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To Geoff and Liath, my pack! 




‘But the fact is I was napping, and so gently you came rapping,

And so faintly you came tapping, tapping at my chamber door,

That I scarce was sure I heard you’ – here I opened wide the door; –

Darkness there and nothing more.

Edgar Allen Poe, ‘The Raven’ 




Raven Cottage, 1890

Mary Tiernan came often, fearful of death, pleading to be told her fate. Her father and brothers had died well before their time, but her mother lived till her eighth decade before the influenza got her, so it was her advice counsel that she sought. Watching Mary stomp back down the lane for the third time this week, Eliza could tell that the woman was robust like her mother, would see the village out, if fear did not choke her first. 

A half-moon bathed Eliza’s cottage in an eerie light as she tore up a heel of bread into tiny pieces and tossed it to the birds. The ravens flurried about, flapping their black velvet wings and flicking their diamond tails, her favourites pecking the crumbs directly from her palms. She knew they did not need feeding at this time of year, with grains and berries abounding, but she liked the ritual, this precious time to converse. 

When she finished, she brushed her hands on her apron and went inside, closing the half-door behind her. An oil lamp burned on the table, casting a yellowish glow over the book and the few shillings beside it. The sum was meagre enough, but times were hard, and there was a leg of mutton in the pantry from Mary that would go well with the potatoes she had saved and the mint from her garden. She had much to be thankful for. 

She placed the coins carefully into the box she kept for that purpose, before checking on Gretta, sleeping peacefully. Nearly two now. Walking and talking, she’d made it so much further than her brother. 

Pulling her shawl around her, Eliza picked up her pen. Dipping the nib into the inkwell, she scratched an entry into the book; firstly in the payments section, where she carefully wrote down the leg of mutton and the coins. Then she waited for the ink to dry, closed the cover, turned the book over and began to write again the other way, upside down – her account of what she had learned tonight.

Mary Tiernan was a gossip torture, driven mad by her imaginary ailments, but she often said something that might prove useful. Something to be squirrelled away for the future. People generally forgot what they said after they said it, but Eliza noted everything down, being one of the lucky ones who had learned how to read and write.

Tonight, Mary had told her of her younger brother James, a cooper by trade who had died the winter before, his tomb marked by a new stone in the graveyard down the lane. The poor man’s falling sickness was well known; he had been prone to fits before he died. But Mary mentioned a birthmark, something she recalled from nursing him as a baby, a raised purple stain on his skin that he kept secret because he was ashamed of it. She had described it; fearful it was that which had marked him out for an early death. Fearful that she herself might have one, although as yet she’d been unable to find it. Maybe it was hidden under her hair? Could Eliza check? A notion that had just occurred to her; something new to worry about. 

When Eliza had finished writing, she put the book in the box along with the coins, then sat by the fire awhile, poking at the peat burning in the grate. She was bone-tired. Three women had come to see her today. They asked so much of her, their lives harsh, their pleading faces desperate for comfort and guidance. Mary Tiernan could be dismissed as a fuss-budget, but there were others who had come to truly rely on Eliza, and she felt the burden of it. 

They sought her advice, craving her connection to those who were all-seeing, who were wiser than they were because they had passed over, then shunned her. On the road. In the village. Even at the wake, although it was certain that they would seek her out soon after. She had come to expect the knock on the back door late at night. They kept their visits secret; each thought they were alone singular in consulting her. Which worked in Eliza’s favour, since they felt free to talk about themselves and each other. 

Eliza cared little what people thought, she cared little for human company, preferring her birds and her daughter. But she worried for Gretta, what future she might have in a place where her mother was a shameful secret. 

Early draft of Whatever Happened to Eliza Dunne? by Allison Garvey 




PART I




CHAPTER ONE

Allie

You always remember that first flicker of unease. That tiny sense of foreboding. Mostly it’s just your own dark thoughts run a bit askew, and mine certainly did that. I was a worrywart, an anxious Biddy. The type of person who’d message you to say I’m here, table at the back! at a quarter to one when we’d arranged to meet at one. But every once in a while, that distant rattle you hear isn’t your imagination; it’s a warning that the wheels are about to come off your life. 

It began one Saturday night. I was alone in the apartment, waiting for Rory, scribbling in a notebook while Finn snored softly beside me, the deep and contented sigh of a greyhound who’d found his way onto the couch and not yet been turfed off.

Footsteps sounded in the corridor outside, and I closed the notebook, hastily shoving it beneath the upholstery, while the dog raised his head, ears pricked like the jackal-headed god Anubis. Rory reckoned that Finn’s ears had about six different settings, but neither of us could decide if the movements were involuntary or if he was fully in control of them. He listened intently to the neighbouring apartment door open and close, before slumping back down in disappointment, chin resting on one of the supposedly out-of-bounds green velvet cushions.

‘Where is he, eh?’ I ran my hand along the top of the dog’s silky head. ‘Think he’s stopped off in Galway to do a wine shop?’ 

I checked my phone, which was charging on the armrest. No messages. No missed calls. WhatsApp showed no change from the previous time I’d checked. Last seen today at 09.04. The exact time his last message was sent. Leaving about three. X 

With an effort, I unfolded my legs, stiff from sitting in the same position for too long, and padded across to the kitchen to turn down the pot of soup I’d left simmering on the ring. I’d attempted mushroom and corn chowder for the first time, messaging Rory to say there’d be something warm when he got in, but he hadn’t replied. I’d heated it up twice, expecting to hear his key in the lock at any minute. 

Now the sweet, smoky smell of cumin made my stomach growl, so I opened a bottle of Malbec and poured myself a large glass.

Rain blasted the windows of the apartment, angry ribbons of water racing one another down the panes. Not for the first time, I wished we had a fire, even one of those fake stoves Rory wasn’t so keen on; imagining the wine warming by the hearth instead of on the counter. Fairy lights on a yucca plant didn’t quite do it.

My phone rang and I grabbed for it quickly, suppressing a dart of disappointment when I saw it was Olivia.

‘Hey, sis. Time to chat?’ She was driving and had me on speaker, shouting to be heard over the metronome to-and-fro of the windscreen wipers.

‘Not much.’ I sneaked a look at the phone’s display. ‘Rory’s not back yet. I’ll hang up if he comes in.’ 

‘Aw, romantic reunion. How long’s he been gone this time?’ 

‘Three nights. He’s filming that wildlife documentary on Inishbofin with Sam and Vince.’ I paused. ‘He’s late.’ 

‘Ah, I wouldn’t worry. The weather’s bloody awful. I got drenched running from the car to the house. Had to change everything down to my bra and knickers. It’s even worse now. And you know the west is going to be ten times as bad.’ 

I walked to the window; the houses across the river appeared smeared and insubstantial, as if you could just rub them out with your sleeve, the lamps on the bridge blurred like an oil painting. Half past eight and completely dark, the days so much shorter in October. 

‘I don’t know,’ I said doubtfully. ‘They were due to finish at three.’ 

‘Well, maybe they got delayed,’ Olivia said briskly. ‘No need to panic.’

Come on. Allow me this one, I thought, smarting a little. He was very late. If he had left when he’d said he would, that meant five and a half hours on the road for a journey that should take three at the most. Even if he had stopped to pick up a few bottles, he’d be well home by now.

‘Allie? You still there?’

I made a begrudging noise of assent; not quite a word. 

It was enough for Olivia. ‘Good. I rang to see if you wanted to get afternoon tea in the Majestic? I have a voucher. They sent it to me when I complained about the toilets the last time.’

Despite being mildly pissed off with her, I laughed. No one could extract free stuff like my sister. ‘When are you thinking?’ 

‘Next Sunday. Tea, buns and prosecco. Cucumber sandwiches with the crusts cut off.’ She paused, as if checking herself. ‘I’m guessing about the cucumber sandwiches.’ 

‘If there aren’t any, you could complain and they might give you another voucher.’

‘Ha! See? You made a joke. You up for it?’

‘Sure.’ I’d have to check with Rory to see if we were doing anything, but decided not to say that. Where was he? 

‘Great. You can buy the gin and tonics after. I’ll text you when it’s booked.’ 

We were interrupted by a squealing noise followed by a loud thump.

‘Jesus,’ I said. ‘Did you hit something?’

Olivia sighed. ‘Nope. That came from inside the car. One child trying to exterminate the other.’ This was confirmed by an aggrieved howl. ‘Anyway, I’d better go. I’m nearly home and I’ve a shit load of marking to do after I wrestle this pair into bed. See ya.’ 

She rang off before I could even say goodbye. 

I took another sip of my wine. And another. I chewed at a hangnail on my thumb, drawing blood and feeling the familiar sting of pain as I tasted the metal tang mixed with red wine tannins. My innate conviction that something terrible was going to happen to the people I loved was a wound I constantly had to cauterise to stop it from getting infected. When Rory had called me the night before from outside a pub on the mainland, he was buzzing – they’d filmed curlews, lapwings and choughs, and the weather had worked in their favour so they’d got some great drone shots. A pod of dolphins had followed the ferry back in, and he was looking forward to going back out to the island this morning. 

Olivia was right. They’d been delayed. That was all. They’d probably had another good filming day and stayed longer than planned. I forced myself to return to the couch, pulling out my notebook again and trying to get back to what I’d been doing. But I couldn’t concentrate. 

As if picking up on my agitation, Finn woke, gave an extravagant stretch, then dived off the couch and headed skittering for the door. I’d really hoped to leave his last walk to Rory; it usually happened around ten, in the middle of whatever we were watching on TV – recently one of those John Carpenter cult classics Rory had taken a shine to, the kind I had to bury my face in a cushion to watch. The dog would be apoplectic with excitement to see his master after three days apart. He had an unswerving, almost romantic love for Rory that made it impossible not to laugh when he circled like a roulette wheel before flopping down with his head on Rory’s knee and his arse pointing towards me. 

I patted the cushion in an attempt to entice him back up onto the couch, and he trotted over, raising my hopes. But then he slid into a downward dog, making his intentions clear. Followed by sphinx. He’d soon be in plank. 

I sighed. ‘Okay, okay, I get the message.’ Grabbing rain jacket, leash and a couple of poo bags, I added, ‘I warn you: it’s not too pleasant out there.’ 

Downstairs, a chilly wind blew in from the courtyard, which was awash with water. Finn took one look outside and reversed a few steps, planting his paws and gazing mournfully up at me as if the lousy weather was somehow my fault. 

‘You’re the one who wanted to go out,’ I retorted, pulling up my hood and coaxing him through the door. 

At the grassy area by the weir, I let him off the lead and waited as he sniffed about to find the right spot, all the while sneaking glances at the phone in my pocket, trying not to get it wet. At one point he darted suddenly towards the shrubbery, and I caught a flash of red, narrow shining eyes, a tail that had lost some of its lustre.

On our way back, a car drove in through the main gates, headlights dipped in the squally rain, purring as it waited for the gate to the underground car park to open. Finn looked up hopefully, but I could see it was a BMW, all shiny chrome and alloy wheels, while Rory drove a battered Nissan that he’d bought for eight hundred euros and that stubbornly kept passing its NCT. What if he’d broken down? I thought suddenly. Maybe he was stuck somewhere, unable to call. If that was the case, he might not be home tonight. I didn’t like being alone; I’d only just made it through the past three nights. 

I typed a message. Everything okay? How far away are you? Two grey ticks. Delivered but not seen. 

Back inside, I towelled Finn dry, gave him a bacon twizzler from the treat cupboard, then checked to see if the ticks had turned blue. Still grey. I took off my waterproof jacket, hung it up and looked again. Still grey. 

By half past ten, the only thing keeping me remotely together was the bottle of wine I’d nearly finished. Messaging produced no response. Calls went straight through to voicemail. I craved a cigarette, something I never did these days unless I’d had quite a lot to drink. And, I realised now as I swayed slightly, navigating my way back to the kitchen, I was drunk. 

That sense of the ground not being solid beneath my feet sparked an unpleasant flashback to the night Rory left. I recalled a row, raised voices. Fragmented images from an old movie reel. I felt my heart rate quicken and forced myself to begin the breathing exercises I’d been taught to avert the onset of a panic attack. Box breathing. In for four, hold for four, out for four, hold for four. Eventually I succeeded in pushing the dizzy feeling back. Keep the negative thoughts at bay, I’d been told. 

Easier said than done. If Rory had broken down, he’d have found some way to let me know. Unless he couldn’t. Unless he’d had an accident. Unless he was hurt. Or worse. I felt myself spiral again. Why wasn’t he getting my calls or messages? 

His phone! I thought suddenly. Like his car, Rory refused to replace anything unless it fell apart completely, and while his phone did work, it was always giving him trouble, the battery failing to hold a charge. Often I’d text and get no reply, only for him to saunter in the door cursing, ‘That shaggin’ phone died on me again.’ 

I decided to ring Sam. I’d only met Vince, the cameraman, a couple of times, but we’d christened Sam, the director, Rory’s work wife because they’d made so many documentaries together. If I called his home instead of his mobile, maybe I’d get Aoife, his actual wife? Maybe neither of them was home yet? 

I felt a surge of hope as I pressed the call button, convincing myself this was true. I was such an idiot. I should have called Aoife ages ago. Saved myself this needless worrying.

Aoife answered with the same apprehensive tone I’d have used if someone had rung me at nearly eleven o’clock on a Saturday night. ‘Hello?’

‘Hi, Aoife. It’s Allie.’ I paused, certain that she would fill the gap with Oh, I’m so sorry, I should have rung you. She didn’t. I swallowed hard. ‘Do you know if the lads were delayed for some reason? I can’t get any response from Rory.’

‘No. I don’t think so.’ Aoife sounded confused. ‘Sam’s here. Hang on. I’ll get him.’ 

Her words were like a punch to my gut. Sam was home. I heard a hurried whispered exchange before he got to the phone. 

‘Allie?’ he said. ‘Everything all right?’

‘Sure. Great.’ Faux casual. ‘I was just wondering if you were delayed at all leaving Galway?’ 

‘No,’ he said slowly. ‘We left pretty much on time, about three. Driving was grim, though. It pissed down the whole way. I got back about half six?’ He checked with Aoife, who must have been hovering nearby, and I felt a wave of jealousy at their coupledom. ‘Quarter to seven, Aoife says.’ 

‘Right.’ My voice quivered as resentment morphed into white-hot fear. 

‘Are you saying Rory’s not back yet?’ 

‘No. He’s not. I haven’t heard from him since this morning.’ I gulped back tears.

Sam blew out a breath. ‘Shit.’

‘I’m going to ring the guards.’ 

‘Right. Right, you do that. Call me back and let me know what they say.’ He paused. ‘Oh, and Allie?’ He cleared his throat, as if reluctant to say what came next. ‘I had some extra stuff to do with Vince, but he’s home too – I spoke to him earlier. And Rory left before we did.’ 




CHAPTER TWO

A lone lorry trundled over the bridge as the city struggled to life. I reached for my phone. Nothing: no messages, no missed calls. My head ached with a dull throb and my mouth was dry, last night’s wine sour on my tongue. It was six a.m. and WhatsApp showed the same information as the day before: Rory was last online yesterday morning at 9.04. Since then, I had sent – I counted – twenty-five messages, each one increasingly desperate in tone. 

I usually wore ear plugs to bed, insomnia a side effect of my anxiety. I hadn’t last night, afraid I would miss the sound of his key in the door, the thump of his bag landing in the hall, his footsteps as he made his way to the living room to greet Finn. But despite me straining hungrily, there wasn’t one stray sound to raise my hopes, not a single partygoer stumbling home to one of the other apartments. The alcohol had muffled my fear, but there was no denying this morning’s wretched reality. Rory had not come home. Everyone had been telling me not to worry, and here I was, proven right. Not that I could take much comfort from that. 

After speaking to Sam and Aoife, I’d rung the guards, opting for the local station up the hill rather than calling 999. I’d wanted to shriek down the phone in panic, but the woman on the other end had been calm. It was clear that once there was no immediate threat to life, a grown man staying out late on a Saturday night wasn’t top of their list of priorities. Somehow that had defused my fright, convincing me that at least in their view Rory was more likely to turn up than not. Although it didn’t stop me from searching online for traffic accidents between Galway and Dublin. They took his registration number, contact details and description and told me to give them a call in the morning if he didn’t come home. 

But now it was morning and Rory wasn’t here. Was six too early to call again? I wanted to claw at my skin in frustration, itchy with agitation and helplessness. Twelve minutes past now. Maybe I should wait till seven? I calculated the number of minutes till then and set the timer on my phone. Feeling that at least I was making progress as I watched the seconds tick by. 

At eight minutes and forty-seven seconds in, my vision began to blur, the numbers dissolving before my eyes. I reached for the glass of water on the bedside table, my skull feeling too large for my scalp, as if the skin was stretched thin. I shouldn’t have drunk so much, but it had taken the edge off my fear. And when I’d finally climbed into bed, I’d imagined drifting off to sleep in a boozy haze and waking to a chilly Rory slipping under the covers behind me, wrapping his arms around me to absorb my warmth. So why hadn’t that happened? He’d had all night to come home. All night.

I gulped down some water, then picked up my phone again, scrolling through pictures Rory had sent me after our chat outside the pub. The first one showed Sam and Vince standing on a pier waiting to board a small ferry, rucksacks, cameras and a boom mike piled up alongside. The second was taken on the island itself. Three people I didn’t recognise stood in a wet field surrounded by cattle. One carried a partially unfurled golfing umbrella as if it was about to start raining, black clouds stalking the horizon evidence of an impending downpour. The next showed the same three people strolling along a narrow track, Vince walking backwards filming them, a pewter sea partially visible in the background. 

Rory appeared in only one. In it the group ate sandwiches and drank from flasks while he stood slightly apart, chatting to a woman by a ruined cottage outside which a quad bike was parked. As producer, he usually had more time to himself on actual filming days once the interviews and shots had been set up, so he’d have taken most of the photographs. But maybe Sam had taken this one? It had that curved arrow indicating it had been forwarded before it had been sent to me. 

I turned onto my side, placing one hand under my head and letting the phone fall into the gap between the pillows. With my free hand I tapped the picture to zoom in, enlarging Rory’s image. His hood was up, but it was so clearly him. I knew his shape, his stance – the way he stood with his feet planted widely and confidently. His smell. God, how I missed his smell. 

I pulled his pillow towards me and buried my face in it, inhaling that familiar combination of soap and hair cream. I’d intended changing the sheets for his return but hadn’t got around to it. Now I was glad I hadn’t. I’d read of people holding onto loved ones’ clothes after they died, and now I understood why. The thought gave me a start. Rory wasn’t dead. He couldn’t be. He was the most alive person I knew.

I checked the timer. Thirty-two minutes and three, four, five seconds. The numbers still spinning. A quarter to seven. Surely I could ring now? Heart fluttering, I dragged myself up into a sitting position and redialled last night’s number. 

The guard I’d spoken to wasn’t there, but they had a record of my call. ‘Someone will be around to see you this morning, Miss Garvey,’ a woman said in a soft Cork accent. ‘I can’t tell you the exact time, I’m sorry. But just make sure you’re in.’

I promised I would be and hung up. But a whine from the living room made a liar of me already. Finn needed to go out. 

I hauled myself out of bed, dragging on a pair of tracksuit bottoms and a fleece over the Mick Jagger T-shirt I’d worn to bed. Catching sight of myself in the mirror, I pulled my hair into a ponytail. Not that it made much difference. Diluted by rain and tears, the mascara I’d put on for Rory’s return had stained my cheeks, my hung-over skin sallow and tinged with grey. I looked like a ghoul.

The square was quiet, apart from a few delivery lorries outside the Spar. A woman standing near one of the cafés, vaping, gave me a look that left me under no illusion about my disordered appearance. Her standards were higher than mine; she was immaculately turned out, with a smart black coat and a sleek grey bob. Not a dog person, though; Finn went up to her wagging his tail and she jumped back as if she’d been burned.

Dawn was breaking as we headed into the Phoenix Park. The weather had cleared overnight, making way for a spectacular sunrise; streaks of burnt orange furrowed the sky while deer grazed wet grass in the mist. But everything felt wrong. Even Finn knew it, glancing back at me with a quizzical expression on his face. It was Rory who always took him out first thing. They would search for squirrels and Rory would wake me with pictures of their walk, my phone buzzing on the bedside table. 

A crow goose-stepped across our path and Finn made a dive for it, almost pulling my arm out of its socket. So when a man with a mini Schnauzer appeared, I tightened his lead; his prey instinct kicked in whenever anything small and furry was in the vicinity. It didn’t seem to matter if it was one of his own species. 

The man was one of our neighbours. I met him on the stairs sometimes and we nodded although we’d never spoken. He looked surprised to see me. ‘You on dog-walking duty this morning?’ 

I felt myself shrink under his gaze. ‘Rory’s away filming.’ Saying his name aloud caused a painful lump to form in my throat as the cold wind stung my cheeks. 

‘Tell him there’s a session in the Villager on Wednesday.’ He paused, then added with a smile, ‘You’re invited too, of course, although I know it’s not your thing.’ 

The truth was that I wouldn’t have minded going. Rory had started playing the banjo; he’d had lessons while making a documentary about Bluegrass and joined a session in our local pub. But he claimed he wasn’t very good yet, that it would make him self-conscious if I was there. 

The neighbour was already on his way, walking past us down the hill as he called out, ‘Great morning for it!’ over his shoulder. 

Leaving the park, I sent Rory a picture of two stags clacking horns. This time there was just one grey tick. I wasn’t sure what that meant, but it was unlikely to be positive.

A squad car parked at the gates to the apartment complex gave me a jolt until I remembered that I was the one who’d called them. And when I reached our building, two uniformed guards, a man and a woman, were examining the line of doorbells. 

‘Apartment 16a?’ I asked.

The female guard swivelled to face me. ‘Are you Allie Garvey?’ 

I nodded and brought them inside, unclipping Finn’s leash to allow him to bound up the stairs, finishing with a few zoomies at the top. 

‘Nice dog,’ the male guard remarked. ‘My dad kept greyhounds for racing.’

‘Finn was rescued from the track,’ I said, before turning to unlock the door, realising when I caught the eye-roll in my side vision that I’d said the wrong thing. I often said the wrong thing.

Finn trotted happily along the hall, leaping at the door to the living room. 

‘He thinks Rory will be here,’ I said, and for one glorious moment I wondered if it could be true. I pushed the door open, and Finn rushed in ahead of me, whipping his head from side to side. But the room was empty, just as I’d left it.

The two guards hovered in the doorway, and I saw the apartment through their eyes: the empty wine bottle on the coffee table, the unwashed glass, the pan of soup congealing on the cooker. The fug of stale air. I imagined them judging me, then making allowances for the circumstances. 

‘Do you want tea?’ I asked, reaching for the kettle. ‘Or coffee?’ 

They shook their heads. ‘Water would be great,’ the female guard said.

I’d read somewhere that they did this to give you something to do. I was tempted to mention it, but after the greyhound comment, I didn’t want to come across as a smart-arse. So I simply fetched a glass of water and indicated where we could sit. 

They introduced themselves as Garda Dave Fitzpatrick and Garda Suzanne Phelan, arranging themselves on one side of the table while I sat on the other, as if I was attending some weird job interview. The man was huge, broad-shouldered and overweight, like a Disney hero gone to seed, and the woman was blonde and petite. Both were younger than me, with accents I couldn’t place; I’ve never been good with accents outside of Dublin.

‘I know you’ll have been asked some of this last night, but just to confirm …’ The female guard produced a notebook and took details of Rory’s age, height, hair colour, what he’d been doing and where, and when I’d last had contact with him. 

I answered her questions feeling weirdly disconnected, as if I was delivering lines in a play or sitting an exam. A flashback to my Leaving Cert Irish oral threatened to derail me; the realisation that it had happened less than two weeks before my parents died made me sway as if I had vertigo.

‘Was he alone or working with someone?’ asked Dave, the male guard. 

‘A director and cameraman. Sam and Vince. I can give you their numbers. They were with him in Galway, but they both came back last night.’ My voice wavered at the injustice of it.

He nodded. ‘Good. They’ll be able to tell us what he was wearing, when he was last seen, that kind of thing. We’ll also liaise with the guards over there.’

The words ‘last seen’ gave me a chill, reminding me of those missing person posts on Facebook: desperate pleas from friends and family where you knew the outcome wouldn’t be good. Would Rory be one of those? 

As if reading my mind, the female guard – I’d forgotten her name already – asked, ‘Is he on social media? Twitter, Instagram?’

‘A bit, I think. I don’t really do any of that. But he has to publicise his documentaries.’

‘Okay,’ she said, taking a note. ‘Have you a recent photograph?’

I showed her a couple on my phone, mostly with Finn, but I saw that the other guard was distracted, his gaze fixed on the bookshelf, where a framed picture sat propped up against an old thesaurus that Rory’d had since boarding school, something else he refused to throw out though it had long since lost its cover. He seemed to treasure his memories of that school despite some hilariously nightmarish stories about the food.

‘Is that the two of you?’ the guard asked. 

I nodded and fetched it for him. It was a selfie taken the night we met. I’d gone to a club in town after work colleagues I’d been out with went home after the pub. Lightweights, I’d thought at the time. It didn’t seem like a big deal – I’d wanted another drink and I liked to dance – although I couldn’t imagine doing it now. Rory was coming from the Irish Film and TV Awards, where he’d won an award for a documentary on drug addiction, so he was rocking a tux and pretty stoked after his win. He claimed he fell for me watching me whirl around the dance floor on my own, and had no choice but to join me. In the photograph I was sticking my tongue out, Rolling Stones style, while Rory looked amused. I was twenty-eight and he was forty.

‘It’s five years ago, but he hasn’t changed much.’ He hadn’t. Maybe a slight greying around the temples, but still so hot. ‘You can have it if you think it will help.’

The guard examined it and nodded. It was difficult to read his expression as he extracted the photo and handed me back the empty frame. I ran my finger around the edges, feeling bereft, as if removing Rory’s picture had taken a little more of him away from me, his energy diminished, enough for it to hurt.

‘We’ll use a digital one for social media sites,’ the female guard said, giving her partner an odd look. ‘And we’ll upload everything to Pulse, where all stations can access it.’ She shot a glance at my left hand. ‘Sorry, Allie, just to clarify. You’re his wife?’ 

I looked down. ‘Partner.’ 

‘Would this be out of character for him, not coming home when expected?’ The male guard was still holding the photograph, his huge thumb planted on the image. I wanted to tell him to handle it more carefully and was relieved when he passed it over to his partner. ‘Disappearing without letting you know where he is?’ 

I shook my head and looked away, like a child telling a half-truth, tugging at a cuticle on my thumb with my teeth and drawing blood. 

‘Any relationship difficulties?’

I sucked at it. ‘No. None.’ My voice wavered. ‘I don’t know what I’d do without him.’ 

‘You didn’t have an argument?’

Why was he pushing this? ‘We didn’t argue.’ I got up again to fetch a tissue, relieved to be able to turn my back on them for a few seconds.

‘Any reason to be concerned for his safety or welfare?’ the female guard asked, her voice soft.

I turned quickly, tissue wrapped around my thumb like a bandage. ‘What do you mean?’

‘Did Rory have any mental health difficulties?’ 

And suddenly it dawned on me. She meant suicide. ‘None.’ I shook my head vigorously and came back to the table, eager that they shouldn’t think this of him. Knowing he wouldn’t want that.

‘Sometimes people keep things from those who are closest to them.’ 

‘I know.’ If there was one thing I did know, it was that. ‘But no, I’m sure. Rory’s very successful at what he does. Filming was going well. He said so when I spoke to him last night …’ I paused. Corrected myself. ‘No, the night before, I mean. I spoke to him on Friday night.’ Could it really have been two whole days?

She pressed on. ‘Any medical condition, medication that he needs and doesn’t have with him?’

I shook my head. 

‘People go missing for a variety of reasons,’ the male guard interjected. ‘Addiction issues, family difficulties. Some simply forget to make contact.’ 

It sounded like something he’d learned from a manual, what to say to a woman whose boyfriend hasn’t come home. Ticking boxes. It made me wish them gone. 

I clenched my hands, fists resting on the table. ‘He wouldn’t just forget to make contact.’ 

‘I’m sure that’s true,’ the female guard said soothingly, shooting her partner another glance. ‘It’s just something we have to consider.’ 

She seemed kind, and I wanted to ask her name again; it felt careless to have forgotten it already. Then I remembered Rory’s unreliable phone, his banger of a car. The things I’d meant to tell them. Things that might actually be relevant.

‘We could make a request to see the last mast pinged by his mobile, but we probably won’t get it,’ she responded apologetically. ‘Not if there’s no threat to life.’ 

Should I have said there was? I scraped my nails through my hair, greasy and unwashed, screwed up into a messy bun because the ponytail kept falling out. A tear escaped and went rolling down my cheek. 

I looked at the guards’ faces, searching for answers, unable to escape the feeling there was something they were trying to tell me, something they hoped I’d pick up on. And suddenly I knew. It made sense. They’d seen the pictures: Rory’s handsome face, a smile always creasing the corners of his mouth. And me standing in front of them now. Miserable, hung-over, pasty-faced, yesterday’s make-up ground into my skin. Quite a contrast to the party girl in the picture. I knew what they were thinking. He’s left her. He’s one of those thousands of men who decide they want a different life but don’t have the balls to tell anyone. So they just disappear. Walk out on their lives. Go out for a pack of cigarettes one day and never come back. 

But Rory didn’t smoke.




CHAPTER THREE

Suzanne

‘He’s left her. First opportunity he got, he’s fucked off. Grabbed his chance.’

Suzanne watched Dave settle his soft bulk into the driver’s seat of the squad car and slam the door shut after him. ‘You think?’

‘Clear as the nose on your face. Could you blame him?’ 

She clicked her seat belt into place, noticing Dave didn’t bother. He probably reckoned it wasn’t worth his while for the short drive up the hill to the station. Lazy arse. 

‘He’s a lot older than her,’ she commented. It was the first thing she’d noticed when she saw that picture of them together. At least ten years, she’d have thought, maybe fifteen. It was hard to tell. Although she had to admit he was good-looking, with that broad smile and the floppy hair. ‘He managed to snag himself a much younger girlfriend. She might be a bit withdrawn, but she was gorgeous in that picture. Like a young Kate Moss. And she’s still very pretty.’ 

Dave snorted. ‘She’s a lush. Did you not notice the booze off her breath? The empty wine bottle. Paddy said she was slurring her words when she called last night.’

Suzanne laughed. ‘I’ve heard you slurring your words on a Saturday night plenty of times. Have a heart. Her boyfriend is missing. I think I’d have a couple to help me sleep if that happened to me.’ 

Dave winked. ‘Ah, but the difference is, that wouldn’t happen to you. Can’t imagine anyone turning down the chance to spend a Saturday night in the scratcher with you.’

Suzanne rolled her eyes. Dave Fitzpatrick. God’s gift. She watched him root in the pocket of his trousers for a packet of chewing gum, extract three pellets and stuff them into his mouth. His tiny ears looked as if they’d been superglued onto the sides of his enormous head, bobbing up and down as he chewed. 

‘Plus,’ he turned the key in the ignition with more violence than was strictly necessary, ‘she’s a snooty bitch.’ He mimicked her. ‘He was rescued from the track. South County Dublin. Sounds more Yank than Irish.’ 

Suzanne grinned. ‘Careful, David.’ She knew he hated being called David, especially in a Victoria Beckham accent. ‘You’re going to tip over if that chip on your shoulder gets any bigger.’ 

Dave sniffed. ‘Anyway, I know him.’ He started the engine and pulled out onto the main road. 

Suzanne’s eyes widened. ‘You do?’

‘Not know him know him. I’ve never actually met the guy. But as soon as I saw his picture, I realised. And the fact that she said he was off filming. He’s fairly well known, produced a few things for RTÉ. Public-interest stuff, everything from inner-city deprivation to wildlife documentaries. Not quite Davey Attenborough, but still.’ 

‘You’re kidding. So that’s why you were staring at that photograph. I thought you were perving over the girlfriend.’

Dave looked appalled. ‘Me, perve?’ He blared his horn at a souped-up white Audi that had veered suddenly left into a housing estate with no indicator, cursing loudly. ‘Seriously? Do people not notice when there’s a squad car behind them any more?’ Another vigorous chew of his gum and he refocused. ‘I don’t think he’s had anything on the telly for a while, but he’d have a bit of a profile.’ 

Suzanne took out her mobile and googled Rory O’Riordan. Dave was right. There were multiple mentions of him online: both Twitter and Instagram, plus reviews of programmes he’d produced. A picture of him at an awards dinner a few years ago, another at a documentary festival in Newcastle in the UK. None of the girlfriend, she noticed. Did partners not go to these things? 

Mint wafted in her direction and she glanced over again at Dave. ‘I wouldn’t have had you down as a documentary fan.’

‘Judgy,’ he said indignantly. ‘My interests are many and varied, I’ll have you know.’

Suzanne continued to scroll through the search results, then stopped and let out a loud chuckle. ‘Is this why you know him? He was a judge on The Naked Lens! X Factor for documentary makers?’

Dave grinned. ‘It was axed after one season, but it was pretty good.’

‘Hmm. I’m sure.’ Suzanne had her doubts, judging from what she could see online. She pocketed her mobile. ‘Well, we’d better get talking to his family and friends. If he did “fuck off”, as you so delicately put it, maybe one of them knows about it. I have a mate in the station in Clifden, close to where he was filming, so I’ll check in with him. We can have a look at number-plate recognition on the toll roads, see how far he got on his way back to Dublin.’

Dave nodded distractedly as he fiddled with the radio, and she knew that ‘we’ would very quickly morph into ‘I’. 

‘Maybe you could talk to the hospitals?’ she suggested. ‘If he drives a dodgy car, he could have had an accident. Maybe no one knows who he is, and for some reason he hasn’t been able to contact his girlfriend.’

Dave snorted again. ‘I’m telling you – the guy’s done a runner.’




CHAPTER FOUR

Allie

Our first date happened the day after we met. I’d have gone home with Rory after the club, no question, but he said he wanted to ‘mind’ me. This meant seeing me home in a taxi, taking my number and calling me the next day before I was even up. He then picked me up in the afternoon, a picnic basket covered in a red and white checked tablecloth nestled in the back seat of his car. I’d laughed, teasing him about channelling his inner Cary Grant. He seemed surprised – maybe he thought I was too young – until I told him I’d seen To Catch a Thief at the film club in college. He suggested I watch An Affair to Remember and North by Northwest. Which I did, along with all Cary’s other films over the course of a ‘Cary Grant season’ he initiated one winter in the apartment. I went off Cary Grant after that.

But that was later. Back then, nothing like it had ever happened to me before; all my relationships had started with a drunken lunge. So a walk in the Dublin mountains followed by a champagne picnic? I loved it. He didn’t even kiss me till we were walking hand-in-hand along a river, by which point I was gagging for it. I’d have shagged him there and then in that leafy glade if there hadn’t been hordes of hearty-looking hikers marching past. He tortured me by leaving sex for a full month, another first for me. And when we finally did it, one lazy afternoon in a sunlight-filled room in a beautiful hotel, it was like a religious experience.

A heavily pregnant black and white cat stared unblinkingly at me from the ramp as I placed two empty wine bottles into the outdoor recycling bin that Monday morning. It was early, just after eight. I’d already been out with Finn. In less than an hour I’d have to log on to work and pretend everything was normal. 

I’d considered taking the day off, but Sunday had been hellish and interminable and I knew I couldn’t face another one like it. Plus, I could do my job with my eyes shut. I’d been working from home as a legal executive with a large Dublin law firm for two years, drafting debt-collection proceedings for banks. My law degree should have led on to a professional qualification, either the solicitors’ exams or the bar, but things had fallen apart for me after college. I had fallen apart. I was still treading water careerwise, but the truth was that I was lucky to have a job, especially one that didn’t require me to leave the apartment. I wasn’t agoraphobic, nothing like that. I just liked being at home. 

After a quick shower, my first in two days, I made a coffee and took it to my laptop. The morning passed quickly, but the apartment felt ominously quiet. I was used to hearing Rory on the phone, pushing to get projects green-lit, arranging shoots and interviews. Charming people and twisting arms, Rory’s superpower. Though he found the new gender quotas frustrating. ‘Maybe if I wear a fucking dress, I’ll get something commissioned,’ he’d ranted one morning, making me laugh; I’d stopped when he didn’t join in. But I was confident that things would change. They always did for Rory. He’d find another wave to ride.

At one o’clock I logged off, checking my phone straight away. I’d kept it on while I worked, so it was a pointless exercise, but just in case. No texts. No calls. Other than Olivia, who’d left a couple of voicemails. I hadn’t been able to bring myself to call her yesterday; telling my sister would have made everything too real. But I guessed I’d have to ring her back now. To fortify myself I made a sandwich, eyeing up the wine rack before forcing myself to make a pot of tea instead. 

And then the doorbell rang. It rarely did unless Rory had forgotten his keys. I leaped to my feet, blood roaring in my ears, followed by Finn, who skittered eagerly across the floor behind me. I didn’t bother with the intercom, just wrenched open the door of the apartment and raced out into the hall. 

The floor tilted beneath my feet as my face fell
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