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  1
Denis


Denis Murphy didn’t wake up that morning wanting to end his life. That came later. 
When the alarm on his phone tore him from sleep, he rolled over, smacked the phone into silence, and smiled. It was three days until Christmas and his old bed in Clannon Village was as good as a warm hug. His mum had cooked his favourite meal last night and his sister, Caroline, stayed home instead of working her shift at the local supermarket. It was like old times before he’d gone off to university in Dublin and forgotten what family comfort was like.
Mum was smiling, which was a rare sight.
Suicide wasn’t on his mind when she gave him one of his Christmas presents early, a black hoodie with the price tag ripped off and twenty Euros stuffed in the front pocket. “In case you want to go out with your friends tonight. First round’s on me.”
He pulled it on and kissed her cheek as she flipped the hood over his head with a laugh.
Throwing himself into Broad Meadow River—just like his dad had done eleven years ago—was the furthest thing from his mind while Caroline conjugated her Spanish verbs in advance of her mock Junior Cert exam in the new year. ”Yo estoy, tú estás, ella está.”
But then Mum asked that question over dinner, the one she asked every time they spoke on the phone, without fail, like an advertising jingle on a loop. “Have you met a nice girl yet?”
“Not yet,” he used to say. “There’s no one fit enough at uni,” he’d tell her with a smile in his voice so that she’d hear how jovial he was being about it.
Caroline coughed—because she knew—and hid her face with her glass of fruit juice. And her eyes blinked a Morse-code reminder that Mum wasn’t ready for the truth yet, in time with the blinking of the Christmas lights in the window.
But Denis couldn’t lie anymore. Not that he was dating anybody right now, but he was sick of hiding who he was. Everyone else knew—Caroline, his friends at UCD, and the grave of his father where he once left a letter for him and then went back an hour later and burned it in case Mum found it.
Caroline was the only one he never told; she just seemed to know.
“How many gays does it take to screw in a light bulb?” she asked him once, a couple of years ago.
He didn’t dare answer, and so he looked up from his book as she stood in his bedroom doorway with a massive grin on her face. She radiated childish innocence.
“Go away.”
“How many?”
“How many what?”
“How many gays does it take to screw in a light bulb?”
“I don’t want to know.” But he did.
“Just one,” she said. And then she walked away.
“That’s not even funny,” Denis called after her.
When she poked her head back around the frame of his door, she added, “But it takes an entire A&E department to remove it.”
He had thrown his book at the empty doorway in her wake and tried not to laugh when she shouted, “I’m not picking that up, Butt Bandit.”
So, that was that. Caroline had invited herself into his confidence and sworn never to tell a soul without ever saying the words out loud.
And here was Mum with her eyes fixed on Denis, one eyebrow curled into a question mark, as her fork rained garden peas onto her mashed potato and the weatherman on the TV behind her said, “I wouldn’t be expecting a white Christmas if I were you.”
The smile on her lips faltered before Denis even spoke. He took a gulp of wine to moisten his dried mouth, and he said the words he’d wanted to say for more than four years. “I think I’m gay, Mum.”
She placed her fork on the table beside her plate. When she stood up, the chair scraped a chill across the mottled linoleum that was worn thin in uneven patches.
“Mum?”
She picked up her plate. And she threw it against the wall.
It lay in pieces on the floor next to Denis’ heart.
Only when her hands were empty did she scream.
“He’s only joking, Mum.”
“Jesus, Mary and Joseph. You think you’re what?”
“Mum.”
“Get out.”
“Mum.”
“Mammy, please. He’s not serious.”
She leaned forward, her knuckles tense enough to bore grooves in the tabletop, and her face was white. Her jaw muscles were taut. “You better not be serious. May God forgive your lying soul.”
“Mammy,” Denis said, and he realised as he said it that he hadn’t called her Mammy in years. The truth was out. The pathetic tone of his voice said everything.
“Get out before I thump you. Jesus Christ, how will you ever get into Heaven? What kind of filth have you been introduced to in the city?”
Denis pushed his chair back from the table as she took a swing at him. He stomped up to his room, lifted his rucksack to the sound of his mother screaming and Caroline crying, and he shoved some clothes into it—clothes that he had only just unpacked the night before.
And he came back downstairs with pleading tears in his eyes. “Mammy. Please. Can we talk about it?”
But she hit him. She hit him in the face with the back of her hand. “I brought you up as a Christian and this is how you repay me?”
“No, Mum,” he said, and his voice splintered, tearing her name in two.
“Get out.”
“Denny, go back upstairs,” Caroline said.
“Get out.”
“Mammy, please.”
“Out.”
And he got out. He stood on the doorstep as the automatic porchlight blinded him and then dimmed, casting him in darkness more complete than his sadness.
Mum was screaming behind the door. He could see the blur of her in the frosted glass, and Caroline trying to calm her down. And he scraped his knuckles down the brickwork just to feel something other than disparaging sorrow.
His mother shrieked through the door, “I wish you were never born.” Denis saw Caroline pull her back from the glass. “I’d sooner he confessed to murder than tell me that,” Mum’s muffled voice said.
Denis kicked the garden gate and walked away.
He wasn’t thinking about suicide as he marched up the street and around the corner, passed the park where a lone dog barked. He just couldn’t get a proper hold of his breath, and the weight of the rucksack on his back, even though it only contained a few items of clothing, was crippling. His high-tops were mired in the quicksand of solitude.
“Happy Christmas,” he heard someone say nearby, but he didn’t raise his head. He trudged farther up the hill where the streetlamps got less frequent and the graffiti on the gable walls was cruder. The village’s Christmas decorations didn’t extend this far. He passed Clannon Village’s only supermarket, where Caroline had been working part-time for almost six months. She was saving up for a trip to France with her Junior Cert friends when they were finished with their exams that coming summer.
Glistening frost blanched the inner edge of the pavement, and the yellow glow from the streetlamps was weak and humble.
He hadn’t decided where he was going as he came around the corner at the top of Main Street and stumbled down the grass bank beside the humpback bridge and across the playing field which was dark and childless. The goalposts at either end stood like retracted staples, listing in their broken isolation.
He fought his way through the thick gorse bushes that ringed the field, and he followed the track half a kilometre downriver to the footbridge. When he stood above Broad Meadow River, watching the dark churn of its current fourteen feet below, he still wasn’t considering ending his life.
He was thinking about his father, who jumped from this very spot eleven years ago and was found washed up on shore just north of Swords, two and a half kilometres southeast of here. Andrew Murphy scribbled a note on the back of an envelope, walked the half-kilometre from their home to the bridge, took his shoes off, rolled his socks into a ball, and left them there like a monument, a neat reminder of his passing.
It got that Denis forgot what his father looked like most of the time. He’d been eight when it happened. He’d blamed his mum, just as he blamed her now.
I wish you were never born.
When his hands gripped the high railing and his foot slotted into one of the open rungs of the iron siding, that was the first time he acknowledged the thought of ending it all. Her words punched around in his mind. I wish you were never born.
So did he.
His foot slipped in the frost and his fingers tightened on the railing.
She’ll see. If he was gone, she’d be sorry. She’d lose her son as well as her husband.
He shouldn’t have told her. Caroline was right; Mum wasn’t ready. But it was too late. You can’t go back in the closet once you’ve opened the doors.
It was over. She didn’t want him. His own mother refused to accept him. He was adrift in a sea of pain, a world without a family.
I wish you were never born.
Dad was gone. He would have fixed everything. Mum would’ve listened to him.
Denis strengthened his resolve, put his foot back in the groove, and stepped up. But he thought about Caroline. She was five when she’d lost her father—too young to remember much about him but old enough to know he was never coming back. Denis had had to comfort her for months while their mother wasn’t fit to do anything. Caroline crawled into bed beside him, clinging to her stuffed rabbit, and cried herself to sleep every night.
I wish you were—
“All right, Denny?”
Denis came down off the railings and he nodded, blinking away his tears. Tom McInnis was at the far side of the footbridge, coming towards him. Denis and Aaron, Tom’s younger brother, were in the same class since Juniors, and Denis had been fantasising about Tom for years. He’d buy them beers when they were fifteen and let them use his PlayStation when he wasn’t around.
At twenty-two, Tom was a little over six feet tall and had the chiselled good looks of a movie star and the slick, greasy image that came with his job at Al’s Garage.
“All right?” Denis responded. He picked up his backpack as if he’d just stopped to tie his shoelace, not throw himself off the bridge.
“Jeez, it’s cold. Where are you headed?”
“Just hanging around.”
He heard the distant whistle of an old steam engine. The sound was so out of place that Denis waited to see if it would break the night again.
He watched Tom watching him.
“Shit,” Tom said, “I’m going to be late.” He punched Denis on the shoulder in solidarity and continued his journey over the bridge. “You coming?”
“Where?”
“Didn’t you hear it? There’s a luxury steam train on its way to Belfast. It’s going to be full of booze and women, and when you put the two together, you know what that means.”
“Tom.”
“Come on, lad. You’re doing nothing else, are you?”
When Denis didn’t move, Tom came back.
“Oh, bollocks. Sorry, man. This is the spot where your dad—look, you’ve got a minute to pay your respects. I’ll turn my back, so you’ve got privacy. But in sixty seconds, I’m dragging your ass onto a luxury train. No arguing.”
The unseen steam train whined into the night with the long, high drawl of its whistle.
Denis’ confusion settled into a storm in his stomach. “See you, Dad,” he said, as he kissed his fingers and pressed them against the railing. 
“Come on,” Tom said.
They fought their way back through the bushes and ran across the field.
By the time they got to the small, squat station at the top of Main Street, the sound of the train was loud, and they could see smoke chugging into the darkness of the distance.
Denis looked around. The station was filled with well-dressed families with matching luggage and as they weaved through the crowd towards the platform—there were no ticket barriers on the northbound track—Denis considered turning around and camping out on the bridge with the memory of his father.
Tom pulled his sleeve. “This way.” And the crowd pressed forward as the front of the train came into view.
“Here she comes,” someone said.
Smoke swelled in the distance, and as the train screeched closer, a cheer rose across the platform.
Denis craned his neck for a better view. Rolling into the station was the most magnificent steam train he’d ever seen. It gleamed black and red, like something from a children’s fairy tale. Thick grey smoke billowed around them, and the smell of burning coal swept ahead of its arrival.
The train’s brakes screeched and whined as the crowd applauded. Tom whistled, putting his dirty fingers in his mouth. Denis liked that Tom didn’t care about the grease from his job as a car mechanic; it added to the allure. He often imagined those oil-smeared hands touching him.
 Denis watched as each carriage rolled by. The interior lights glowed like the warmth of heaven as happy faces stared out towards the crowd.
“Do you have a ticket?” Denis asked.
“Don’t need one.”
“We’re sneaking on?”
Tom winked, and the smear of oil on his cheek glistened.
When the train came to a stop, each carriage door opened in time, rattling down the platform from front to rear. Inspectors in forest-green uniforms alighted with their ticket punchers and beckoned the new passengers forward.
The P.A. system blurted to life and a distorted voice said, ”The Duchess of Dublin welcomes you on board. Sleeper carriages are clearly marked throughout the train. Please have your tickets ready for inspection. The forward three carriages are economy class. Please make your way to the forward carriages for passengers with a yellow ticket. The oversized luggage car, marked as Carriage M, is situated at the rear.”
“Come on,” Tom said, slapping Denis’ back. He led him down the platform. 
The crowd jostled forward, and Denis kept his head low, with his hood up. He followed Tom toward the rear of the platform behind a couple in their forties. If anyone was looking at them, they would think they were their surly teenage sons, not would-be stowaways.
At the dedicated luggage carriage, the train attendant took a woman’s enormous suitcase and tried to heft it up the two narrow steps into the train. As the woman turned away, Tom jumped forward. “Let me help you with that.”
He took the other side of the case and pushed as the attendant backed into the train.
“You got it?”
“I got it,” the man said.
When he turned deeper into the carriage, Tom grabbed Denis and pushed him onboard. “Quick. Get down.”
Denis squatted between a large wooden crate and the train’s wall, and he held his breath. He had no idea why a hundred-and-twenty-year-old steam train had pulled into Clannon Station, or why Tom felt the need to sneak on without a ticket, but the oil-stained older man was a distraction from his misery.
I wish you were never born.
Denis didn’t care anymore.
When Tom hunkered into place beside him, Denis could smell the thick, cloying headiness of his aftershave.
Their legs touched. “Scooch up a bit.”
He obeyed, moving back as far as he could. He was on a train to Belfast, cramped in the dark confines of a luggage carriage, and he no longer thought about what his mum wished.
Tom smiled and his breath was warm on Denis’ face. “Got enough room?”
“Yeah.”
Denis felt the train thrum beneath him and someone on the platform blew a whistle.
The Duchess of Dublin lurched forward.






  
  2
Oliver


“Turn it off,” Oliver said. He knew what the news story was about, and he didn’t care for it. 
“You’re on the TV,” Shiva screamed with that level of high-pitched excitement only a four-year-old can achieve.
He picked his niece up and swung her around. “I can’t fit on the TV, silly. I’d fall off.”
“Silly Billy,” she said, and she repeated it until the words jumbled up and she lost the meaning. 
“Why on earth did you agree to do such a stupid thing?” his sister asked. She plucked Shiva from his arms with her fingers extended—no four-year-old was going to ruin her fresh manicure.
Grace Prasad, twenty-seven, married to a tycoon from Mumbai who spent more time abroad than in Dublin with his wife and child, was one of the people Oliver was desperate to get away from. That was why he’d agreed to do such a stupid thing.
“Ireland doesn’t need a luxury steam train tying up the railway lines. How fast do those things go, anyway? Six kilometres an hour? They haven’t even completed the high-speed rail they’ve been talking about for years.”
Oliver shook his head and reached for the TV remote to turn it off.
“Wait,” Grace said. “I want to see if they mention me.”
They wouldn’t. He knew they wouldn’t. “Twenty-three-year-old Oliver Lloyd, heir to the Isham-Lloyd fortune, pictured here with his on-again off-again boyfriend, Walter Mason, is set to cut the ribbon on Ireland’s first luxury overnight train service this evening. Speculation is rife if Lloyd is presently involved with Mason or if their turbulent relationship is on another of their many hiatuses.”
“Boyfriend?” Grace scoffed. “How old is that footage?”
“At least eight months,” Oliver said. Denario’s, the restaurant they’d been filmed coming out of, had gone out of business in April. Oliver hadn’t spoken to Walt Mason in the last three months. Their turbulent relationship, as the skinny little girl on the news called it, had been over for a long time.
That breakup put Oliver into a voluntary rehab programme for fourteen days and, during that time, he cleaned up his act. As the son of a media mogul, Oliver was awarded some privileges that, at times, kept his name out of the press—like his self-committal into a drug-and-alcohol detox programme—but the sleazeball paparazzi always had their way. When he was pictured leaving the rehab facility, fresh-faced and wearing low-key unlabelled grey jogging pants and a blue hoodie, the tabloid press decided that he was going back to Walt. Instead, Oliver Lloyd went home to his parents and waited for Walt to inform the world that they were over, in the only way Walt knew how—by being pictured at a nightclub with a blond twink.
Oliver had grown up in the arms of a nanny and when he thought back to the happiest moments of his childhood, it involved the smells associated with Amber, the foreign nanny, rather than his mother. He could recall the smell of her breath after eating pizza, and her hands when she picked him up in the evenings after she applied her night cream. He could still smell the charcoal from her fingers when she’d been at the local cemetery, doing her rubbings.
His mother? No doubt she smelled of gin. At least that’s what she smelled like now as she came into the living room, glass in hand, and announced that Daddy would be late home, he’s still in Paris.
“N’ollie’s on the telly,” Shiva said.
“Ollie,” her grandmother corrected her.
“N’ollie has a better ring to it,” Oliver said. “Now, can we turn the TV off, please?”
The car was picking him up at six that evening to take him to the station. He had no idea why they needed him so early when the train wasn’t leaving Dublin Connolly Station until almost eight-thirty.
They had contacted him a few months ago, not long after his stint in rehab, and asked if he’d like to cut the ribbon for the Duchess of Dublin, Ireland’s premier overnight train service between Dublin and Belfast, connecting north to south with opulence—their words, not his. “Fourteen carriages of exquisite luxury for the discerning traveller,” they said.
The train, a refitted steam engine, was to be Ireland’s equivalent of the Trans-Siberian Express. Not that Ireland needed such a thing. His driver could take him to Belfast in less than three hours, and a train could get you there in two.
“How long will The Duchess take to reach Belfast?” he asked the girl on the phone.
“It’s deliberately slow. It will take seven hours, forty minutes to get to Belfast, with two stopovers en route.”
“Who the hell would pay for an eight-hour journey to Belfast when they could do it in two?”
“People with more money than sense,” the girl said, then she cleared her throat, and he could imagine the crap-storm that she was going to endure by her bosses.
When she spoke again, her voice was tight and high. He knew as well as she did that she’d be fired when she hung up the phone. He liked to think that was the reason he said yes, so that she could save face. But the truth was, he needed a night away from his family, from his so-called friends who only wanted to be around him for his money. And from the memory of Walter Mason, who could burn in hell for all Oliver cared.
He squeezed Shiva when she leapt into his arms for a hug, and he nodded to his sister, who prised her daughter from his chest. He leaned in and kissed his mother on the cheek. “They’re giving me a private carriage all to myself.”
“You and your entourage,” Grace said.
“Only Annabelle. I’m giving everyone else the night off. Anyway, I’ll be back in the morning. Scott will pick me up from the Europa.”
“Scott can’t do that,” Mother said. “He’s taking me to Cork tomorrow morning.”
“Dave, then. Or I’ll drive myself if I have to. I’ll buy a car in Belfast.”
He left them watching the news and went to his room. Often, it was the only time his mother paid any attention to his whereabouts, by learning about it on TV.
Upstairs, he undressed and went into his private bathroom. There was no mirror in here. Since he first entered the public eye as a young teenager, he had been compared to James Dean, some dead guy he knew nothing about. But the crazy women of the world loved him and, therefore, fell in love with Oliver, too. He stopped looking at himself when his on-call hair and makeup crew became a constant at his side.
He never exactly came out. He brought a boy home one evening when he was seventeen and his mother said, “Wrap it up, you’re not immune.” And that was that. He never expected anything more. Mother was her own person, unique in the world. If her brain wasn’t so soaked in gin, she might have been a genius. But alcohol meant that Einstein wouldn’t turn in his grave.
Dad, contrary to popular belief, was a stickler for tradition. “Shag whatever boy you want,” he used to say, “so long as you put a ring on some girl’s finger before you’re thirty.”
He was concerned with his business, which extended to all eight daily newspapers, thirty-five websites, a twenty-six per cent stake in Trafick, the latest social app to hit the scene, and an up-and-coming news station on satellite TV. “No son of mine will waste his life in the butt-crack of another man. You’ll make an honest woman of some poor girl, the way I did with your mother.”
Honest, my arse, Oliver thought.
He showered, and when Annabelle knocked on his bedroom door to tell him the car was here, he had dressed in a classically cut blue suit that was tailored for him just last week.
“Remind me why I’m doing this?” he asked her as she straightened his tie.
“To get away from your perverse family and friends,” she said. Her Christmas hairband had light-up stars on it.
“You can’t possibly need a break from your family, too.”
“My mum’s doing this charity event. She won’t even know I’m gone.” Oliver knew not to ask about her father. He’d walked out on her when she was a child.
Annabelle said, “One night on a steam train will be like an eternity in heaven.”
“Can’t they slow the train down? Make it two nights?”
“I’ll ask the driver.”
“Did you give them my rider?”
Annabelle, his personal assistant, pretended to check off a list of items on the palm of her hand. “Fourteen litres of rocky road, one bowl of M&Ms—only the yellow ones—six bottles of spring water from the Outer Hebrides and the blood of seven virgins.”
“Just seven?”
“I thought you were on a diet.”
“Make it eight, I need the iron.”
Annabelle stepped back and inspected him. “You’ll do.” She opened his bedroom door and looked out before turning back to him. “I’ve made Grace take Shiva into the garden to look for Santa’s robins, and your mother has sequestered herself in her quarters. Scott has brought the car around and you’re good to go without making a scene.”
“How could I live without you?”
“I’ll expect your gratitude expressed in a wonderfully sincere Christmas card.”
“You write all my Christmas cards,” Oliver said.
Her smile was wide. “Thank you for the gift basket.”
On the ride to Dublin Connolly from their South Dublin home, Oliver Lloyd made a point of switching off his phone and handing it to Annabelle. He never checked it anyway. His P.A. managed his social media apps and anyone who needed to get in touch with him called her direct. He might as well not have a phone.
Belle—and he was the only one who could call her that—screened his calls and texts, and even told him on the rare occasion when a media contact reached out via a social app. He never looked at his DMs. Not since he was fifteen and some woman sent him pictures of her Brazilian, which was the last thing he wanted to see. He had thrown his phone at his mother and said, “I’m never looking at a direct message again.”
Mother made it go away. The forty-year-old woman was tracked down by her IP address and arrested. Oliver never found out what happened to her, but Mother hired a P.A. for him soon after. And now he didn’t know how many followers he had, or how many of them were crazy women who wanted to share close-up pictures of their intimate parts.
“Pity the world isn’t full of crazy men willing to share their private photos, eh?” Annabelle often said as she scrolled through his DMs.
But he was pretty much done with men, too. Walt made sure of that. They had known each other for fourteen months, dating for a while before Walt flew off the handle and left him, then crawled back a week later with a little baggie of coke and a bottle of Château Latour. They’d have make-up sex and drink wine, and by morning Oliver would feel alive again and happy with life and love. And two months later Walter Mason was pictured online with another skinny twink who couldn’t spell his own name, let alone know if he was being used or not.
Not that Oliver knew that he was being used. Not at first. Breaking up with the money-hungry asshole and checking himself into rehab was the best thing he ever did. Today, he was 194 days sober. He was awarded his six-month chip last week.
The car pulled up outside the rear entrance of Dublin Connolly Station and Annabelle got out to scout ahead. When she waved from the archway that led into the back of the building, Oliver unbuckled his seatbelt, smacked Scott on the shoulder, and said, “I’ll make my own way back tomorrow. Tell mother I’ll buy her a home in Milan if she can get through the night without calling Annabelle.”
“I will make it my duty to get her drunk before she picks up a phone, sir.”
Oliver loved that Irish sense of humour. He’d spent a few years in England with his parents when he was young, and if an employee had spoken out of turn, they’d be sacked on the spot. In Ireland, it was expected. Though some men are rich, no man is above a good ribbing. If your friend is not taking the mickey out of you, is he really your friend?
He was ushered from the car into what the station manager called the Green Room, because that was a media thing. The room was neither green nor roomlike. Broom cupboard was more accurate.
The rest of the evening was a blur. He drank two litres of sparkling water, watched the news about the luxury steam train on RTE 1, muted the TV when they mentioned him and Walter Mason, and then paced up and down for the next hour.
He cut the thick red ribbon for national television with a pair of oversized scissors and spent almost thirty minutes holding the whistle’s pullcord and smiling for the cameras. They even had him photographed holding a shovelful of coal for the steam engine, which made him look stupid. No one wears a blue suit to a coal-shovelling event.
When the train purred to life and the TV crews were left outside on the platform, Oliver was shown to his private carriage, a retrofitted sleeper car with seven cabins, two bathrooms, a lounge, private kitchen and bar area with dedicated staff. He asked for a glass of orange juice and the barman looked confused.
“With vodka, sir?”
Oliver shook his head. To Annabelle, he said, “Remind me why I’m doing this?”
“The blood of seven virgins.”
“Eight.”
“Eight. Got it.”
He took his orange juice—poured reluctantly—and sat by the window. “Seven hours and forty minutes,” he said. “When we get off this train tomorrow morning, we can start a new life in a new country. Let’s not go home.”
“′New country’ makes it sound foreign.”
“It might as well be.” Northern Ireland was a whole new world for him. He had travelled the globe, shopped in multiple cities and in many languages, but he’d never entered Northern Ireland, which was strange, considering how close it was
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