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IT WAS ON a Wednesday morning,  
during the calm between two December 
storms, that Hannah Goodall, while  
walking her dogs in a field not far from  
her home, found the cardboard box.

In another setting the box would have 
appeared unremarkable, with a plain, 
buff-coloured exterior offering no clue as 
to what it might contain, or once have 
contained; a bar code printed on its
bottom left-hand corner revealed nothing.
It sat, four-square, pristine and intact,
corners sharply pointed, flaps neatly 
closed, though not secured, in a sodden 
corner of the winter-bare field, out of 
place and incongruous, among blackened, 
weather-beaten vegetation. 

Hannah’s initial instinct was to look briskly 
about her, wellingtons planted firmly in 
the sparse, drenched grass, in an effort to 
determine the source of such an unlikely 
object. Hands wedged in pockets, she 
approached the box, halted, throwing a 
glance over her shoulder to where the two 
dogs were busily in pursuit of a scent at 
the far side of the field.

It didn’t have the appearance of something 
casually dumped—rather it looked as if 
it had been set down, though by whom 
and with what purpose was a mystery, 
given that the field had lain fallow and 
un-travelled for many months. The box 
was positioned some three or four feet 
in front of an old five-bar gate which led 
onto a narrow, winding lane, used mainly 
to serve a neighbour’s out-farm. The gate 
itself leaned drunkenly on its post, secured 
with several yards of blue baling twine. It 
had never, to Hannah’s recollection, been 
opened, the main gate being in the
adjoining field, opening onto the proper 
road.

The bottom of the box, she noticed, had 
soaked up—or leaked?—some moisture, a 
darkish spread on the cardboard. Hannah 
was unexpectedly overcome by a powerful
sense of unease; aware of a strange 
quickening of her heart, which rooted her 
where she stood, making her reluctant to 
advance any closer. Again she swivelled to 
check the dogs, further away now, still on 
the scent.
 
“Olly! Scout!” she commanded, her voice 
sounding thin and reedy, carried abruptly 
away on the wind. Her lips, pursed to 
whistle, felt dry and parched, emitting no 
effective sound.

Turning, she hurried—not, she told herself, 
to get away from the box—but to reign 
in her dogs, calling them sharply to heel. 
The older dog finally turned and bounded 
towards her, alert and obedient, followed 
by his companion. Bending she rubbed 
their soft, damp flanks, reassured by the 
pulsing warmth.

“Good, good dogs,” she murmured.

In the back yard of the cottage in which 
she had grown up, where she now lived 
alone, Hannah closed the wet dogs into 
the shed. She stood for a moment squint-
ing anxiously towards the apex of the 
roof, where a slate, loosened by the recent 
storm, hung at an oblique angle, and 
wondered whether it would withstand the 
winds forecasted for the following day.
 
In busying herself with cleaning out and 
resetting the fire, she became increasingly 
aware that her earlier feeling of unease 
had not abated entirely; it clung about her 
like bone-chill. She decided to light up the 
wood stove, though it was only just noon. 
After a while, she would let in the dogs, 
heat up yesterday’s left-over soup for 
lunch, and spend the afternoon working on 
the two small water-colours she wanted 
to finish for the Christmas Craft Fair in the 
Market Yard.
 
Unbidden, the image of the box in the field 
slid into her mind again.

At fifty six, Hannah Goodall was possessed 
of a lean, wiry physique, and a frugal, 
resourceful nature—characteristics which 
had been honed over the years by the 
independent, somewhat solitary life she 
had embraced.

Unfazed by the vagaries of the elements, 
or the isolation of her rural home, she had 
grown to appreciate the even keel upon 
which her daily life turned.
 
She didn’t envy the hectic, often harried 
lives led by some of her married friends; 
contentment, she believed, was frequently 
underrated, even if it was occasionally 
offset by a random bout of loneliness.
Two years previously she had accepted—
following some trepidation—an offer of 
redundancy in lieu of a move to a larger 
branch of the printing company where she 
worked, and harboured no regrets.
 
Ridiculous, she told herself sternly, as she 
set up her paint pallet in the small, chilly 
front room she used as an art studio,
ridiculous to keep brooding on the 
contents of a cardboard box. The water-
colours—a pair of coastal scenes from a 
photograph she had taken the previous 
summer—appeared piercingly vivid, and 
for a while, she happily immersed herself 
in their abundance of light and colour.
Outside, darkness seeped like a fog across 
the yard, something scurried along the 
front of the shed and Hannah caught a 
glimpse of a long naked tail. ’Rat poison’, 
she added to the shopping list on the 
fridge, as a flurry of raindrops, as loud as 
flung pebbles, hit the window pane.

Throughout the night the box flitted in and 
out of a disjointed network of nightmares, 
wherein Hannah threw it open to reveal 
unspeakable horrors: a litter of bug-eyed 
strangled pups, the tiny, drenched corpses 
of drowned kittens, a chalk-white, lifeless 
infant, and, in the final dream, which even-
tually wrenched her, shaking and sweating 
from a fitful sleep—a cream silk wedding 
dress, slashed to ribbons.

She rose, exhausted, in the chilly pre-dawn 
to sit out the remainder of the long night, 
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huddled by the unlit stove in the kitchen.
It was the dream of the wedding dress 
which had unsettled her most.

In a similar dress, over twenty five years 
ago, she had patiently awaited her fiancé, 
at the altar of her local church, while 
behind her the congregation shuffled and 
fidgeted in anticipation, becoming increas-
ingly restless as the minutes advanced. 
When more than three quarters of an hour 
had passed, her brother Dermot and her 
uncle Ger managed to disperse the guests.

In the vestry, her mother wept copiously 
and her normally reticent father rained a 
string of curses down on the head of
the man who had absconded, while
Fr Redmond averted his eyes and puffed 
out his cheeks.

Four days later she had received a letter, 
bearing a London postmark, saying that he 
was sorry, that he hadn’t been able to go 
through with the marriage. In retrospect, 
the entire saga had appeared so clichéd 
that one could almost see a kind of bizarre 
humour in it. Almost.

Padraig Gladney. She had neither seen nor 
heard of him again.

Dermot, her only sibling, had married the 
daughter of a Mullingar publican: in time 
her parents had passed away, within a year 
of each other.

In the grey no-man’s land between night 
and day, Hannah made her decision: there 
was no other way forward.

Daylight, such as it was, arrived grudg-
ingly. Hannah, fortified with no more than 
a cup of coffee, closed the dogs into the 
shed, took a stout stick from behind the 
door, and set off alone, buoyed up by 
grim determination. The rain had cleared, 
leaving the sky with the dull flat sheen 
of beaten pewter, tinged with a bilious 
yellowy hue.

The rising wind plucked savagely her 
windcheater and gusted erratically through 
gaps and gateways as she made her way 
up the lonely road.

She climbed the five-bar gate, into the 
first of the two adjoining fields, continued 

through the water-logged gap into the 
second field—mud sucking greedily at her
wellingtons—and along the length of the 
boundary ditch.

Coming within sight of the box, she  
realized that she had been hoping  
against hope that it might somehow have 
vanished—taking with it, its unknown 
cargo. With the overnight rain, it had 
become more settled and sodden, swollen 
in places, sagging wetly in others, melded 
into the brackish grass and mud. She  
stood beside it, mustering courage,  
silently chiding her own irrational  
cowardice.

Gingerly she extended her stick, poking
gently at the flaps, which had caved 
slightly inwards under the force of the rain 
but still offered resistance. More sharply, 
she rapped the stick on the side of the 
box—she thought the resounding thud 
sounded solid, but could not be sure.
   
Adding more force, she rapped again, 
several times, gasping slightly when the 
outer skin of cardboard split to reveal the 
corrugated middle layer.

Grasping the stick with determination she 
wedged it beneath one of the flaps,
drawing it up and outwards in one swift 
motion.
  
Only when her eyes sprung open, did she 
realize that she had squeezed them shut in 
that last split second.
 
The box was empty.
 
In its base lay a quantity of corrugated 
packaging, sodden and limp with moisture, 
some polystyrene beads and a piece of 
plastic sheeting—nothing else.

The relief she had anticipated didn’t
immediately wash over her.

 Instead, a strange, irrational anger gripped 
her, and she struck out viciously at the 
box, sodden, broken and misshapen now, 
swinging at it blindly, aggressively, unable 

to stop until she had beaten it almost to a 
pulp on the wet earth, her breath rasping 
painfully in her throat.

She wanted to laugh at the foolishness of 
it all at her own silliness, her gullibility, but 
somehow she felt unable to summon up 
any feeling of mirth.
 
Trembling, Hannah straightened, cast aside 
the stick, and turned to retrace her steps. 
On sudden impulse, she hesitated, decided 
instead to take a short-cut home, over the 
gate behind the tattered remains of the 
box, into the narrow lane—which, although 
heavily rutted and littered with debris from 
the earlier storm, was less circuitous than 
the public road.

The wind moaned eerily in the ditches, 
barrelling through the black, stripped 
branches of the ancient indigenous trees, 
tossing an assortment of brittle twigs and 
wizened leaves in her path. In the east, 
darkly—heaped clouds shouldered each 
other across the sky; Hannah quickened 
her pace over the uneven terrain.
 
Directly above her head, a crack, reso-
nant as a gun-shot split the air, followed 
immediately by a grating, unearthly 
shriek—Hannah’s bewildered gaze swung 
skywards, as a swooping, shifting dark-
ness swallowed what remained of the wan 
daylight. Wrenched by the buffeting winds, 
a gigantic oak, its hearth rotted to wood 
pulp, split at its fork and heaved itself 
earthwards. Assisted by the smothering 
weight of its myriad network of branches, 
it settled itself, snapping, creaking, and 
rustling into the lane.
 
 Half a mile away, in the fusty confines 
of the shed, the older dog rose from his 
basket, and, flopping down with his snout 
pressed to the narrow crack beneath the 
door, began to keen softly.     
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