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For Elissa, with love




Prologue

I HAVE TO KILL my sister.

I can’t. I can’t do this.

I glance across the kitchen.

I have to. I have no choice.

My face is wet, my throat is bone dry. There’s a buzzing inside my head, the sound of abject terror.

‘Do it,’ my sister says in a croaky whisper, as if it’s that simple, as if killing her is something I can do.

She’s my family, my blood, one of the three people I love most in the world.

Tears slide down her face. Greta never cries. She’s the strong one, the practical one. And now I have to do something unforgiveable.

From outside comes the sound of fireworks. The Oakpark summer party. Our neighbours eating and drinking on the green, oblivious to what’s happening in my kitchen.

‘I love you so much.’ My voice is hoarse, my limbs are loose. ‘I’m so sorry.’

The sky lights up with fireworks as she rolls up her sleeve.

My throat contracts with grief.

I lean towards her, Death come to take her. A sob lurches through me.

The syringe feels like nothing. It should feel cold or hot or heavy, something to signify the power it holds, but it doesn’t. It’s light and nothingy. I glance around the kitchen one more time. How is this happening? Everything looks just as it always does. The scratched wooden table of our childhood, the blue-painted cupboards, the knotty hardwood floors.

My hand shakes as I inch the tip of the needle towards my sister’s vein. She closes her eyes.

‘I’m sorry,’ I say again, and push the syringe, flooding her blood with poison.

To my horror, it’s instantaneous. As the dusky sky lights pink and gold to the pop of fireworks, Greta slips sideways and slides off the chair. Her prone figure on my kitchen floor. In seconds, it’s over.

Ten days is all it took for my world to implode. Ten days, four deaths, one teen in hospital, one in police custody, my family destroyed.

And all because of a text.
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Susan

Tuesday, nine days earlier

HAVE YOU EVER DONE something stupid – something unintentional, acting without thinking? You have, I’m sure; we all have. And then afterwards, you pull at your hair and wonder why you didn’t slow down and think first? Of course, by then, it’s too late. The damage is done.

This is about my mistake.

And it starts with a screenshot. Well, a screenshot accompanied by an uncharacteristically mean message. At least, I like to think it was uncharacteristic. Maybe that’s just something I tell myself, because I got caught. But when it all kicks off, I’m not thinking at all. I’m cranky and sleep-deprived and ready to do battle with anyone crossing my path. That’s a metaphorical path – I’m at home on my couch, under my four-month-old baby, staring at a just-out-of-reach cooling cup of tea. The walls have been closing in over the last few weeks and I’m irritable. Missing my pre-baby structure, the outside world, the old me. And every time that thought bobs to the surface, the guilt sets in. My beautiful Bella. I adore her, of course I do, but still. I miss … me. And I’m tired. Have I mentioned the tired? The up-six-times-a-night tired? Nothing prepares you. And last night was a bad one. And then of course Jon is at work all day (which is fair, he has to go to work) and I’m trying to get Bella to nap, and she won’t and it’s hard. And I’m a little scared too in the last few weeks, just a little, that things will go back to how they were when Bella was born. Back when I didn’t cope very well at all.

So yeah, I’m cross and sleep-deprived and ready to do battle, and that’s when I see the message in the Oakpark WhatsApp group. Oakpark – where we live – is a huge housing estate built in the sixties, with criss-crossing roads and cul-de-sacs and about three hundred members in the neighbourhood messaging group. It’s very useful for passing on furniture and borrowing hedge trimmers. It also has occasional open-the-popcorn dramas when something kicks off. I secretly like those moments.

I never planned to cause one.

The message is from Celeste Geary, mistress of pointy comments. Badly parked cars and barking dogs are her pet peeves, but this evening, it’s about WhatsApp group etiquette. Another resident has shared information about a local business loaning glasses for next week’s Oakpark summer party, someone else has thanked them, and I’ve chimed in with my thanks too. (I’m trapped under a baby, so responding to people on WhatsApp is one of my top three hobbies.) Celeste’s missive comes moments later:

General note: there’s no need for multiple people to thank everyone who posts, the group has 300 members, and we all lead busy lives. I appreciate that some are busier than others, but please think before you type.

She’s not even the admin of the group, she just takes it upon herself to write posts like this. I read her message again and my cheeks flame. As the second and only other responder, I’m clearly the target. The ‘busier than others’ part, a dig, no doubt, at my maternity leave, or maybe even my job. I’m a teacher. And nothing annoys people more than the supposedly short hours teachers work. Celeste, something big in a bank, with her frequent travel and airtight schedule, hadn’t taken more than a minute’s maternity leave when her kids were born. That’s according to my sister Greta, who’s lived in Oakpark her whole life. And it’s Greta and my other sister, Leesa, I text, with a screenshot of Celeste’s message, my cheeks still hot:

omg she’s such a smug wagon. I’d love to send her the pics of her husband wrapped around the PR girl at the opening party for Bar Four. Or tell her that her bratty daughter bunks off school to see her boyfriend. And that everyone knows she covered up what her son did to the Fitzpatrick toddler. That would wipe the pass-agg smile off her face. Urgh. I know. I’m awful. I just needed to get that out of my system.

I throw the phone beside me on the couch and let out an irritated sigh. Everything is annoying me. This room, where I now spend most of my time. The deep-blue walls that looked so good when we first painted them. The velvet ochre couch that cost a small fortune. The cooling cup of tea on the coffee table, mocking me. At this point, the South Dublin water pipes are mostly filled with my cold tea. In the crook of my left arm, Bella nuzzles in, her tiny eyelashes fluttering in sleep. Seven o’clock. Sleep this late is a terrible idea, but god, I can’t bring myself to wake her.

Beside me, my phone buzzes and, at the same time, I hear the sound of the front door. Oh, thank god. Now Jon can take the baby and I can get a shower or do laundry or any one of the myriad things I’ve dreamt of doing all day. Imagine dreaming of doing laundry.

My phone buzzes again as Jon comes through to the living room. His eyes crinkle into a smile and he bends to kiss the top of my head, sweat glistening on his forehead from his post-work run. Running is new. He started about six weeks ago and has become completely obsessed. He’s already lean and wiry, so I don’t think it’s a fitness concern, despite what he claims – I have a sneaking suspicion it’s a response to Bella’s birth. A kind of early midlife crisis, a sense that he’s suddenly adult and old. If you could see him, you’d laugh at that – he’s thirty-eight, but with boyish looks and a bouncy energy that make him seem much younger. I get it though. Having Bella has changed both of us.

‘How’re my girls?’

‘OK.’ I wriggle forward on the couch until I can stand, trying not to disturb Bella, then pass her into Jon’s arms.

‘Oh, I was going to shower first and—’

I cut him off. ‘No chance. I’ve been waiting for a shower since this morning.’

He knows better than to argue. That’s when my phone begins to ring. Nobody ever rings. Greta, Leesa and I text all day, my friends text, my mother-and-baby group send voice notes, because nobody has time to type. I turn over the phone. Greta’s name flashes onscreen.

‘Hey, what’s up?’

‘Your message. Delete. Delete!’

Greta is the calm one, so to hear her shrieking down the phone unnerves me.

‘What? Why?’

‘Your message about Celeste. You sent it to the whole Oakpark group. I’ve been texting you. Delete!’

Fuck. Fumbling, I click into WhatsApp. Oh god. In the pit of my stomach, everything flips. Greta is right. My blood runs cold. I’ve sent the screenshot and my bitchy message about Celeste to the entire group. No, no, no … please say I’m wrong. My words stare back at me. I’m not wrong. I’ve sent it to all three hundred members. Including Celeste.

‘Susan, make sure you click “Delete for Everyone”, not just “Delete for Me”, or it’ll be there for ever!’ Greta is shouting down the line.

All fingers and thumbs, I hit delete. How many people have seen it? Has Celeste seen it? Shit. Shit. Shit.

Greta is still on the line, her voice distant, barely audible through the blood pounding in my ears. Jon is asking what’s wrong and Bella is awake and beginning to cry. Before I can process or explain what I’ve done, I manage to knock my full cup of cold tea all across the living-room floor. Oh, for god’s sake, can things get any worse?

As it happens, things are about to get much, much worse.
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Susan

Tuesday

MY MESSAGE SPREADS LIKE wildfire. In the ten minutes between sending it and deleting it, dozens and dozens of Oakpark residents have seen it, and many, it turns out, have taken screenshots and sent those on to friends. On a slow-news Tuesday in July, this is the quintessential open-the-popcorn moment. Updates on the screenshot-spread reach me via Greta, who has seen it in her hockey coach group, and Leesa, who has seen it in her school mum group. Replies and follow-up posts appear in the Oakpark group and I give silent thanks for my relative anonymity – my display name is ‘SO’D’ and my profile picture is a daisy. But still, as I read them, I’m absolutely mortified and sick with guilt:

Uh oh, wrong group, I think?

I think he or she meant this for someone else …

Who is SO’D? Apt initials Smiling face[image: ]

*opens popcorn*

Guys, this isn’t funny, it’s not fair on Celeste. I’ve seen screenshots shared in other groups now, people need to think before they post.

Yeah, especially SO’D

Anyone know who SO’D is? Bad form, whoever it is.

And from Celeste: nothing.

I put my face in my hands. How the hell had I sent it to the whole group instead of to my sisters?

‘I’ve done it – we’ve all done it,’ Jon says, reading my mind and rubbing my back. Bella is on his shoulder now, whimpering sporadically. We’re both ignoring the spilt tea. ‘Remember when I was moaning about the cost of the trip to Spain and sent it to the lads’ group instead of you?’

I love him for trying, but it’s not the same. Jon’s gang have been friends for ever and the banter is a daily ritual. That’s not this. Jesus Christ, I mentioned Celeste’s kids. Teenagers. And I’m their teacher. A grown woman, a secondary-school teacher, bitching about teenagers. What had I called Nika? Bratty. Oh god.

‘Would it make sense to call Celeste?’ Jon suggests, laying Bella gently in her Moses basket, soother in her mouth. ‘To apologize?’

‘Oh god, I can’t bear the thought of that. Maybe it’ll all blow over. She might not even know it’s me.’

Jon takes a bottle of Glenmorangie from the cupboard under the TV. ‘If she has your number saved in her contacts, she’ll know it’s you. And realistically, you’re her kids’ teacher and you live in the same estate … I’m guessing she has your number saved.’

He pours whiskey into two tumblers. ‘Or someone will tell her. She’s good pals with Juliette next door, isn’t she? And obviously since Juliette has your phone number, she’ll have seen that it was you …’

I want to cry. ‘This is going to make parent–teacher meetings horrendous.’

‘Well, that’s why it might be worth calling her now, get it over with.’ He hands me a whiskey. ‘Medicinal.’

Bella starts to whimper and Jon gets up to put the soother back in her mouth.

‘Why can’t you be the kind of husband who tells me to put my head in the sand and doesn’t make me do hard things?’ I smile to stop myself crying and he kisses the top of my head as he sits back down, Bella now settled again with her beloved soother.

The drink is welcome, the strong taste a distraction. Jon is right: I need to bite the bullet and apologize. Deep breath. I take another sip of whiskey and pick up my phone. Taking responsibility must surely count for something …

Celeste isn’t in my contacts so I go back to the Oakpark group to get her number. The replies are still streaming in, including calls for people to stop replying and move on. Mostly, though, they are posts about me – asking who ‘SO’D’ is, asking me to apologize, asking for me to be expelled from the group. I feel hot and sick. This is the last thing I want. I’m not confrontational; I hate arguments. With shaking hands, I save Celeste’s number and before I can chicken out I hit call.

No answer.

She must know it’s me. I try once more anyway, out of a sense of duty more than any real hope that she’ll pick up. And of course, in all honesty, the coward in me doesn’t want her to answer. What am I going to say? Sorry for telling the truth? No, the best course of action is to leave the group and never speak of this again.

Unfortunately, leaving the group doesn’t stop the replies – direct messages now, coming straight to me. People who don’t know who SO’D is but take the time to reply privately. People telling me I’m a disgrace, Celeste is hurt, her children are upset. I’ve dropped a bomb, and everyone, faux moralizing notwithstanding, is loving the drama.

‘What am I going to do if they find out that SO’D in the group is Susan O’Donnell, local teacher?’ I ask Jon, once Bella’s settled upstairs and we’re back on the couch.

A grimace. ‘I’d say it’s more of a when than an if …’

As capital cities go, Dublin isn’t exactly anonymous. And South Dublin is no different to any other area – through a network of schools and sports clubs and housing estates, everyone knows everyone.

I google my own name. Nothing much comes up – there are multiple Susan O’Donnells on Facebook and LinkedIn, but I’m not on social media under my own name, and you have to scroll a good bit before you find anything. I’m listed as a teacher on the Rathwood Park website, and there’s a mention in an online magazine about a charity dinner I went to with Jon, though I’m not pictured – it’s just Jon looking cute in a tux, presenting a cheque to the charity organizer. There are also, I remember, with a curl of anxiety, the posts on the parenting forum back when things were bad. I don’t want to think about what I wrote there. But they’re not under my own name, so nobody could know it’s me.

‘Set up a Google Alert,’ Jon says, offering me the Glenmorangie bottle. ‘That way, if your name gets out online, you’ll see it.’

I’m not sure Google Alerts can pick up gossip from social media, but there’s nothing to lose so I do as he suggests, waving away the whiskey – the last thing I need is a fuzzy head and a phone in my hand. He pours one for himself and, just as he settles back on the couch, my phone beeps with a text:

You should be ashamed of yourself. A teacher bitching about children. Someone should pass this to your principal.

So at least one person knows ‘SO’D’ is a teacher. Brilliant. And I have only myself to blame.

Just after midnight, I go to bed, with Jon following a few minutes later. We don’t speak or turn on lamps, not with Bella in the crib in our room, but Jon is still on his phone half an hour later, its glow irritating me as I lie here trying to sleep. It’s not really the phone keeping me awake, of course, it’s the guilt and the worry. I keep thinking and hoping it will all blow over by morning, that people will find some other drama to entertain them. But what if it doesn’t? What if word reaches the school? Could I be in trouble? Possibly … If I wasn’t a teacher, it would be easier. But rightly or wrongly, we’re held to a higher standard. And quite apart from the worry, I feel horribly guilty. Nika, Celeste’s daughter, is not my favourite kid in the class, and Cody, the son, is hard work – however nothing justifies what I said in the text.

Exhaustion eventually takes over, and I close my eyes.

Then comes the crash.
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Susan

Tuesday night

BLOOD POUNDING IN MY ears, I bolt upright. Jesus Christ. It takes a second to process, but the noise, the crash – somehow, it came from inside the room. Adrenaline floods my body. I shout Jon’s name and jump out of bed, rushing to a wailing Bella, and it’s only when I have her safely in my arms that I start to understand what’s happened. Something’s hit the window. Something’s smashed the window.

Jon is up now too and yanking back the blind as Bella soothes in my arms, her crying dropping to a whimper. A spider’s web of cracks radiates from a hole at the centre of the window. Jon waves me back, shouting about broken glass. Oh my god, did any of it hit Bella? Back by the bed, I switch on the lamp and check her over, then check again. She seems unharmed. But the glass could have landed anywhere. The stone or brick or whatever was thrown could have hit her. The whole window could have caved in. God. My throat is tight with what-might-have-beens and I pull her close. All the old feelings flare up. The fear that she’s in danger, that I’m a bad mother, that I’m the one who’ll hurt her. Tears threaten as Jon pulls the blind back further, trying to look out without getting too close to the glass. We both hear it then – the sound of a car somewhere nearby. There’s nothing to see though. Maybe it’s gone from Oakpark already? Out to the main road?

Jon carefully lowers the base of the blind and neither of us speaks as he backs away from the window and bends to pick something up. A brick. Someone’s thrown a brick through our window. Making his way over to me, Jon checks the Ring doorbell app on his phone, but whoever smashed the window was too far back to pick up on the camera. Onscreen, it looks like a normal night in suburbia – dark, but with streetlights and security lights, never quite pitch black. Quiet. Safe. Until now.

I take Bella to the smaller guest room, a room that looks out on the back garden, and keep her in the bed with me while Jon calls Blackrock garda station to report what’s happened. His words filter in from the landing, low and urgent.

It was probably kids, he says in a whisper when he climbs into bed – teens from the school, friends of Nika or Cody, maybe. The guard he spoke with had given him an email address, in case we had any more trouble. More trouble – the idea makes me feel sick … I close my eyes, but all hope of sleep is gone.

On Wednesday morning, Jon calls a glazier and suggests he stay home to let me catch up on sleep. This catch-up-on-sleep offer is new, and very sweet, and also straight out of our last counselling session. Nobody else knows about the marriage counselling, and it’s not a big deal, not really, but there’s been a little distance between us since Bella came along. Distance is normal, my friends say; the baby is everything for a while. But coupled with my own problems when she was born, I got worried. So six weeks ago, I booked us in for marriage counselling. More of a multivitamin to help than a medicine to cure – that’s how I explained it to Jon. We tell my sisters it’s physio any time we need a babysitter. Physio for post-partum something or other – they glaze over and don’t ask. And to be honest, I wasn’t sure the counselling was really helping, but this offer to stay home today is definitely a step in the right direction.

Anyway, I tell him to go to work – Greta is calling around to keep me company while I wait for the glazier, and I wouldn’t sleep anyway, even if he did stay home. I can never sleep during the day – the whole ‘nap when baby naps’ thing is wasted on me – and it’s particularly unlikely today after everything that’s happened. So Jon leaves, frowning at something on his phone, lost in the world of work already, just as Greta arrives.

Greta conveniently lives right next door in number 28 Oakpark, our childhood home. Our two houses couldn’t be more different though – Greta has fully modernized number 28, a world away from the pine-and-lino house in which we grew up. Now it’s all light-tiled floors, marble worktops, and bright white walls. Minimalist, practical, no frills – just like Greta. She lives alone and has turned my old room into a home gym and Leesa’s old room into an office. There’s still a guest room too, in case I ever need a break from Jon’s snoring, she sometimes says, with a grin. Jon has some flaws – putting butter-encrusted knives directly on the counter, leaving coffee cups lying around – but snoring, thankfully, is not one of them.

Our house, meanwhile, is a little shabbier around the edges than Greta’s. Good shabby, I think. Jon and I bought it from my old neighbours four years ago, and I was delighted to return to Oakpark. When we moved in, we stripped the carpets and sanded down the original floorboards, so throughout the house the floors are a yellowy, knotty oak that’s not in style but feels warm and homely. The walls are mostly dark blues and greens, with prints and tapestries from pre-baby trips to Bali and Thailand and Cape Town. The kitchen is teal-painted wood, with a row of battered copper pots hanging from the ceiling. The kitchen table is the one from my childhood, passed on to me by Greta when she replaced it a few years ago, the scratched wooden surface engraved by our childhood pens. That’s where we sit now, waiting for the glazier.

Greta is in her usual tracksuit bottoms and trainers, and a plain navy T-shirt with ‘Coach’ in white letters across the back, her curly red hair tied in a high ponytail. Her cross-body bag clinks as she slings it over the back of a chair, bottles of supplements and tablets jostling inside. She reaches to take Bella from my arms and I brave switching on my phone.

Six new messages, all from people saying I shouldn’t be allowed to teach. People love a bit of outrage, even when they’ve no skin in the game. I’m half tempted to delete WhatsApp, but then I’d be cut off from Jon and my sisters and friends too, so I block the senders and close my phone just as the doorbell rings.

I get up to answer, but it isn’t the expected glazier, it’s Juliette Sullivan, who lives next-door on the other side. My heart sinks. Juliette, who also happens to be BFFs with Celeste Geary.

‘Susan!’ she says. ‘Just checking you’re OK after’ – gleaming white teeth dent her plump lower lip in performative hesitation – ‘well, after your message last night?’

I force a smile. ‘Absolutely fine, thanks for checking.’

‘Good! And look, I’m sure loads of people don’t even know it was you.’ She beams benevolently. ‘I mean, obviously, I have your number, so I knew. “Poor Susan,” I thought, and poor Celeste, of course.’ A headshake. ‘And I suppose most people on this road would know it’s you, and people whose kids you teach might save down your number over the years, so they’ll know. But honestly, I’m sure literally half or maybe a third of the people in the Oakpark group don’t know it was you. You’ll be fine!’

Oh god, she’s loving this. All I want to do is close the door in her face, but I’m in enough trouble already.

‘Can I do anything?’ she adds, tilting her head in faux sympathy.

‘Unless you have a time machine, probably not …’ Something strikes me then. ‘Actually, I don’t suppose you saw anything last night – someone smashed our window around half twelve?’ I crane my neck and point at the wall that divides Juliette’s driveway from ours. ‘I reckon they took a loose brick from the top there, where it’s damaged.’

‘Oh my goodness!’ Her eyes gleam. ‘I did hear a noise late last night – looked out and saw someone getting into a car.’ She tucks a long, glossy strand of dark hair behind her ear. ‘I couldn’t make out any details though, too dark, and I didn’t think anything of it. Goodness. Someone broke your window? Do you think it was because of your message?’

‘Probably kids messing.’ I take a step back. ‘Right, I’d better get back to Bella.’

She puts her hand on the door jamb. ‘I’ll be seeing Celeste for dinner









Read on for a bonus extract from Nika Geary’s diary

Dear Diary,

I know. The irony. Me, of all people, writing a diary after how this started with Maeve and her diary. But the thing is, I have absolutely nobody to talk to here. My mother, in her infinite wisdom (read: embarrassment), has sent me to live with her cousin in West Cork. You cannot get over this place. Think of the tiniest backwater you’ve ever been in and divide it by ten. There’s, like, zero shops. I do not know how these people cope. I mean, there’s a Spar, or some such, where they buy their bread and milk, but no actual supermarket. And no clothes shops. You literally buy clothes online or travel an hour and a half by car to get to Cork. It’s so insane. I order stuff online, obvs, but since I have to wear this utterly disgusting uniform to school and have nowhere to go at the weekend, it’s kind of pointless. I do it anyway, because my mum lets me have free rein on her credit card out of guilt.

Grainne, her cousin, cannot get over this. Honestly, sometimes I think I’m ordering stuff just to see her face when another package shows up. She’s all, ‘God Almighty, Nika, how do you need all this stuff? And what about the environment and land-fill and fast fashion?’ Like I give a shit about any of that stuff.

Grainne is such a pain. She never stops talking, for a start. I miss how quiet our house in Dublin was. I don’t think I appreciated how good I had it, with everyone mostly staying in different rooms, keeping out of each other’s way.

Grainne follows me around her poky little cottage and does not give me one minute of peace. I don’t know what she’s expecting. Like I’m going to jump out the window or something if she takes her eyes off me for five seconds. Or maybe she’s just bored, living on her own all these years. I wonder what age she is. Somewhere between fifty and eighty I reckon. Clearly, nobody has ever told her about make-up or grooming or clothes that aren’t jeans and brown jumpers.

School is horrific, obviously. Tiny school one town over, about sixty people in my year, and all girls, like it’s 1952. The story we told the school is that my parents had to move to Dubai for a year and I stayed here to do the Leaving. If any of the girls know the truth, they haven’t said so. I thought with social media they would know, but maybe Dublin gossip doesn’t spread to West Cork. Or maybe they’re just very good at hiding it.

The teachers are as backwards as Grainne, except for the English teacher who is kind of OK. I wrote a short story about a girl who grows up without parents and she said it was so ‘heartfelt’ and ‘realistic’ she wondered if I’d lost my own parents. Ha. I guess I’m good at faking.

Cara and Niamh, two of the girls in my class, asked me earlier if I want to go for coffee tomorrow after school. Absolutely no way. You should see the state of the coffee shop – it’s in their GAA clubhouse!!!! I keep wanting to tell this stuff to someone when it happens, to people who’ll understand, like Jess and Ariana, but none of them are talking to me. Hence this diary. No offence, diary, but you’re my last and very desperate resort for chats.

The only people who contact me ever are Mum, Dad and Cody. That last part is weird – we are not the type of siblings who speak or text (but actually, I kind of don’t mind it, it’s better than nobody, I guess) Oh, and I got one other text, but I don’t know who it’s from – a number I don’t have saved in my phone. The message said, ‘It wasn’t Maeve who put the almonds in your lunch, it was me. I’m not telling you who this is, but you should know you hurt the wrong person.’ I have no idea who sent it, but guessing it’s someone from Maeve’s friends or family, trying to cover up what she did. Double eyeroll.

Oh GOD, here comes Grainne again, offering me tea. I don’t drink tea, but she offers it to me twelve times a day anyway. She says it’s not about the taste, it’s the ritual. Sitting down together to ‘share a moment’. Morto for her. One of these days I’ll end up saying yes to the tea just to shut her up.

Annnnd there we go, I just said yes. She’s gone to boil the kettle. Now I’m not just morto for her, I’m morto for me too. Next thing she’ll talk me into watching the Late Late Show with her on Friday nights, she will not let that go. I guess it could be warmer in the sitting room than in my bedroom, and I’ll just be on my phone anyway.

God though, people here are smothering me, I swear. I just got a text from Niamh asking again if I want to do coffee tomorrow. Fuck it, maybe I will. Just for lols. They’ll be so backward and embarrassing. But … yeah. It could be … I don’t know. Anyway, there, I said yes.
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If you loved It Should Have Been You, don’t miss Andrea Mara’s twisty new thriller
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Everyone has secrets. Even your daughter …

Read on for an extract …







1

ON THE DAY IT all begins, Siobhán wakes with a sore head, a dry mouth and a whole host of hazy memories of the night before. Anxiety kicks in immediately. Why did she drink so much, what did she say, who did she offend, which beans did she spill? It was a wedding, she answers herself. You drank champagne just like everyone else, and you didn’t say anything to offend anyone. This is just how it is after any night out now – the joys of middle age. Still. She can’t help feeling that something happened. That something is wrong.  

Bit by bit, the images filter back – the cocktail bar by the pool, the DJ, the non-stop 90s, the guests still dancing at 2 a.m. Dear, lovely Charlie and slightly less lovely Emma-Rose had the happiest day of their lives, and there’s something unfailingly joyful about weddings. The hangover, Siobhán decides, is worth it.  

Sunlight pierces her eyes when she sits up. The muslin curtains in Charlie’s guest room are more pretty than functional and the July sun is ready for the day. Siobhán, heavy-headed from champagne, is not.  

Feeling for her phone, she blinks to clear her vision as she checks it. Her eyes widen at the screen. Four missed calls from Ré.  

She sits up. Her daughter never calls her. Why did she phone four times at . . . 4.27 a.m.? Maybe she just wanted to see where Siobhán was, to catch up at the very end of the wedding, to say goodnight? Nevertheless, a small current of unease runs through her. Somehow, even though Ré is twenty-four years old, a fully grown adult, and even though Siobhán prides herself on not worrying (excessively) about her daughter, she is now worried. She slips out of the bed, hits the call button and pulls on a white T-shirt and soft jersey shorts as she waits. But it rings out. Ré will be asleep, of course. It’s only five past eight. Ré was up partying just as late as she was. Though now that she thinks about it, she didn’t see her during the last part of the evening. When did she see her? She was there for the cake-cutting for sure. And they were chatting just before someone dropped a tray of glasses, interrupting everything. Ré was asking her something, though she can’t recall what. She tries to remember: did she see her after that? 

Siobhán pads across the sun-dappled carpet, out to the landing, and makes her way quietly downstairs to the kitchen.  

Grace is there already, attempting to make a coffee, hunched over the machine, her long hair half hiding her face.  

‘Morning,’ Siobhán says to her oldest friend. ‘Have you seen the girls yet today?’

Grace turns, grimaces, touches her temple.
 
‘I am way too old for this. What time did we get to bed and why do my eyes ping open at 6 a.m. no matter how late I’m up? And no, I haven’t seen the girls, but I imagine they’re still in the pool house, still sleeping.’ She nods towards the kitchen window, the pool beyond the patio, and the guesthouse where their daughters are staying for the three-day wedding extravaganza. Siobhán struggles to call it a ‘pool house’; it sounds so notion-y and American. This is Dublin, for goodness’ sake, and it’s only warm enough to use the pool for three days each summer. But Emma-Rose, Charlie’s new wife, likes to call it a pool house. And Grace, being American, doesn’t find it notion-y at all. 

‘Ré phoned me four times last night after I fell asleep. I think I’ll pop out and check what’s up.’ 

Grace stands up straighter. ‘That’s odd . . .’

‘I’m sure they’re fine,’ Siobhán says. Grace is the most relaxed person she knows, often annoyingly horizontal, except when it comes to her daughter. ‘How about I check on them while you put a coffee on for me?’ 

‘I’ll come with you.’ Grace abandons the coffee machine.

The pool house, a cute bungalow nestled in the thick trees on the far side of the pool, gleams in the morning sunlight. It’s small, with just one bedroom, a bathroom and a living room that doubles as a home office for Emma-Rose, but it’s perfect for Ré and  Luna, Grace’s daughter, who don’t mind sharing. Like their mothers, they’ve been best friends forever. Unlike their mothers, they’re happy to crash wherever they lay their heads.  

It’s when Siobhán raises her hand to knock that the first frisson of real worry sets in. The door isn’t locked. It’s not even properly closed. Siobhán pushes it, glancing back at Grace, and steps inside.  

The blinds are drawn and it takes a moment for Siobhán’s eyes to adjust, to take in the scene. A bottle of beer upended at the foot of the sofa, its contents pooled across the wooden floor. An empty glass, sticky with fingerprints, lying on the rug. Beside it, a familiar bronze compact in two pieces, the powder in crumbs either side, as though it’s been walked on. A brass lamp lying flat on the desk. Couch cushions scattered on the rug. A trophy, one Emma-Rose had won for her business, on the floor by the window. The smell of the spilled beer, stale and sickly, turns Siobhán’s stomach, amplifies her hangover as she tries to make sense of it. Did the girls leave this mess? She moves towards the only other room in the garden house, the twin bedroom, and knocks gently on the door. No reply. They’ll be asleep, of course. She knocks again, feeling Grace’s breath on her shoulder. 

‘Just go in,’ says Grace, always quicker to worry when it comes to her daughter. Siobhán opens the door and peers in, squinting against the bright sunlight that streams in through the sliding doors. One suitcase, one holdall. Clothes on the floor. Twin beds, side by side. Empty. One with a pristine white duvet pulled tight, one more crumpled.  

Siobhán frowns. Would they really be up this early? Gone for coffee, gone for a run? Not after a wedding, surely. Not after such a late night.

‘Weird,’ she says out loud, and tries Ré’s number again.

And at first, she thinks the call has connected. Because she can hear a response. But then her brain processes that the response she’s hearing is not the one she wants. Because what she’s actually hearing is Ré’s phone ringing. Here in this bedroom. This empty bedroom. Grace pushes past her, reaching under the bed on the right. In her hand is a familiar purple phone case. Ré’s phone. Siobhán’s stomach drops a notch. Why would she go anywhere without her phone? 

‘Try Luna,’ she says to Grace.

‘I already did, but I’ll keep trying.’ Grace moves back to the living room. ‘They’re clearly not here. Let’s go and search the main house.’


The kitchen in the main house is quiet; the bride and groom still asleep, no doubt. There are two coffee mugs on the draining board, both used, one with pink lipstick stamped on the rim. Mugs used by the girls, maybe? But if so, Siobhán wonders, where are they now, and why doesn’t Ré have her phone? The whirr of the dishwasher is the only sound as she and Grace leave the kitchen to check the other downstairs rooms.  

The living room, not as neat as the kitchen, shows more evidence of the wedding – champagne flutes line the mantelpiece, some still half full. Cake plates with cake-muddied forks sit on the hearth and the coffee table. A wad of napkins soaks up a red wine spill on the wooden floor. But there’s nobody here. The dining room, the den and Charlie’s home office are empty too. As they move through the house, Grace continues to try Luna’s phone, and Siobhán tries calling some of the girls’ mutual friends. No answer anywhere, but then it’s not yet nine on a Sunday morning.  

They check the utility room, the catering kitchen and the garage. Nothing. Nobody.
  
Upstairs, they start on the top floor, checking the guestroom in which Grace had slept, though of course it’s empty.  

‘That’s Xavi’s room, right?’ Siobhán whispers to Grace, pointing at an open door across the landing.  

Charlie’s son from his first marriage is a few years older than the girls and has been living here since his mother sold her Dublin home and moved back to Portugal.  

‘Yeah.’ Grace steps forward to peer around the door, and Siobhán follows. The bed is a crumpled heap of sheets and clothes, one pillow on the floor. But there’s nobody here. 

‘Maybe they’re all together somewhere,’ Siobhán says. ‘They might have gone to a party with Xavi?’ 

‘That could be it,’ Grace agrees. ‘But let’s keep looking.’

Down on the next floor, after checking Siobhán’s room, they stand outside Charlie and Emma-Rose’s bedroom, debating interrupting their hosts’ first morning as a married couple. Missed calls, unlocked pool house and Ré’s forgotten phone notwithstanding, Siobhán is reluctant. Grace, never one to let etiquette stand in her way, has raised her hand to knock when a woman’s voice stops her.  

They turn to find Charlie’s elderly mother eyeing them.

‘They’re not there. Charlie’s gone for a run and Emma-Rose went to pick up yet more flowers.’ A sniff of disapproval. 

‘Oh, right,’ Grace says. ‘We’re actually looking for Ré and Luna. You haven’t seen them, have you?’ 

‘No.’ Mrs Caine purses her lips, zeroes in on Siobhán. ‘I noticed that Réiltín wore a black dress to the wedding.’ Charlie’s mother is one of the few people who insists on using Ré’s full name. ‘Odd choice. Luna looked lovely in her turquoise, though. She really is such a nice girl.’ She bestows a smile on Grace. ‘Anyway, I’ve just been in to Margaret.’ She nods towards the bedroom her sister, Charlie’s aunt, has been assigned. ‘She didn’t sleep a wink with all the noise. So don’t go disturbing her now.’  

Charlie’s mother lets herself into her room and closes the door.
 
In silence, Siobhán and Grace make their way downstairs and back out to the pool house. Together they survey the living room. The upturned lamp. The scattered cushions. The beer bottle, lying on the floor.  

Siobhán’s gaze lands on the rug as something there catches her attention. Something dark. She steps closer, hunkering down. A spill or smear in reddish brown. Camouflaged until now by the red oriental rug. 

‘Is that . . . is that blood?’ Grace’s voice is a hoarse whisper.

‘I . . .’ Siobhán’s role in their friendship is to calm Grace when she gets worried about Luna. To reassure her that everything is OK. But right now, staring at the dark stain, she can’t find the words. Is it blood? It can’t be. It’s a spill of some kind: pizza sauce or make-up. 

‘OK, that’s it,’ Grace says. ‘We need to call the police.’

Siobhán hesitates, torn between that Irish thing of not wanting to overreact and the very real worry about the state of the pool house and the absence of the girls. They’re twenty-four, they can go where they want, of course they can. And they don’t live with Siobhán and Grace. They don’t even live in Ireland. If this was any other day, Siobhán wouldn’t know whether or not Ré had stayed in her own bed in her London flat or slept somewhere else. But the fallen lamp, the couch cushions . . . and the rust-coloured mark on the rug . . . She googles the number for Cabinteely garda station and hits call.

It takes a minute to explain what’s going on to the guard who answers and, understandably, he doesn’t seem particularly worried.  

‘Have you checked with their friends? Could they be sleeping it off somewhere?’

‘We’ve tried, but no one’s answering. It’s too early,’ Siobhán says, hearing how obvious it must sound to him – of course they’re sleeping it off somewhere. ‘But where they were staying is a bit of a mess, and there’s this stain on the rug, and the pool house door wasn’t locked and—’ 

‘Sorry, did you say pool house?’

She reddens. This is where the notions come in. ‘It’s a guesthouse, you know, one of those garden cabins.’ 

‘Tell me the address.’ There’s something different in his tone now. Concern? Urgency? 

‘Forty-six Kensington Road.’

‘OK. Hang on.’ Muffled background noise suggests he’s turned away to speak to someone. Grace raises her eyebrows at Siobhán. What’s going on? 

Siobhán shrugs. Not sure.

Then the guard is back.

‘Right, there’s a car on the way. Sit tight.’

This change of approach should reassure Siobhán, but instead, it makes her feel sick. 

While they wait for the gardaí, Grace and Siobhán search the expansive garden – the area around the pool house, thick with trees, the loungers around the pool, the patio, the shrubbery, the front driveway, the road outside beyond the electronic gates, and back inside the house to search downstairs once more. 

Then the doorbell rings and the gardaí are here.

Siobhán watches the gardaí – two plain-clothes detectives – look around the pool house, at once comforted and alarmed that they’ve turned up so quickly. Two grown women who had perhaps become bored at a family wedding. Who had friends all over Dublin with spare beds and couches. And that stain on the rug – pizza sauce, no doubt. Yet here they are, two detectives, examining the pool house as Siobhán and Grace wait outside.  

One of the detectives, a woman in her thirties with dark hair and dark-framed glasses, comes to the doorway and clears her throat.  

‘Could we go somewhere quiet for a moment and take a seat?’

A cold shiver runs through Siobhán.
 
‘What is it?’ Have they found something?

‘Please. Could we go inside there?’ The detective points and begins walking towards the main house, crossing the garden in quick strides, then enters through the patio doors. Siobhán and Grace follow without speaking. The male guard is just behind.

Inside the house, the detective walks through the kitchen and peers into the living room, then beckons them in, gesturing for them to sit.  

Siobhán swallows, her throat dry, as she takes a seat. Grace sits beside her, perched on the edge, still in her pyjamas.  

‘Could I ask you both to listen to this?’ The detective holds up her phone. There’s something unreadable on her face and Siobhán feels a sudden lurch of terror. 

She nods. Grace is frozen, eyes wide. Siobhán moves to comfort her, to reassure her. But, she realizes, she can’t. She doesn’t know what’s coming, only that she’s terrified. 

The detective presses play and they lean in close.

A hushed voice. A whisper too low and quick to make out who’s speaking. The rapid words just about audible:

‘I need police, help me, my roommate has a knife, we had a fight, she said she’s going to kill me, please send help, I’m in the pool house out behind 46—’ Then the call cuts off. 

Siobhán stares at the phone, white noise roaring in her ears.
 
‘Obviously, this is 46 Kensington Road, and you’ve told us the cabin they were staying in is called the pool house,’ the detective says. ‘Is that one of your daughters on the audio?’

Grace puts her hand to her mouth. ‘Oh my god, that’s Luna.’ 

Siobhán startles, stares at her friend, then back at the detective. ‘No, I . . . I think that’s Ré.’ 
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ONE MISSING BOY.

Marissa Irvine arrives at 14 Tudor Grove, expecting to pick up her young son Milo from his first playdate with a boy at his new school. But the woman who answers the door isn’t a mother she recognises. She isn’t the nanny. She doesn’t have Milo. And so begins every parent’s worst nightmare.

FOUR GUILTY WOMEN.

As news of the disappearance filters through the quiet Dublin suburb and an unexpected suspect is named, whispers start to spread about the women most closely connected to the shocking event. Because only one of them may have taken Milo - but they could all be blamed . . .

IN A COMMUNITY FULL OF SECRETS, WHO IS REALLY AT FAULT?
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A missing child. A house full of secrets. A mystery waiting to be solved. 

Close your eyes.

The game of hide and seek is over, but little Lily Murphy hasn't been found. Her parents try to stay positive, but they know this peaceful Dublin suburb will never be the same again.

Count to ten.

Years later, Joanna moves into a new house. It seems perfect in every way, until she learns that Lily Murphy used to live here.

And when you open them, your child is gone.

Because Joanna thinks she knows what really happened to Lily – and if the truth gets out, it might be her undoing …
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No one saw it happen.

Your two little girls jump on the train ahead of you. As you try to join them, the doors slide shut and the train moves away, leaving you behind.

Everyone is lying.

It’s only when you reach the next stop that you truly begin to panic. Because there aren’t two children waiting for you on the platform. There’s only one.

Someone is to blame.

Has your other daughter got lost? Been taken by a passing stranger? Or perhaps the culprit is closer to home than you think …
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A fresh start. A safe neighbourhood. Or is it?

You've moved back to your hometown, into a luxury gated community that's designed to keep intruders out. You think your family is safe, but you couldn’t be more wrong.

Your nine-year-old son says there’s a man living in the attic.

You keep hearing noises up there when you’re all alone, but when you check, the loft space is empty.

And then your daughter shows you something on her phone – a video of a man walking around inside your house while no one is home – and you start to panic.

Why would a stranger target you? Unless they’re not a stranger at all.
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