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‘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.’ 
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