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Praise for Groundwater

‘A ruthless and minutely observed reckoning with the stories, beliefs and places we make to shelter from fear of death’ Amber Husain

‘McMullan is attuned to tone, texture, even breath . . .  Tender and dreamlike . . . Digs into emotional fault lines and lays bare simmering tensions’ Rachel Armitage, Literary Review

‘A disquieting study in estrangement, mortality and the fragile membranes between past and present, surface and depth. Groundwater invites us to recognise that we live atop hidden depths, where the self and the wild are bound in ways we barely understand’ Adam Wyeth, Irish Times

‘Beautiful, poetic, a cut above . . . Moves between languid and downright creepy’ Sophie Charara, Shortlist

‘As uncanny and fretful as a nightmare, Groundwater is nonetheless rooted in a totally real place and is populated with a cast of completely convincing characters. The Hell which is other people is meticulously painted here with humour, imagination and genuine poignancy’ Aidan Cottrell-Boyce, author of The End of Nightwork

‘McMullan is a skilled cartographer of interior worlds, tracing the unspoken thoughts and feelings that lie beneath the surface’ Ben Woolhead, Buzz Magazine

‘An exquisite study of characters bound together by domestic life, compelled by both intimacy and discord, as their interactions gradually expose a deeply rooted desire for the feral’ Christiana Spens, author of The Colony

‘Uncanny and unsettling, Groundwater is a masterful portrait of the fractious, shimmering webs underneath our not-so-ordinary lives. Throughout the novel, menace and beauty knock up against each other, both revealing just how much there is at stake’ Sophie Mackintosh, author of Permanence

‘So dreamlike and yet so tense – a heady combination beautifully balanced by McMullan. This is a novel that gets right under your skin’ Ella Frears, author of Goodlord

‘Groundwater subtly plucks at the invisible strings that connect one person to another – the familial, the romantic, those of friendship, of dependency. It explores the gulf that can form between ourselves and the ones we love, how we can make sense of it, how we can cross it’ Vanessa Onwuemezi, author of Dark Neighbourhood
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ONE

We can’t cut the chair in half,’ she said, planting both hands on the wood in a movement that was flippant but abrupt and all of a sudden John felt himself an intruder, as if she held genuine fear that he would seize the antique and cleave it in two. Surely she knew how much he enjoyed its ornate carvings, the central panel of the backrest with the figure he took to be a shepherd, a small oval face worn away, wrapped without expression in carved wooden leaves. She gripped its ridge. The four other chairs, the cheap set, waited like pieces in some obscure game. With the antique there were five. Six were needed. The family were on their way and here was the feeling that they had nothing of their own to offer.

‘I saw a stool by the lake,’ he said.

Liz pressed her tongue against the inside of her cheek. Her gaze was fixed on the furniture and he could not bear it, tapped the table and she looked up with brow furrowed. Already they were altered by their new surroundings, he felt. In London they’d moved around each other with a fineness that had been honed by routine but here they were untethered. A faint cry came up to the window and he turned to see what it was.

Nothing.

He went outside to look for the stool, found it by the water’s edge, beside an old tin of paint and a noise of weeds, small yellow flowers open and interested in the passing bees. Flecks the colour of spoiled cream covered the wood, left by the previous inhabitants. They’d never met in person but he had the impression they were elderly and from the evidence they’d not kept themselves in good condition. He knew there was no point being resentful but he just couldn’t help himself, the spread of the clutter, disrespectful the way it was scattered about with no real effort to remove their presence. Yesterday he’d found a full ashtray and a pile of old newspapers in one of the upstairs rooms, the garden had been left overgrown, there were broken hangers in the bedroom, old plastic bags in the kitchen, used bottles of shampoo in the bathroom. It made it impossible to see the house as theirs, all these signs in the stains and scuff marks.

He decided then that when Liz’s sister had been and gone, he would build a bonfire on that spot, a statement of intent set on the edge of their home. He meant to gather the dead vines and fallen branches that had collected in the walled garden. He promised himself that he would bring them here, a good distance from the windows, and burn them. He would throw away the old tin of paint, pull up the weeds and build a tower of flame, smoke in a column that would no doubt be seen for miles around, and there was something comfortable in that thought, as if he were writing his signature at the bottom of a deed. There was no point feeling overwhelmed because the house was theirs and he needed to stop forgetting that fact. Their lives were still in the air but it wouldn’t be long before they were brought down and when that happened they would be at home in this place, not swept up half-thinking by the deep pull of eddies, brought in and out of rooms by unfamiliar tides.

Another cry, louder, more urgent, and now John could see something crouched in a bank by the edge of the lake. With the wooden stool in hand he walked towards it, picked up pace at the sight of a fawn struggling on four thin legs, falling back in the dirt. When he was near, it raised its head at him, black eyes fearful. It bucked its head and cried out, the sound almost human. He took a step towards it, careful not to startle, but even that small movement caused the animal to panic, raising itself onto its legs and stepping a few feet in the opposite direction before collapsing. One hoof was touching the water and he was worried it would stumble further so he backed away.

He could see no wound from where he was standing. There was the lake to one side of them and the house to the other, the treeline close by – so it was likely the animal had come from that direction, and he searched for a sign of movement, a mother keeping distance, but everything was motionless. There were white dots on the fawn’s brown hide, like it too had been splattered with paint. It was the closest he had been to a wild animal and he felt underprepared. He tried to show that there was nothing to be afraid of, made a shushing sound, smiled, hoped that animals could make sense of smiles. He placed the stool on the ground, took a step forward and the fawn bleated again, rose to its legs and this time stood without falling. He offered his hand.

This was it, what they had spoken about, a harmony with nature, a closeness. That was what they had wanted after the last couple of years, they’d agreed on that.

The fawn breathed warm on his fingertips, its black eyes considered him and in them he searched for understanding, liked to think that it was there. The fawn moved its head, cried, turned and limped away. He stayed where he was, watching the animal until it disappeared behind the treeline.

Back inside, when he considered the way the light cut straight across the wooden panelling, he found himself staring. The stool wouldn’t look so bad with a cushion. The delivery could still arrive that day and if it did, he would take it back outside. The last time he’d seen his nephew and niece they were giddy and grinning, happy to be doing anything at all. They could have been asked to sit on a sack of flour for all it mattered but no doubt they had grown conscious in the way children can of unfairness, the world perfectly level and any rolling one way or the other an unconscionable crime. Irresistible, then, came the thought of the fawn nudging its moist mouth against an injured leg. John considered going out in search of it and he tried to recall the feeling of hot breath against his fingertips.

He looked through the window out at the lake, at the short jetty that extended with its dirty old fishing boat, also left by the previous inhabitants. A tightness grasped his chest. It was as if he had been climbing a ladder without realising and, turned by a gust of wind, he saw the distance below. The lake, the hills beyond, and only the two of them there for miles around. If he listened carefully, he could make out the sound of Liz cutting apples down the hallway. Aside from the chopping, the house was quiet. Let it lie, he thought. It won’t be long until it’s swept out the door, not long until they finally get what they want and then they’ll talk about the times when the house used to be so quiet. He was confident these new surroundings would be the key to things. They say that it’s important to feel at ease, that it’s remarkable the effect relaxation can have on the reproductive system. The fresh air would do nothing but good, returning their bodies to some more natural state, each breath fixing what was weathered by years of crossing the Euston Road. He pulled the chairs into position around the dining table, letting himself linger on the antique: the panel on the backrest, the wooden leaves, the figure, its face without features. He’d always imagined it listening, as if in a hut at night, the sheep dreaming but the shepherd with one ear to the dark. It had looked so artfully out of place in their flat, but there it was as if it had been made for the house, the only thing of theirs that was.

‘I saw a baby deer,’ he said.

Liz stopped cutting apples and wiped the backs of her hands on a T-shirt. His words carried with them a childlike delight as he entered the kitchen and her first instinct was to welcome them with a smile, not taking the meaning but thinking instead of the cupboard door by her hips that would only close when lifted. Earlier she had stooped to inspect the hinge, loose in its screws. She tried to remember if the door had closed without a problem when they’d put in the tinned tomatoes and the stock cubes and the rice and the potatoes, all without order, and she wanted to speak to him about that, the jars as well as the door, but here now was something else, pressing with force on those thoughts so that they were squeezed out of view. He would think she had broken the door. Already she was prepared to argue, a heat across her forehead at the prospect.

‘Limping, the poor thing,’ said John. She could feel the expectation to engage, turned to the window, stood on her tiptoes to get a better look. Nothing. Liz liked to think she had a way with animals, one of those things she believed about herself that had come into being when she was very young and hadn’t budged. When she was eight, she spoke to a magpie, had whole conversations. The bird had a nest on the roof of their building; it would come down to their balcony from time to time, hop about, inspect the few plant pots there for anything to eat. She started with raisins on a plate, her mum let her leave them out overnight and in the morning they were gone. She remembered it perched on the railing and she’d say all sorts of things to the bird. Eat up your dinner. Tell me about your day.

‘Should we leave it some food?’ he asked, looked around.

‘I need the apples for the pie,’ she said and scanned the treeline once more through the kitchen window. If a cute little animal could wait until her sister was here, yes, that would be perfect. They’d already talked about what they would choose to show Monica first: the fireplace, the bannisters, the view looking out from the back of the house at the lake and the woods beyond that rose into a ridge of hills.

There was the sound of the fridge closing behind her. John had pulled out a plastic bottle of semi-skimmed milk and was pouring it into a bowl. Oh God. Next he came to her counter, picking at a few of the pastry offcuts. She carried on with the knife, chop chop, cut a pip in two by accident and so a delicate manoeuvre was needed to gouge the remaining half with the tip of the blade. She felt him watching her do so, knowing he wanted to say that it would be easier with another knife, not one for meat, the small one. Where was that? Just try and find it, she’d say. Not in the drawer, oh no, not in any of the cupboards. If only we hadn’t unpacked things in such a rush, put the tins in no order, the pans and plates in places that didn’t make any sense.

‘Are you looking for something to do?’ she asked.

He picked up a slice of apple.

‘She’ll be jealous for sure,’ he said and hoped it was what she wanted to hear, not taken to mean that jealousy was her petty intent. Sometimes it was hard to see the love for the competition, but he didn’t blame her, given the way her sister sometimes acted, careful to present a version of life sanded to a fine, smooth surface. Last year he’d seen the hurt in his wife’s eyes when she’d opened herself so sincerely, the New Year’s fireworks exploding unseen in the mist. What could she do to stop the black dog from haunting her dreams, she’d asked, and there had been real vulnerability on the balcony with the momentum of their celebrations petering out around them.

The poor dog, desperately

scratching against the floor.

Liz was watching him now from the corner of her eye as he gathered the bowl and the pastry pieces. You cast these side glances, he thought. You used to look straight forward. You used to look direct, straight ahead at me.

He went outside with the milk and the pastry and the slice of apple. She watched him through the window as he set them on the edge of the veranda and part of her felt warm towards him even as another part grew resentful. He’s making more work for himself when there is already so much to do.

She realised he was trying to say something to her but she could not hear it. He motioned for her to open the window.

‘I said, we better enjoy the quiet before Harrie’s knees.’

He mimed snapping sticks.

She forced her smile down. She would not let it be an easy win, not when he had irritated her with his sweeping in and out of rooms.

‘Don’t get at him.’

‘Ah come on, I’m not getting at him.’

‘He tries hard.’

With the pie in the oven, they cleaned the living room of the few remaining boxes, tidied the ornaments on the mantelpiece and tried their best to fluff the limp pillows on their knackered old sofa. A new one was on its way but when it would get there was anyone’s guess. John binned a long-dead bunch of roses and Liz returned an edition of medieval maps to the bookcase, thought better, left it on the coffee table. Where had their belongings gone, she wondered, noticing how bare the walls seemed. Where was the painting they had brought with them of the ship in the harbour? She wanted to gather back all of the things they’d spent days unpacking, pile them up, the tins from the cupboards, the bed sheets with the plant pots, fill the room with their many shapes and show anyone who would care to see the objects that they had accrued. There would be the evidence, she thought. There amongst the duck-down stuffing and stainless steel, the knives and forks, the spoon they kept as a joke. There would be the proof.

She thought of telling him this, giggling at the image of all their things in a great big heap. He was neatening the throw on their old sofa and she opened
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