. ‘But I left them in the car. I’ll try and remember
            to give them to you when I’m leaving.’
         

         
         ‘Sure, don’t worry – give them to me any time.’

         
         She was filling the kettle at the sink, her back to him. How slight she looked, her shoulders drawn so tightly together. He
            imagined laying his hands there, how they would cover the entire span of her back. She had her hair tied in a neat little
            ponytail, the mousy-brown wisps at her nape exposed. The cheap elastic tie was like something a child would use. She usually
            wore her straw-coloured hair held back by an Alice band, and tucked behind her ears.
         

         
         ‘How did you get on with them?’ she asked.

         
         ‘What?’

         
         ‘The books.’

         
         ‘Oh, not so bad. I enjoyed the Roddy Doyle. It was sad – so, so desperately sad, but I liked it. It’s the child’s perspective,
            isn’t it? It just makes you feel it more. But I couldn’t get on with the Doris Lessing – the darkness, so relentless.’
         

         
         ‘Oh God, Roddy Doyle is dark too in his way.’

         
         ‘Yes, but at least there’s some levity, some humour. And there’s a familiarity to it too, I suppose.’

         
         She placed a teapot on the table between them.

         
         ‘But anyway, listen to me going on. You’d swear I knew what I was talking about,’ he said.

         
         She sat down, dropping onto the seat like she could not have supported the weight of her body for a second longer.
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