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Stephen Moriarty 

My name is Thomas Maloney, and this is my confession. I am struggling to keep my hand steady as 
I write but since I have begun, I must finish. It is said that a problem shared is a problem halved. 
If that is so, what about a secret that is too terrible, too unbelievable, to tell anyone? Every muscle 
in your body is enfeebled by the weight of it. It appears unbidden in your mind, driving out all other 
thoughts. It cuts short every smile, every laugh, every joyful moment. It comes to consume you. My 
secret is such a secret. The events I am about to describe happened five years ago, but I have relived 
them every day since, in my waking thoughts and my nightmares. I write for myself alone. I do not 
know what I will achieve by doing this, although I hope against hope that by setting my story on the 
page, I may finally purge it from my feverish brain. It may result in nothing but rubbing salt in sores 
that will not heal. Nevertheless, I will tell the story anyway.

I was a doctoral candidate of sociology in the University of Galway. My field of study was community 
despair in rural Ireland. I wanted to investigate the phenomenon of death in our countryside towns 
and villages. I listened to incomprehensible lectures, read incomprehensible books, and wrote 
incomprehensible papers. I had already done good preparatory work on mental health and wealth 
distribution and was planning field trips to gather data to prove my hypotheses. My first port of call 
was a small coastal town in County Mayo that had an unusually high rate of people dying young. I 
would be the authority on collective sadness and perhaps gain a teaching position in Dublin. That 
man, that Me, was a fool, for whom I feel nothing but scorn. But I must be patient with him, wisdom 
cometh after the fall. Before I continue, I must add one final comment. Although this is a confession, 
I feel obliged to protect the identities of anyone mentioned in this story. I do not plan on showing 
this manuscript to anyone but, should circumstances beyond my control bring it into the possession 
of another, I mean to ensure that I alone am identifiable. For this reason, I have changed the names 
of the town and the people at the heart of my tale.  

So, as a twenty-two year old in search of proof for my answers, I travelled to the town of Ferrenulck. 
It struck me as an unremarkable place, one whose activity waxed and waned with events in the 
agricultural calendar. I approached the town slowly in my car, peering out at the squat, grey 
buildings as I did so. There was a small church just past the westward entrance to the town, with 
some parishioners milling about outside before Friday morning mass. I pulled up by a hard-faced 
man who was leaning on the wall beside the church and enquired after my bed and breakfast, which 
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I knew to be called The Lighthouse. He informed me that the town lay on a straight road and that 
I should find anything by remaining on it. My destination, according to him, lay at the other end of 
the settlement. I thanked him for his kindness, remarking how pleasant a place Ferrenulck seemed, 
and continued to my lodging. 

The B&B indeed lay where the man indicated. It was squat and whitewashed, with a slate roof 
covered over by thatched straw. The doorframe was low, and I saw a turf fire crackling in what 
looked like the sitting room. It held a quaint charm for me, which was all the more heightened by 
the wizened proprietor, and her equally wizened husband. They welcomed and showed me to my 
room, telling me I was welcome to join them for dinner that evening. I graciously accepted their 
offer and was left to myself. I was booked to stay here for two nights and would return to Galway 
City on Sunday. I leafed through the notes I had made in my planner and went over my plan for 
the trip. I was to consult documents and files first at the community centre. After that, I would seek 
out volunteers for interviews. Perhaps my hard-faced friend from earlier would be a candidate. 
I underlined and highlighted important things to focus on: rural voices, material disadvantage, 
structural functionalism, etc. I was most interested in that unusual amount of young people dying. 
The latest figures showed that Ferrenulck’s death rate was seven times higher than the rate for 
Ireland as a whole. By investigating this, I hoped to achieve some real good for people in rural areas 
by presenting my findings at an upcoming sociology conference. When I was satisfied that my plan 
was in order, I left the B&B to go to the community centre. 

I was not long in the community centre before I had become entirely dissatisfied. I had furnished 
myself with a range of files, reports and newspapers about the town and its folk, but the information 
they gave me was perplexing. Ferrenulck was by all accounts, a happy and thriving place. Its 
employment rate was the average for a rural town in the west of Ireland. It had access to all of 
the major services. It attracted a respectable number of tourists, primarily continental Europeans 
looking for scenic cycling routes. To be sure, quite a lot of people seemed to leave the town suddenly, 
but this is not unusual for rural areas. So why did this ostensibly ordinary town have such an 
extraordinary number of deaths? I feared I would not find the answer among these piles of paper. 
I decided to change tack and begin speaking with locals. Perhaps these people voicing their lived 
experiences would provide me with the clarity that the files could not.
 
I left the community centre and was immediately aware of the fact that I was a stranger in this town 
and could hardly stop people on the street and begin discussing what must be a traumatic subject 
for them. Coupled with this, I realised I was rather hungry. Of my two problems, the latter was the 
one which could be remedied easily, so I crossed the road to an establishment which combined the 
functions of pub, restaurant, post office and shop. I walked up to the menu beside the door. My gaze 
moved quickly past the brightly emblazoned name of the establishment, The Morning Star, settling 
on the lunch menu. The pulled pork sandwich seemed appetising to me and I entered. 

Inside The Morning Star, it was cold. Extremely cold, in fact. Imagine, I thought, having the air 
conditioning on in Mayo in autumn! It did not make for a hospitable environment, I thought, 
although it was probably the accepted way of doing things here and, sure enough, there were quite 
a few customers in the pub, talking quietly with each other and over each other. The place looked 
charming and inviting, despite the temperature, and was probably a perfectly nice place to be when 
the fire was lit. The walls were decorated with many photos, mostly in black and white. In one area, 
the photos were replaced with a great harpoon. I stopped in front of it, fascinated and repelled by 
such an instrument of violence. With a thrill, I fancied the rust on the tip of the harpoon was dry 
blood from a whale of immense size in years past, when we slaughtered those animals in droves. I 
thought I was being ridiculous, so I banished the thought. The harpoon was mounted on the wall and 
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a frayed length of rope was still attached to it. “I grin at thee, thou grinning whale,” I said to myself, 
a memory from my reading as a child emerging unbidden. I shuddered and turned away from the 
harpoon to see that the barman was waiting for me. He was a handsome, ageless man with an open 
face. His uniform was black and his skin pale, which made for a striking contrast. I felt drawn to 
him and approached the bar.

“I was afraid you were going to cut yourself there,” he said, smiling broadly. “Many who come here 
test the point after a few jars and learn it’s still sharp.”

“Alcohol does lower our inhibitions,” I said, sounding silly to myself.

“There are no inhibitions anymore,” said the man, still smiling. “Will you be having a pint yourself?”

I told him I was only planning on having the pulled pork sandwich, but I would not mind a pint of 
stout. He sent my order through to the kitchen and began to pour my pint. 

“It is the publican’s prerogative to know the names and faces of all who live in his town,” he said, 
“and I do not know yours. I take it you are a tourist here then. I hope you find Ferrenulck hospitality 
to your liking.”

I told him my name was Thomas Maloney, that I was a doctoral student visiting from Galway 
to investigate the social issues in Ferrenulck. The man finished pouring my pint and placed it in 
front of me, beckoning me to elaborate. His face still wore that wide smile. He was a most attentive 
listener. The other people seated in the pub seemed focused on their meals and drink and did not 
bother us. He seemed both interested in and well-informed about my work. I believed he must have 
attended university, perhaps returning to his hometown after inheriting the pub. Our one point of 
disagreement was when I speculated about suicide as a cause in the high death rate. He said that 
those people were not killing themselves, they were simply dying. I realised that the man must 
be emphasising this euphemism to make sure I would not offend the locals. I thanked him and 
apologised for my insensitivity.

At this, the man smiled even more broadly. “The act of discovery is no sin – at least, it should not be. 
Your curiosity is piqued, you want to satisfy it, it is only naturally that you will trip over your feet 
or, in this case, your tongue. The important thing is to keep going forward and accept what you find. 
Take not one step back and let not one stray thought turn you from your goal.”  

I was staring at the man as he spoke and only realised my food had been in front of me when he 
finished. I began to eat and drink, musing on the angle I could bring to my research if I included 
social attitudes in my investigations. This unwillingness to name what was happening to people 
was fascinating. I told him about my fruitless reading in the community centre. He told me I would 
have to start looking below the surface to answer my questions. Perhaps I had gone about this too 
simplistically. I was sure I would have to return to the place for further research when my present 
visit was over.

“Do you know where they do it?” he said, ending my reflections.

“Do what?” I said through a mouthful of pulled pork. It was delicious.

“Die,” he said, his teeth showing as he smiled. They were remarkably straight teeth. 
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“Oh that, no I don’t. I read that the individuals were a real demographic mix. The only thing that 
really linked them was living in Ferrenulck. Do you mean that some of the deaths happen in the 
same place?” I was keen to show that I had modified my language.

“Yes,” he said. I noticed that his eyes were brown and welcoming. “There is an old manor, the former 
home of an Anglo-Irish landowner who lived here. If you follow the lane to the left of this pub, you will 
come to the path that leads you there. You will see an old orchard on the right, with the house lying 
across from it. The house is unremarkable. The orchard is what is interesting. That is where they 
do it. Not all of them die. Many of them leave the town. But if they die, they do it in that orchard.”

I finished my sandwich and drained my pint. This was a fascinating new development. Perhaps I 
had encountered a ritual native to this town, a return to nature through death. I could write several 
books on this one place. I thanked the man for his company, paid for my meal, and took one last look 
at the pub, which seemed so inviting now. It did not even feel as cold. I hurried to The Lighthouse 
to write all of this down. I scrawled several pages of notes, highlighting some things, underlining 
others. I speculated, theorised and extrapolated until I had exhausted myself, even though it was 
only two hours after midday. I must have been overcome by information. I was already sitting on 
my bed to write my notes, so I allowed myself to roll onto my side, in which position I slept for a few 
hours.

I was awoken by a knock on my door. The owner of The Lighthouse was there to remind me about 
dinner. I came downstairs and was greeted by the owner’s husband, as well as a wonderful scent 
coming from the sitting room. He had prepared roast cod, which I gratefully ate, washing it down 
with a glass of white wine. I thanked my hosts and, my curiosity aroused, I asked about the orchard. 
Frowns and furtive looks replaced their jovial manner. They told me that nobody had any business 
in that estate and that I would be as well off staying away from it. I found this answer unsatisfactory 
and, after thanking them for the food, I decided to take a look at the house and the orchard before 
turning in. 

I lit a cigarette and walked in the direction of The Morning Star, meaning to take the path the man 
had described to me. The October air was quite warm. It was still relatively light out, so I walked 
leisurely, admiring how the town looked like a postcard as the evening set in. I turned left at the 
pub, seeing as I passed that it was full of people and song. Sure enough, the lane led to a gravel 
path, which snaked up a low hill. I could see the house and, across from it, the dark outline of trees. 
I climbed the hill to get a better look. The house, as the man said, was unremarkable. It was grey 
and worn and badly in need of repairs. But across from it lay the orchard. The wind had been in 
my face as I climbed but here, at the edge of the trees, the air was still. I could not see any bushes 
or hedges in the orchard, so I reasoned that the apple trees had crowded out the light as they were 
left untended. In fact, there seemed to be nothing alive in this place, except the trees. I picked up 
an apple beside my foot, turned it over and saw it was rotten. I realised I could feel sweat on my 
back and my scalp. This suddenly seemed like a bad idea. Reproaching myself, I thought of how 
voyeuristic it was of me to come to the site of so much tragedy. With a thrill, I thought the trees 
agreed with me, I felt judgement in their rough bark. The trees seemed closer to me than before I 
picked up the apple. Dropping it, I walked quickly from the orchard, throwing one last glance at the 
house, and half-jogged away, almost running by the time I was at the bottom of the hill. I regretted 
my retreat as quickly as I had regretted coming to the estate in the first place. It was dark now. I 
reproached myself for being a fool. I was glad that no one was around to see me running down the 
hill shamefully. What would I have said to explain myself? I was determined to return to the orchard 
early tomorrow. Laughing to myself about my own ridiculousness, I walked home, with a quicker 
pace this time.
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I slept a fitful sleep that night, dreaming of faceless men and women peeking at me from behind 
dead apple trees. I awoke exhausted and had a light breakfast. I delayed my trip to the estate for 
as long as possible by reading over my notes and flicking through the newspapers that the owner of 
The Lighthouse had left on the sitting room table. Finally, a little while after one in the afternoon, 
I leaped out of my seat and made for the estate. I arrived there shortly afterwards. I strode past 
the great house and plunged into the forest, humming to myself to drown out the thick silence that 
surrounded me. Every leaf had fallen from the trees and lay in heaps around their trunks. A wide 
dirt path twisted through the orchard. My footsteps were silent on it because there were neither 
leaves nor stones. It was as if someone regularly raked the path clean. I kept walking, my jaw 
clenched, and my hands balled into fists. I strained my ears to hear something, anything to break 
the heavy silence. I had stopped humming soon after passing the first row of trees. But there was 
nothing. There was no wind, no animals, and no people. Although, I was quite glad of being the only 
person here if what the man said was right, and this was indeed where people came to die. 

The dirt path did not emerge out the other side of the orchard. Rather, it circled back on itself. My 
heart jumped as I thought I had lost track of where I had entered the orchard, but then saw it a few 
metres ahead of me. My ears ringing from the silence, I hurried out. I knew there was something 
wrong with the place. I did not know what and I did not know how to find the answers. I looked at 
the house, its front gate narrowly hanging open. What kind of person could live near a place such 
as this, I asked myself? I reasoned that it must have been pleasant in the past, decaying and taking 
on its present gloom from want of upkeep. Resigned to not knowing, I made my way down the hill.

I wandered about for the next while, inspecting tourist information on signposts and keepsakes 
in the souvenir shop. I looked in the windows of the buildings, unsure as to why. I was walking 
mechanically now, not minding where I ended up, and found myself outside of The Morning Star. 
I meant to go in and resume talking with the man and took a step forward when I saw the hard-
faced man from the day before. He was standing beside the wall to the right of the pub, beckoning 
me towards him. I decided I may as well talk to the stranger and changed direction, sloping over 
towards him. I introduced myself and asked for his name. He said it was Michael. Pleased to have 
someone new to speak with, I invited him into the pub for a drink.

“I am not welcome there,” he said. 

I cursed myself, thinking I had insulted him. Of course, this rural town must be a bastion of prejudice. 
I apologised and offered my outsider status as explanation. Raising an eyebrow, he asked if things 
were different where I was from. He did not need me to answer. 

He pointed to a bench across the road, so we went to it. We sat and he asked me why I was in 
Ferrenulck. I explained and he listened graciously, only betraying emotion when I mentioned the 
man from The Morning Star. His already rough features contorted, but not in anger. I thought he 
looked sad. 

“As usual,” he said, “he is distracting you with a show.”

I did not understand. I looked into man’s face. It was worn, even scarred. He must have been a 
labourer, if he worked at all. His clothes were weather stained. His voice was rough, but I felt I 
trusted him. He motioned to me to continue speaking and I did so. When I had finished, he leaned 
back on the bench and considered my words. 

“Do not mind the orchard. It does not matter. Look to the house. Not all die, but they all go into the 
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house. The answer is there, the orchard is merely the shadow cast by it.”

I asked him what he meant, but he did not answer, only saying that I already knew, I just had to 
uncover it. I felt I must know and pleaded with him to tell me more. 

“All I can say is that when you find the way down, keep going down, past the point of reason, and 
then down still. Then you will see.”

With this, he rose and walked away. I felt as if a great weight was placed on my chest. I was hungry, 
so I returned to The Lighthouse to eat. I had decided that I must be sceptical of the man in The 
Morning Star. I ate in silence and then waited around, trying to focus on what Michael had told 
me. Any thoughts of my research were long gone. As twilight set in, I made the decision. I would 
understand, and so I went to the hill again. At the top, I walked past the orchard and stepped over 
the boundary of the house. I could see the door was open, so I entered.

Using the flashlight from my phone, I looked around. The walls were totally bare of any photographs. 
Indeed, the only decorations the house held were old furniture and mounds of dust. I inspected the 
first few rooms, finding nothing. The last room I entered was full of shelves and old jars. It must 
have been a storeroom, but there was no food left. I could make out a door at the end of the room. 
I stood before it and twisted the handle. I was not sure why. I was not especially keen to see what 
was behind it. I opened it and saw a carved stone stairway, with brick walls either side. It sloped 
steadily down into darkness. I was not afraid of the dark, but I was afraid now. I wanted to run, to 
leave this damned town and never come back. But Michael’s words had so intrigued me that I felt 
myself descending into the blackness, pulled by something unseen.

Down, down, down, I went. The stairs still sloped. The brick walls and carefully fashioned stone of 
the stairs gave way to bare rock. When I had first stepped on the stairs, the ceiling of the tunnel had 
been high above me, but it was steadily lowering. Before long, I was crouching slightly. I checked 
my phone. It was almost nine o’clock. The lateness of the hour surprised me. More concerning than 
the time, however, was the battery of my phone. It was at 60%. I did not trust it to last, but I was 
too far gone now. 

The tunnel continued to narrow. By now, I was crawling. I had always associated underground 
tunnels with dampness, but it was bone dry here. Another thing I had noticed because of its absence 
was any sort of life. Where were the insects? The spiders? The rats? Why was this whole hill wiped 
clean of any life, apart from those terrible trees? These questions troubled me, but in my heart, I did 
not want to know the answer. 

I had now reached the narrowest part of the tunnel. The space was so tight that I was flat on my 
stomach, dragging myself forward on my elbows. It had been mild outside, but down here, it was 
cold, and became colder the further into the depths I went. My phone’s light still shone, but there 
was nothing to see, apart from my hands, the dust, and the vapour from my breath. I tapped the 
phone to check the time again, and saw the battery was now at 2%. I barely had enough time to 
register this information when it died. I was in the dark now. Panic seized me. I pushed myself up, 
smashing my head on the bare rock. Dazed, I slumped into the dust, inhaling a mouthful of it. I tried 
to turn around to climb to the surface, but it was too tight. I cried, sobbing silently in the abyss. I 
cursed myself, I cursed Michael, I cursed this town. I was paralysed and keenly aware of how alone 
I was. 

I had no idea how long I remained crying into the dust. It could have been minutes or days. After 
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a while, I wiped my eyes, stuck my phone in my pocket, and pulled myself forward. I had no other 
direction to go, so this would have to do. I fancied I saw a small light ahead of me. I thought that had 
a lot to do with my throbbing head. As I advanced down the tunnel, however, I saw that it was real, 
and growing brighter. I could now see my hands again. It was a cold light, a pale light. My secondary 
school science knowledge conjured the word ‘bioluminescence’. Finally, a sign of life, and a type of 
life that would allow me to find my bearings. I hurried my crawling now, eager to reach the source 
of the light and return to the surface. I could see the end of the tunnel. Before long, I had reached it. 
I emerged from it and spread myself out, stretching my aching limbs. 

I stood up, looking around at this latest stage of an unusual journey. It was a large cavern, bone dry, 
like the tunnel. I could not see the top but could see the walls well enough. Great rocks lay a few 
metres in front of the entrance to the tunnel. The source of the light was behind them. Taking a step 
towards the rocks and looking behind me, I could see the light cast the shadows of the rocks onto 
the walls of the cavern. Depending on the angle, the shadows took on different shapes, looking like 
a human head from one side, an animal from another. It was a lovely effect, I thought, ethereal and 
wonderful. I would be content to look at these wonderful shadows for hours. Perhaps I could contact 
the geology department from the university to conduct an examination of the whole cavern. Before 
this, however, I wanted to look at the source of the light, after which, I would crawl my way back to 
the surface. Turning from the shadows, I walked towards the light and rounded the rocks. My mouth 
fell open in a silent scream.

I cannot adequately explain what lay before me. Some great shifting mass, from which emerged 
twisting tendrils tipped with lights that reminded me of the angler fish. These were the source of 
the light. The body of the Thing was colourless and vile and pulsing. I was not sure if it was solid, 
it seemed too delicate, like a gas. The edges of it, near where the tendrils emerged, collapsed in on 
itself and then ballooned out again. And at the centre of the terrible body, there was a face. It was 
the face of the man from The Morning Star, still wearing that inviting smile, but twisted out of 
shape. The face changed, melting into the face of one of the customers from the pub, then another. It 
went through some of the faces I had seen around the town. Then into faces I knew from home, faces 
familiar to me for years. All distorted, all horrible, all recognisable. 

I could not take it any longer. I fell backwards and ran. I dived into the tunnel, paying no heed to 
the injuries I sustained as I climbed. My hands were raw and slick with blood. Tears poured down 
my cheeks. My heart raced and I almost hoped it would stop. The tunnel began to widen. Before 
long, it was brick and carved stone again. I took this as a sign to speed up. I was half jumping up the 
stairs now, finally bursting back into the storeroom. I sprinted faster than I had ever moved before, 
running out of the house, past the orchard, and almost falling down the hill. I did not stop until I 
emerged back on the main street. I fled from The Morning Star and made for The Lighthouse. I 
slowed my pace, trying in vain to control my breathing, and entered. I sneaked up to my room, curled 
into a ball, and wept. I fell asleep, despite the terror that gripped my mind. 

I woke the next morning, my whole body in pain. My hands and elbows were in bad shape, and my 
head felt even worse. I did not wait to fix myself up. I packed up my things and went downstairs to 
pay my bill, the owner of the place looking at me pityingly. I got into my car and drove out of the 
town, turning my head aside as I passed The Morning Star. As I neared the entrance of the town, I 
saw Michael in the courtyard of the church. I stared at him and he returned my gaze. He gave me a 
nod and entered the building, among a group of unfamiliar people. I drove out of the town and never 
returned.

This is my tale. It seems unreal to me as I write it, but everything happened exactly as I have 
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described. Since my experiences there, I have changed my research focus. I now look at issues in 
education. I have not made field trips since. My relationships have suffered in the last five years and 
I do not know if I can ever return to normal. The world seems tainted to me now, I fear and hate a 
world that holds such ugliness. And I fear and hate myself because of something I failed to mention 
in my main account. At the end of my encounter with the Thing, as I was tearing my eyes away from 
it, I saw one last face. It was the twisted and horrifying face of myself, smiling broadly at me. 
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