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PROLOGUE

Dublin sleeps. A delicate stillness permeates the cluttered study where David Dolan settles into his desk chair with a warm can of stout. He pushes back the curtains of silver hair from his forehead with an arthritis-twisted hand and takes a celebratory swig. For a long moment, David regards the open Word document on his laptop and the tall stack of journals beside it, each filled with sticky tabs and folded edges – research pertaining to the project. Pride floods his waxy face. Finally, he knows what he has to do.

His late wife, June, always showed him the way, and even now – four years on from her death – she’s penning his future with the invisible ink of the essence of her.

‘It’s perfect.’ David says it aloud to the empty room. He closes his eyes, and there she is: bright eyes behind glasses, a vision of thick, dark curls with that one grey streak that frames her face.

The first time David ever saw June she was leafing through a magazine in the waiting room of his medical practice, visibly out of breath with nerves ahead of her interview to be the new receptionist. With legs wrapped around one another like tangled tree roots, June took an apple from her handbag only to leave it half-eaten on her chair upon hearing her name sound from the hallway. David presented it to her at the back door before she left, told her ‘Hygiene is important in a place like this – remember that’. June snatched the chewed-up apple from David’s un-gloved hand and took another bite, right in front of him. Winked. Left him reeling. June didn’t get the job, but David – in spite of himself – wanted to know everything about her.

He would soon discover that the woman loathed traditional medicine – except, of course, when an antibiotic would save her from developing sepsis or when a simple tube of medicated cream could soothe her skin, splitting in pain from an allergic rash spawned from God only knows where. ‘So, you’re one of those people – you’d sooner jig on broken glass than accept some help,’ he’d teased over dinner and wine on their first date. Hot with attraction, they wound each other up in the town’s finest Italian restaurant, La Scarpetta – a phrase in Italian referring to mopping up the sauce left on your plate with a piece of bread, which they did. Apple crumble for dessert.

Their love’s first breath spanned months on a mattress on his sitting-room floor under a high ceiling where they lay drenched in sweat and sunset, high on the ecstasy of living – for it was as much living as David had ever done after years studying medicine, hunched like a hiker in a too-bright campus library. In her silk underwear and bare skin, always smelling of lavender and peppermint, June talked about spiritual dimensions and sound healing, that sort of malarky, malarky that almost put him off her entirely – not her fiery temperament, not the hair growing from her armpits and covering her legs, not the gap in her teeth, not even her wild laugh. June was completely at odds with his first love: science. Fairy doors and crystals and hippy-dippy through and through. They clashed all the time, but night would come and David would hold her and he’d stroke her hair because she was his girl.

For a long time, it’s been David’s greatest secret that sometimes they communicate like this now, that in death June plants ideas in his mind and pulls him this way and that, helping him to decide what colour shirt to wear or what brand of bread to buy or what Meat Loaf song to play in the car. He’s sure that she’s even responsible for saving his life on more than one occasion. But he doesn’t attempt to explain any of it to his siblings or his friends for fear of the looks and the whisperings behind his back that might dismantle his solid reputation as the ‘dependable ex-doctor’, one who always picks up the phone, even in retirement.

David ran two medical practices during his long career. Almost everyone in Skerries – his small coastal hometown, where he’d worked for over thirty years – recognised him. They smiled, waved; some would even wish him a lovely afternoon when passing him in the cereal aisle. Others felt so comfortable with David, they would divulge their deepest secrets to him while he analysed their heartbeats. He had hoped to work in Skerries until his retirement but after losing his wife, the fear of ostracism pushed David miles away and into the city, where he finished out his years with the stethoscope. He was afraid that people would read madness all over his face. And he couldn’t have that.

She still exists.

Without her, there’s no me.

Yet here I am.

The table clock ticks. David’s laptop screen lights up the smattering of photos strewn across the desk. He downs another mouthful of stout then examines the photograph again, the one with June’s message – the one that started him off down this rabbit hole – scrawled across the back in blue biro.


It’ll serve as centre stage. They will grow fast and tall, like sunflowers. Thank you, thank you, the world will thank you, my dearest love! J x



The photo was taken back in 1993 when their adopted son, Peter, was only as tall as David’s dodgy hips and when June still had her eighties perm. Their faces smile up at him from the aged, glossy paper.

The family then lived in a big house tucked away in the hills of Milverton, Skerries, on the outskirts of Ireland’s capital city, but of course David couldn’t stay there after losing June. To be home without her was to ache all over with a grief so fierce it could bruise his living flesh. Peter moved back from New York to live with David in Dublin city, the pair of them motherless and wifeless – lost boys in the Big Smoke.

David’s eyes examine the glasshouse forming the backdrop of the photo – back then, it flourished, full to the brim with blossoming plants. It winks at him.

He had decided to sell the house off-market – to ensure it would go to a young family who would look after it, not some institution or investor with euro signs for eyes. Peter has been handling the house viewings; he doesn’t experience the same insurmountable dread when faced with the prospect of walking across floorboards that used to press against June’s feet, or the agony of hearing her voice carry through the mist of memories that cloud every corner of every room. But last week came the first sign that he wasn’t supposed to sell up: Peter told David that the old glasshouse was putting off potential buyers. He recalls the conversation. ‘We might as well advertise it as a bird-shit palace with a house out the front. The glasshouse is in bits …’

‘Let it put them off.’ David says it now, under his breath, knowing June will hear and will nod approvingly.

It’ll serve as centre stage.




JENNA

Two months later

Don’t assume I’m inconveniencing my sister for the fun of it, right? Rosie would want you to think that little of me – that I love being a pain in the arse. In the conversation we won’t be able to have, I’d tell her everything. I’d apologise for dumping myself on her like this and, mostly, for what’s to come.

‘He won’t last long, Jenna. Might be time to consider putting him down,’ the vet said on Bertie’s thirteenth birthday – two years ago now. On a planet of nearly eight billion people, Bert is all I have left – this old, tailless fur bag of bones that can’t even speak. I look down at Bertie, all crusty and frightened in his cage now, paws in piss but breathing, still breathing. Fifteen for a cat is seventy-six in human years, apparently. Bet that prick vet doesn’t think it ethical to put sick human beings down when they’re frail and in their seventies. Not everyone who’s suffering wants to die.

I mean, I do. But it’s just so – I don’t know – arrogant, isn’t it? To believe you can make that decision for someone else?

I inhale a lungful of strawberry vape and look down into the open-air atrium from the ninth – top – floor of Rosie’s building, wondering where my baby will have to wander during his last days on earth. Of course Rosie had to buy the least animal-friendly property going: a one-bedroom apartment in Grand Canal Dock. It’s the stuff of my sister’s fantasies to live in such a wanky building, though – a fat glass cylinder housed within steel pillars and all snuggled up with the Dublin elite. Her kitchen table is likely as see-through as her decision to live here. This is where you live if you grew up in the sort of family to holiday in Disneyland. Dublin’s upper middle class is a cohort Rosie has loathed not being part of ever since we were kids, when we’d be sent to school wearing uniforms that didn’t fit.

I sent Rosie a long (admittedly desperate) Facebook message a few hours ago and asked if I could stay with her for a bit. Rosie replied to my message with her address and nothing more. No emojis, no ‘can’t wait to see you’, no funny GIFs, no ‘how’ve you been?!’, no updates about her life. I thought she’d at least feign concern so I wouldn’t be standing here feeling so fucking awkward. A cup of coffee here, a phone call there, that one evening after Auntie Bridie’s funeral, and then radio silence for coming on thirteen months now.

I plonk Bertie down and look at my phone to double check I’m at the right apartment.


I’m in number 203.



Two knocks with my weak knuckles, small as Skittles.

Rosie opens the door a couple of seconds later, like she was waiting. It catches me off guard in a choking cloud of strawberry vapour. She eyeballs my vape like it’s a loaded gun so I bury it in my pocket. A silence clings while she glances from my face to Bertie’s cage then back to my face.

Bottle blonde and caked in make-up, she’s dressed in a black blazer over a white tank top and dark skinny jeans that look a bit too small for her. We still share the same crooked face: my straight, dark eyebrows, my slightly-too-big nose, my wonky mouth, all looking back at me.

‘Are you not freezing?’

I am, but I tell her that I’m grand. I’m wearing black denim shorts in October. Irish October never sees pale, stubbly legs, but I deserve the sting of cold, so it’s fine, really. I hang like a limp puppet and wait for her to invite me in.

Rosie crosses her arms. Her pointed cream heel makes a clicking sound against the gleaming marble tiles inside the doorway where she stands and I wonder why she’s bothered with torture shoes: they can’t be for my benefit. ‘You know the landlords around here don’t allow pets?’

I remind her that she owns the place.

‘Yeah. But …’ she starts, clearly trying to make something up to save herself, ‘one of the neighbours hates animals. He’ll need to stay inside.’

Who hates animals? ‘If you don’t want us here …’ It escapes me before I’ve thought it through.

‘I don’t have a choice, do I?’ She already sounds exhausted by me. I don’t answer her. I don’t think she wants me to. ‘It’s not for long, anyway, this arrangement. I’ve only one bedroom.’

My God, what? She must be repaying the bank a couple of grand a month for this place – for one bedroom? Isn’t it well for some! I tug at the sleeve of my oversized hoodie and think about how Rosie’s couch in la-di-da land is my best and only option: I have to stay where I’m not welcome.

‘You could’ve told me that,’ I say, my voice smaller than I intend it to be. ‘How was I supposed to know?’

‘Know what?’

I feel pathetic. ‘That you wouldn’t have a bed for me.’

She looks away. More silence. More strangled-sounding meows from Bertie and the distant coaxing of melodies from a keyboard from one of the other apartments. Rosie notices it, too. The sides of her mouth curl up ever so slightly, just before she notices my lack of a suitcase.

‘Hang on. Jenna, where’s your stuff?’

I swallow all the spit that’s gathered in my mouth. My head was in a dark place leaving Deb’s – I needed to get out of there quickly and I didn’t know anyone with a car who could help me to transport my stuff, so I left most of my (few) belongings behind. All I have with me is inside the fake leather backpack from Penneys that’s hanging off my shoulder: my laptop, my chargers, my wallet, a sketchpad with some pen and ink, a knot of costume jewellery on top of about fifty muddled earrings and a half packet of Mentos. ‘I don’t need stuff,’ I lie.

Of course, I do need stuff. Mostly for Bertie. A comfy bed, cat food, some oil for his coat, some catnip toys … I’m running low on funds, to be honest, but Rosie’s tone isn’t really inviting of a loan request. Better sign on before the week is out. I don’t have the energy to look for another job.

Rosie’s reply is air forced through her nostrils. Then, ‘You’ll need my stuff.’ Her snarky voice. My least favourite of her voices.

I chew my lip.

Bertie yelps.

‘Just come in.’

Martian soil. We walk single file. The only sound is the click of Rosie’s heels. Her hallway leads to a spotless open-plan living area with a kitchen kitted with everything you could possibly need and more. Her blender looks more expensive than my second-hand MacBook, and crisp clear views of Dublin City beckon through the massive curved windows on the other side of the couch and TV. The place is decorated with fake plants, pretentious quotes in frames, minimalist ‘art’ posters that represent nothing at all. It looks like a magazine ad, not a home.

The actual grimness of my student accommodation in contrast with the divine order of Rosie’s – it’s like hopping from the piping hot Blue Lagoon into an ice bath. I could do with a warm towel for a minute.

After Jason inevitably broke up with me, I moved in with a right old wagon named Deb, an hour’s walk away from the National Academy of Art and Design in Dublin where I am – was – studying. Although my room was forever Baltic and I had to ‘keep to myself’ in the house, I was grateful to have somewhere to sleep in Dublin for under five hundred quid a month and my own (very tiny) press where I managed to stuff my bits and pieces.

But this morning Deb rang me during my walk home. Said she needed to talk. When I got back, she sat me down and laid out a bunch of new rules. ‘Bertie has to stay in your room. I don’t want him wandering the rest of the house or shitting on my patio. You can turn on the hot water when I’ve given permission, so remember to ask me before you run a shower. Oh … and tell me when you are coming or going ahead of time, please. I’d actually really appreciate it if you could text me a picture of your full class schedule. Is that all right? Hmm. What else. Ah! Yes! Don’t go out after 7 p.m. for any reason. No friends are allowed to stay over. No blokes, either. If you can’t verbally agree to all of this, Jenna, I’m afraid I’ll have to raise your monthly rent of €460 to €620.’

I’m not even exaggerating. Can you even imagine a bigger bitch?

Honestly, I think that one-way conversation just tipped me over the edge. I stood up, found Bertie, walked out. Fuck the stupid course, fuck funnelling the last of my earnings from countless retail hours into Deb’s pockets …

‘What do you think?’ Rosie eyes me, seemingly desperate for any glimmer of jealousy, for a sign that I’m inordinately impressed by her home. She tucks her chin and raises her eyebrows, awaiting a gasp. ‘It’s a Victorian gasometer, this building. One of a kind.’

I don’t know what that means, so I just stare into space.

‘We’re inside an old gas storage tank. That’s why the building looks so … unique! See how the wall there is curved?’

I shrug my shoulders.

Rosie tucks flyaway hairs behind her ear and rounds her shoulders as her chest caves with disappointment. ‘Anyway. You’ll be sleeping on the couch, there. It pulls out. There’re blankets down the hall to the right, in the hot press, beside my bathroom. No bath,’ she says, touching the side of her head and staring at the floor, as if having no bath is something to be embarrassed about. ‘But, sure, this isn’t a five-star hotel.’

Isn’t it?

We both look around to avoid eye contact. I wait for her to say something else. You’d think she’d at least ask me how I am. Offer me a toastie. A shower. A cup of tea. Anything.

‘Listen, Jenna, I’ve to go.’

My jaw falls.

‘You were late! And Mam needs her dinner. Plus, I work evening shifts, in …’ she diverts, breathless, ‘anyway, I’ll be back late – 1 a.m. ish.’

Rosie used to be an airline pilot. Over the years her Instagram feed spat out photos of her smiling in her uniform, on flights and with her arms in the air, showing off whatever country she was in by posing in frame alongside famous landmarks: the Eiffel tower, the pyramids, the Hollywood sign. She’s never mentioned why she quit, or where she works now, and I’ve never asked.

‘Grand, yeah. Sure, that’s early,’ I say without inquiry – mirroring her lack of interest.

Rosie gives me this look that says I’m dreading having you around. I wish I could tell her I won’t be around for long, but I’d rather chew my own arm to shreds – the tattoos, the cartilage, the veins: I’ve tried to talk about it before, with Rosie, with Jason, but the words never come. I’ve just accepted my lot as a lonely burden, like how you accept a broken-bone diagnosis.

‘Do you?’

‘Do I what?’

‘Work? You were between jobs the last time we … spoke.’

I lie and say yeah instead of admitting I was fired from Ladybug last month for tinting some girl’s eyebrows without doing a patch test first. It was an accident. Really. Concentration feels so out of reach these days. I usually blame my depression, but it could just as well be the meds. ‘Decreased alertness’ is listed as a common side effect. Suppose I’ll have to make myself scarce with some regularity now or she’ll cop on that I’m full of shit.

‘There’s a spare key beside the fridge,’ Rosie tells me, squeezing the back of her neck. ‘And I bought a couple of frozen lasagnes. Vegan ones. Saw online that you’re doing that whole vegan thing.’ Before I can acknowledge the gesture, she continues, ‘You should go and buy a litter tray and whatever else you need for him. The smell of wee from his box, Jenna. Sort that, yeah?’

She knows Bertie’s name. I want to ask her to stop acting like he’s not worth the two syllables, but I don’t. ‘Yeah,’ I sigh.

‘Right.’

That’s the last thing she says before tip-tapping out of her little palace in her ugly heels. Bertie won’t set foot out of his cage (which really does stink at this stage) so I stick my arm in for a bit to comfort him – and to comfort myself, too.

Lying cow. She said she has one bedroom but there are two: she just has one bed.

I can’t resist the closed door in the middle of the hallway … Look, there’s no such thing as respect for privacy when literally nothing matters any more. It’s obviously meant to be bedroom number two – her room has a king with a velvet headboard, made up all pretty with pillows and a throw. I dug through that room too, found a surprising collection of condoms and lube in her bedside locker (let’s call it her wish drawer). Rosie has this second bedroom full to the brim with clothing racks weighed down with designer gear, much of it with price tags still attached, and with shoeboxes and shelves stacked with probably unread self-help books. She’s even bought herself a treadmill, though it’s serving as a hanger for wet pyjamas. Scarlet for her. Some two-pound purple dumbbells are propped up at its base. Rosie’s always been the type to start a new routine only to stick with it for approximately two and a half days.

I must be masochistic or something because nosing through Rosie’s shit makes me feel more like the pauper to her princess than I ever have and still I don’t stop. I mean, I knew she was making bank on long haul, but my God. I examine the picture-perfect polaroid wall of her travels as a pilot and look through her expensive department-store make-up, stored neatly on her dressing table. So many tokens of her sensible choices – the apartment, all of it. You don’t get tokens like these for artistic flair, not unless you’re the lucky one in a million.

After a good rummage I lay down half of Rosie’s kitchen roll across some tiles in front of the cat carrier – just in case Bertie needs a wee.

I need sleep.

And alcohol.

After raiding her kitchen presses I find a half-full bottle of gin. I take it and my bare feet outside the front door onto the floor-nine balcony to sit cross-legged in front of the glass panelling. There’s a single tree in the middle of the courtyard below: scrawny, alone, branches so weak they’d likely snap if someone gave them a funny look. Hard relate.

I clutch my e-cig and swig from the gin bottle until my thoughts turn to slush.

*

From behind and to my right along the shared circular balcony, the pull and thud of a door, and a dog, panting. I glance over my shoulder with foggy eyes and see a shaggy red dachshund showing just a touch of grey, with a lead strapped to his neon collar. A guy, too, somewhere on the twenties spectrum. Eyes as kind and curious as a child’s behind round glasses find mine. His smile is a wonky line drawn onto his face, like one of my cartoon illustrations. He looks back at his door while he locks it, and I quickly hide my e-cig and the near-empty bottle of gin from his view by leaning back onto my palms to watch him. He’s got a thick mop of dark, wavy hair and the most radiant skin I’ve ever seen without a filter. Definitely too cool for this yuppie nest in his retro T-shirt.

He fully turns to face me.

I know him.

From where?

‘Hi,’ I blurt out, wishing I wasn’t so carelessly dressed.

‘Why did you hide the booze?’ With one hand in his pocket and the other holding the lead, he goes right there, with a faintly familiar voice. Holy shit. Awareness takes over like pins and needles.

That’s lowercase pete!

You could describe me as a casual listener of his music. I know his more popular songs but I’ve never actually bought an album. God, though, I must have listened to his new single, ‘Postcards to Autumn’, a hundred times in the last week on Spotify. The music video – pete, fully clothed in a bath tub, broodingly playing his green ukulele – had over a million views on YouTube the last time I checked. He’s ‘online famous’ – certainly not a household name, but he’s got his own dedicated following.

My sister lives next door to, basically, a celebrity.

Of course she does.

I offer up a resigned shrug so he doesn’t know that I recognise him. Then, ‘Didn’t want to make a bad impression on the new neighbours. I’ve got enough problems.’

His eyes dance across my face then down to the scars on my wrists, my legs, my feet.

He sees. He sees what I’ve been doing to myself.

Rosie didn’t. She didn’t even look.

‘You’re so much like Rosie Walker.’ His eyes smile as he says her name. They’ve met, then. Relief folds up with insult – I’m glad he didn’t ask about the marks, but also … he thinks I look like Rosie. Sure, she’s pretty, but in a kind of flawed, accessible way. It’s not exactly a compliment. ‘A Walker too, right?’

I hate acknowledging my surname. Wanker Walker walked right on out – they’d chant that at Rosie and me during lunch-break. Dad left for a takeaway one day and never came back. Not the juiciest story, nothing you’d base a movie on or anything, but news got around.

I carefully control my face so I don’t look like some pathetic fangirl. I give him nothing.

His smile climbs up his face. ‘You are, I can tell. Sisters?’

‘Maybe I’m her daughter.’ I’m teasing, but also hoping he’ll think more of me than someone who looks like Rosie. Funny girl. Cool girl. Hot girl. He’s a lighthouse blinking in the darkness and I want him to like me. Rosie is completely unlikable …

He takes me in. ‘You seem lonely.’ His friendly voice slices through my long-built wall like it’s fresh pie dough. ‘Want to be lonely together?’

I can’t help but hope that he’s flirting, but something tells me he’s just uncommonly approachable. I eye the dog and forcefully raise an eyebrow. ‘The thing about lonely people is their whole vibe involves, y’know, being alone.’

He considers me. ‘You never find yourself lonely in the cinema?’

My lips vanish into my face.

‘I mean … we sit with hundreds of strangers who’ll carry on being strangers after the credits roll two hours later, even though we’ve just been on this … emotional rollercoaster together.’

He sidestepped my dog joke and went straight for real talk. Who does that? Jason wasn’t able for real talk … never asked me a question like that, either.

I tilt my head so my hair falls away from my face. ‘I mean. Sure. But you’ve got a dog. Everybody knows you can’t be lonely with a dog.’ I feel my tongue peek from between my lips. It’s the performative giddiness I know well, the kind I whip out when I want to shield people from myself. But pete is trying to see me. He’s not just glancing over the paint job – he’s examining it up close for blotches, streaks, blistering.

‘You mean this guy? Moss?’ he goes on. ‘Pfft. Moss is lonelier than I am. Look at him. Miserable dog.’ Moss wags his tail. He pants and stares up at pete, who reaches down to rub his head without breaking eye contact with me. ‘How d’you like to pass time, Rosie’s sister?’

‘It’s Jenna,’ I tell him, grabbing at possible answers to his question. Why does he care? Am I safe to go with partial honesty? I’ve nothing to lose. ‘Christopher Nolan movies. Iced coffees. Screaming into a pillow when nobody’s around to hear me. You?’ I have his full attention. The way he stares, it’s like he can’t quite believe he’s lucky enough to be talking to someone who’s actively listening. Maybe his confidence is for consumption only: fake, like Rosie’s banana plant just inside the door.

Maybe he really is lonely.

His phone vibrates and the skin between his eyebrows wrinkles into a frown. Stealthily, he checks his notifications while carrying on the conversation. ‘I make music,’ he says, distracted now.

‘Is it any good?’ I feel gross for being so sly, but I don’t want to embarrass myself.

‘That’s debatable.’ Whatever pete just read on his phone screen has shifted his demeanour a few miles to the left: he’s curled up a bit, like he’s afraid of an invisible somebody standing behind him. ‘I’m all about lyrics. When I open my mouth all my guts fall out. You’ve probably noticed. Actually, it causes me nothing but trouble …’ I remember the sound of music earlier and Rosie smiling. Maybe she has a sad little crush on him. Poor thing! He must be a good four years younger than her. He’s not much older than me. pete ruffles his hair as though to self-soothe. Discomfort dissipates. ‘Come on.’ He nods at the lift. ‘Join us,’ he says, resolute confidence showing in his features once again. ‘Moss needs a friend.’

‘Moss. Why Moss?’

‘Why Jenna?’

I feel something. An unfamiliar swelling in my chest. I really should stay here, make sure Bertie doesn’t destroy the place, sober up, get settled in. But I decide to surrender myself to pete’s pull. It’s not every day a celebrity wants to hang out with you and my days are numbered. I’ve caught lightning in my fist – I’m hardly going to turn my nose up. ‘I’ll come. For the dog, obviously.’

‘For Moss.’ He nods formally.

I ask pete for his name. He tells me it’s Peter Dolan.

The dulcet tones of Rosie shouting wake me up. She was asleep when I got back from walking around Dublin City with pete – Peter – and Moss, drunk on gin and attention, listening to Peter’s alternative indie pop songs, pretending I’d never heard them before and talking about everything and nothing: about how we rate different flavours of Doritos, about what kinds of insecurities Ryan Gosling could possibly have, about the future, about the stars.

‘Later, Jenna,’ he’d said when it was all over. So casual. Later. He could’ve said goodbye, but he didn’t. Later implies that he wants to see me again … doesn’t it?

There’s cat piss everywhere, my sister announces. Then she moans about how I didn’t eat the lasagne she bought and how I used her new toothbrush and how I stomped muck through the house and how I need to grow up and learn to take responsibility for myself. On and on she goes; meanwhile, my brain is a neon arcade as Peter’s demo recording for his song ‘Entwined’ swirls and echoes on repeat. I just gaze at the ceiling and I think about the little wisp of hair at the back of Peter’s neck.
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