
Banshee

Chapter One

Storm was coming to Kenmare. Even before the wind sang a keening dirge through 

the rigging of his fishing boat, the ‘Saoirse’, Peter Foley sensed the birth of the gale in

the late January afternoon. A less experienced fisherman might not have noticed the 

hint of a ripple across the sullen, steely water and a slight change in the direction of 

the wind. But Foley had fished and navigated the waters round Kenmare for more 

than twenty years and knew the moods of sea and weather better than he knew 

himself. It was no surprise to him when a harsh squall blew down the glen whipping 

hail like shrapnel across the lough and the bow of his fishing boat. Foley steered the 

‘Saoirse’ back towards the distant town where through the dusk he saw the lights 

coming up in the windows of shops on the harbour front. From out on the water he 

could hear rigging slapping against masts as the wind picked up and knew that steep 

seas would soon chop and churn across the inlet, making any attempt to enter the 

harbour hazardous. Suddenly his radio crackled and the coastguard, Tom Hartigan, an 

old friend of Foley’s, interrupted his concentration.

‘Kenmare Coastguard to Saoirse, Kenmare Coastguard to Saoirse, can you hear me 

Saoirse?’

‘Saoirse to coastguard of course I can bloody hear you!  How’s it going Tom?’

‘Hiya Peter. Listen, we’re getting reports of a storm reaching force nine or ten out 

beyond Blasket. Where are you at the minute?

‘Nowhere near there Tom – I’ll be home in ten minutes or so.’

The coastguard was about to break communication with the Saoirse and turn his 

attention to another fishing boat when he heard Foley exclaim,

‘Bloody hell!’

‘Peter? What is it?’

‘Hold on a moment will you?’ 

There was a long pause but Tom could still hear Foley on the bridge of the Saoirse 

and the shrill sound of his fish detection sonar in the background.

‘I’ve got a sonar reading – there’s something huge right below us. It’s massive! Look 

at that!

‘Are you close to shore?’
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Foley peered out into the gathering squall.

‘No I’m right in the middle of the channel; off Coss Strand. It’s not like a shoal, more 

like, well, one object. This is showing… hold on it’s moving back under me. Wow! 

Look at the speed of that. Gone – just like that! I’m going to turn and see if I can pick 

it up.’ 

‘Saoirse I wouldn’t advise that – this storm’s closing in very quickly. We’re requesting

all vessels return to port. Do you hear me?’

Foley put down the transmitter and swung the Saoirse’s bow out towards the open sea 

again.  His fisherman’s instinct was excited by the idea of a basking shark or maybe 

even a whale somewhere out there in the darkness. Dusk and rain had closed in 

completely and looking over his shoulder he could barely see the lights of the town 

through the gloom. His sonar now showed no trace of anything moving, so reluctantly

he turned the helm and nudged the vessel across the roughening, white capped waters 

back towards shelter. Just as she was broadside to the tide a wave, bigger than 

anything he had ever seen in the bay, rose and bore down on the boat. Foley pushed 

the throttle forward, gunned the engine and at the same time swung the helm as fast 

and hard as he could but the wave picked the Saoirse up and rolled her over on to her 

port side before lifting her high on its crest. Peter braced his huge frame against the 

side of the wheel-house gripping on to the wheel to try to keep control but all he could

see around him through the wheelhouse windows was foaming water. The last thing 

he heard was the radio bursting into life as water smashed through the starboard 

window filling the wheelhouse, turning it into a maelstrom of broken glass and wood.

‘Kenmare coastguard to Saoirse, Kenmare coastguard to Saoirse. Come in Saoirse!’ 

There was silence. Tom Hartigan glanced across the room to his colleague Shane 

McDonnell and hit the transmit button again.

‘Kenmare coastguard to lifeboat we need your assistance.  We may have a capsize; 

last reported position mid channel between Coss Strand and Dromore. Vessel is the 

Saoirse out of Kenmare. Forty foot fishing boat skippered by Peter Foley.’

Even as he was speaking to the lifeboat captain Conor Fitzpatrick, Hartigan heard a 

maroon go off calling the crew to action stations. Peering out through the worsening 

gale hammering sheets of rain against the windows, Hartigan felt immense admiration

for the courage of the volunteers who manned the lifeboat in every season and under 

all conditions.  Fitzpatrick asked, ‘You’re sure it’s Peter Foley’s boat?’

‘That’s correct Con.’

2



There was a short silence

‘My God, he’ll need all his experience in this weather. That’s dreadful news Tom.’

He switched back to professional mode.

‘Was anyone else on board with him?

‘No, I saw him going out. He was on his own.’

‘OK the crew’s here. I’ll be in contact after we launch.’

‘Thanks Con - take care and keep the channel open; let me know if you find 

anything.’

‘Will do. See you later.’

From Hartigan’s vantage point looking down at the harbour he had seen one car arrive

and another crew member sprint from a shop to the lifeboat station. That would be 

Tony Geraghty, a close personal friend of Peter Foley. The ‘Eleanor Moody’ was now 

moving down the slipway and she launched straight into the teeth of the storm, a huge

plume of spray shrouding her bow. Hartigan watched the lifeboat safely clear the 

harbour, sighed and turned to his second in command. 

‘Shane, will you call Dermot O’Hara. Break it to him gently but tell him we may have

lost the Saoirse – ask him to get down here as quick as he can. I’ll get Dr McAteer 

and the ambulance.’
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Chapter Two

Detective Inspector Dermot O’Hara was in the kitchen of his house which lay hidden 

off the road winding through the glen a mile or so above the town. He was making a 

valiant attempt at multi-tasking, looking out over the bay, eating toast and trying to 

juggle a full diary.

‘Did I not say I couldn’t do Saturday Jo?’ he grumbled to his wife. ‘I’ve tried to move 

the meeting but Dan McAleese is coming round.’

Jo was trying to fill the kettle and she gently shoved Dermot out of the way to get to 

the sink.

‘Can you not put him off?’ she asked as she carried the kettle across the kitchen and 

turned it on.

‘Not really. You know what he’s like! He and a couple of other farmers had stuff 

stolen or vandalised or something last month and I need to have a word with them 

about it and find out what’s going on. And I said I’d go fishing with Peter in the 

afternoon. I’d rather take it easy in the evening. Would you listen to that wind!’

Jo’s patience was diminishing by the second. For a month she’d been trying to get 

Dermot to commit to a date for her younger brother and his wife to visit. Eamon was 

in computers and she had to admit that he and Dermot had little in common.

‘Never mind the wind, can we put a date in the diary for Eamon and Sheila to come 

over? I‘ve put them off twice - it’s getting embarrassing Dermot. I’ve only seen 

Eamon once since Daddy died.’ She paused for a moment. ‘I understand about the 

farmers, fine, that’s work but can you not tell Foley you’re not going fishing for once?

I know what I’ve suggested is blasphemy but for goodness sake Dermot... And 

remember our work life balance chat?’

‘Try explaining work life balance to a farmer who gets up for milking at four every 

morning Jo! It’d be a short conversation I can tell you.’ She was about to retort that 

she was talking about Dermot’s recreational activities when, as if on cue, the phone 

rang. Jo rolled her eyes, Dermot pointed to the piece of toast he’d just bitten into so 

she went over and took the call.

‘Hello. Ah Shane how are you? Long time since we’ve heard from you. OK yes, he’s 

here, I hope you can understand him through the toast though.’

She handed the phone to Dermot and mouthed at him, ‘What a rude man – he just 

snapped at me,’ turned, walked into their lounge closing the door firmly behind her 

and turned on the television. As she was flicking through the channels the door 
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opened and Dermot entered. He was silent and when she looked up she knew instantly

there was bad news.

‘Jesus Dermot, what is it?

‘That was Shane, Tom Hartigan’s deputy on the phone.’

Jo stared at him.

‘I know, I answered it.’ 

‘Yes, sorry, of course you did.’

‘What is it love?’

‘It’s Peter. Peter Foley. The Saoirse’s in trouble in the bay. Tom thinks she was hit by 

a rogue wave. The lifeboat’s out trying to see if they can find,’ he hesitated, ‘if they 

can find the boat or Peter. I’m going down there. I’d better be at the harbour.’

Jo tried to reassure him. 

‘If the lifeboat’s out Dermot – they’ll rescue him.  Sure Peter knows that bay like the 

back of his hand.’

‘I know, I know. I’m sure he’ll be fine. Mind you, listen to that wind,’ Dermot looked 

out of the picture window. 

‘You can see the breakers from here.  Shane was just saying they were warning Peter 

to get into harbour at the time but there was something he saw, Peter I mean. Bloody 

eejit.’

‘What? You’re not making sense. Come on love, I’ll drive.  You can shift any 

branches that have come down.’

‘Good thinking.’

It was only when they left the shelter of their home that they realized the ferocious 

intensity of the storm. The road from their house down to the harbour was strewn with

debris from trees whipped by the vicious lash of the wind. Twice they stopped while 

Dermot moved a branch from their path. He put on the blue light but there was little 

point. Jo had to crawl along in case a tree had come down across the narrow road. 

What should have been a ten minute run to the shore took more than half an hour and 

by the time they reached the harbour a terrible sight lay in wait for them. The Eleanor 

Moody had returned with the capsized Saoirse in tow behind her. Twice the rope had 

broken and it had taken all their experience and seamanship to bring her home. Now 

Saoirse had been pulled upside down on to the slipway where hastily rigged arc lights 

showed the extent of the damage. Dermot got out of the car and Jo joined him as he 

walked, numbed, towards the wreck. 
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Jo gripped Dermot’s arm.

‘Jesus, Mary and Joseph Dermot, how will his mother cope with this? It’ll kill her.’

He put an arm round her shoulders and felt her shake. 

‘I was thinking the same thing. History repeating itself. It was Peter and a friend who 

found his father’s boat but the body never turned up. Poor kid. He was only fourteen 

when Michael drowned.’

Tom Hartigan came over.  Dermot shook the coastguard’s hand, ‘God almighty Tom I 

never thought I’d see this day. Poor Peter, he knew these waters so well.’

‘I know Dermot. I have no idea why he turned back but he said he’d seen something 

on the sonar. It was just, such a stupid thing to do in this weather.’

‘What was it he saw? asked Jo.

‘He didn’t say. Well, he was going on about something huge under the boat then it 

turned so he went off after it. I think as he turned her across the tide he was hit by a 

wave. I tried to stop him Dermot but, you know Peter…’

‘Probably a shoal. Though why he’d chase it in this weather…?’

As they spoke, the local GP Andy McAteer, a tall man wearing a long water proof 

coat, joined them.

‘Jo, Dermot, Tom. God save us, this is a sorry sight.’ He sighed and glanced round the

group who were all trying to avoid eye contact with each other. 

McAteer turned and started down the slipway towards the wreck. 

‘I suppose we’d better see if the body’s still in the boat.’ 

Gordon Loake and Denis Keogh, close friends of Peter’s had silently joined them and 

the little group huddled in the wind, unable to take their eyes off the wreckage of 

Foley’s boat. Jo wept silently and even Dermot shook but inside he felt nothing. He 

tried to remember the last time he’d seen Peter Foley. Some time during the week 

when Foley had called in at the house with a dozen mackerel. One of those visits that 

had no significance at the time but now, seen through the prism of loss, seems an 

inadequate farewell. Dermot wished he could turn back the clock. But the life force 

that had been Peter Foley was gone. 

If you’d like to read on, please click on the following 

link to download the full version of ‘Banshee’ from 

Amazon Kindle Store: Banshee by Michael McDonnell

6

http://tinyurl.com/banshee13

