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‘I know not who these mute folk are
who share the unlit space with me.’

– Robert Frost, ‘Ghost House’






PROLOGUE

I had the dream again last night. As usual when it woke me, before my alarm went off, I was drenched in sweat and breathing as though I’d been running. Which I had, in the dream. Or, at least, I’d been trying to run, towards the entrance of the estate. It’s always dark in that dream. Rain slapping the ground around me, mud sucking my sandals, like the night I ran across to Michael’s house. The entrance always the same distance away, the houses enormous, all looking down at me. Looming.

No people. Just me and the houses and the mud and the rain.

I cried out when I woke. And afterwards I lay there in the dark, half wondering if my mother might knock on my door to check if I was okay. The delusion still there. What is it they say about habits of the mind? That it’s easier to prevent than break them? Something like that.

No knock came, of course. The only sound was my rapid breathing, blood rushing in my ears, the sheet whispering against my skin.

Mother. I looked up the word in the dictionary earlier and almost laughed at the simplicity of the definition: ‘a woman in relation to her child’.

How long have I been writing here? Two months? Three? Every day, sitting on this bed, opening my laptop, typing away, just like I am now. Trying to get it all down. Always with only that same wretched view for company – the low laurel that separates the garden from the road beyond, the horse chestnut, which is still leafless. The whole time I’ve been doing this, not a trace of new green has pushed through anywhere on those grey limbs. All you can see are sticky-seeming shiny things protruding from the branches. The more I look, the more of them I see. They’re everywhere. Hard and poisonous-looking.

And here are the fruits of my labour. I have achieved what I set out to do. Every moment of what happened is down here in black and white, in sentences I can read back to myself. So I can finally see, once and for all, that that nice female guard was right when she said I had nothing to feel guilty about. That, if anything, I was a victim. Really, I should be celebrating. Maybe I am, in a way. Haven’t I just opened this last bottle of wine? Haven’t I finally allowed myself to take this little jar from the chest of drawers? Cool and smooth to the touch. The glass shining darkly. The delicate sound when I shake it is almost pretty.

The hardest part was deciding when to begin. When does anything really begin? That was not so straightforward. But once I realised it had all begun with Jason – that last night out with the girls – nothing could have stopped me. There had been no need, after all, to worry I wouldn’t be able to finish it. Of all the hurdles I’d feared – Mum trying to have me admitted somewhere, Helen coming home early, the guards calling me in for more questioning, or an inquest being held after all, at which they conclude that I may somehow have been complicit – not one materialised.

Though the last was unlikely. That’s what they call being paranoid. It is only me, after all, who suspects me of murder.




1

What I liked about Jason the first time I saw him, there on the street outside the nightclub at two in the morning, was the way he was smiling right at me. Not Sarah, or any of the others, but me. Even as he sauntered over to me, the girls and I all watching, not once did he break that gaze to take in any of them. They might have disappeared in a cloud of smoke and I don’t think he would have noticed. It was like I was the only person in the world. Or, at least, the only one who mattered.

He was very handsome too, of course, in a tall, broad-shouldered way. Despite all that gel in his hair and the way his stiffly ironed shirt was tucked into his jeans – not my usual type – you couldn’t fail to register how good-looking he was. I suppose that didn’t hurt. That, and the fact that I’d just had a huge falling-out with all four of the girls. But I don’t think I’m misremembering when I say, in that moment, I sensed something fateful about our first encounter, as random as it seemed to be on the surface. There was something so purposeful about him. So focused. Even as he was smiling at me. Even as we began to talk.

That was only last summer. This time last year, I didn’t even know him.

That night, the girls and I were having a farewell party of sorts. We had been living together since college, but now Sarah and Alice were about to emigrate to Australia, Emily was starting a new job in Galway and Jane was moving in with her boyfriend. Which meant that I would be the last of us living in our house in Dublin, which we had shared for all those years. Four other people were due to move in the following week. People I had never met.

The five of us used to do everything together. Eat, go shopping and, of course, party. Thursday night was Takeaway Thursday, or Tinnie Thursday, as Alice used to call it, on account of all the cans of beer consumed. Friday and Saturday nights, we almost always ended up in a nightclub, sometimes continuing to party at home or at someone else’s house. Sunday was Brunch Sunday, never complete without at least one round of Bloody Marys.

At first, I blamed the recession for ruining everything. After all, it was because of it that Sarah, Alice and Jane all lost their teaching work and Emily was let go from a marketing company. And it was because of that that they were all suddenly broke and in bad form, and we had to stop going out so much. That I’d got off relatively lightly – the information company I worked for as a junior technical writer making me freelance instead of an employee – didn’t seem to help things. If anything, it made them worse. There I was, working from home, in front of them, while they scanned the internet for anything that would pay. I was busy a lot of the time, and would often have a drink once I’d signed off for the day. Nothing major – a gin and tonic maybe, or a glass of white wine. Just to unwind. Maybe that bothered them, though I always offered them one. In fact, I was always trying to make things a bit easier for them. For instance, they couldn’t afford to go out for brunch any more so I made it at home, a couple of Sundays. Along with a very big jug of Bloody Mary. But they didn’t even have one drink. They just ate the food as though they had to, then made their excuses and left pretty much straight away. One Thursday I got takeaways and a few cans, but no one seemed grateful. I even caught Emily giving Jane this look, as if to say, God, here we go again. Whenever I asked if anyone wanted a post-work drink with me, they’d always say no. And whenever I tried to get someone – anyone – to go out with me on a Friday night, they were always too tired or too broke or too something.

‘We’re not students any more,’ Alice snapped at me once.

After that, I stopped trying to do anything nice. I even took to having my takeaway in my bedroom. Occasionally I went out alone, to a bar we used to go to. I had to get out of the house after working there all day. I needed a change of scenery.

There might have been a couple of occasions when, in retrospect, I hadn’t behaved brilliantly. But nothing major. The kind of stuff that used to happen all the time before, that no one would even notice, or if they did they’d laugh it off. Like, on Emily’s birthday, she had booked a table at this bar she liked, but by the time we got there, the doorman wouldn’t let us in. He said I was too drunk. I must have apologised a million times, even though I don’t think I’d drunk much more than anyone else. Another time, they’d all been out with their families. Father’s Day, I think it was. And when they got home, they found me pretty drunk. I’d been on my own all day, and had just been so bored. Work was busy so I’d decided to chill out with some wine, watching old movies. But there was some kind of row when they came home, and the next day, Emily would barely look at me. I couldn’t even remember what I’d said to her. Again, it wasn’t as though I didn’t apologise.

So, when Sarah and Alice announced that they were moving to Australia, I was not that surprised. The most hurtful part was sensing that Jane and Emily already knew. That this whole ‘announcement’ was just being staged for my benefit.

‘You two decided against it,’ I said, looking at Jane and Emily, to show them I knew. They were flustered. I’d been right.

‘Actually, I’ll still be moving out,’ said Emily. She spoke in a really low voice and she was staring straight ahead instead of at me.

‘You never said anything,’ I said.

‘I got a new job. Starts next month. In Galway.’

‘Congratulations.’

‘I’ll be leaving too,’ said Jane, hastily. ‘Moving in with Rob.’ Her boyfriend.

‘Great,’ I said. ‘Good for you.’

‘Do you think you’ll stay on here?’ said Sarah.

‘Well, why would I move out?’

‘No reason. Just, I suppose there’ll be people taking over our rooms. We were wondering if you might prefer to move in with Helen maybe.’

Helen is my sister, but she’s a lot older than me. We hardly ever see each other.

‘Helen?’ I said. I shook my head. ‘Anyway, she’s in London, these days.’

‘You never mentioned that.’

I shrugged. ‘Some new play over there.’

I wasn’t sure why they thought I would have mentioned it. Let alone why they seemed to have decided among themselves that I might move in with her. But that was the problem with the girls. For some reason, they never seemed able to accept that my family is – how can I put it? – less emotionally demanding than their own families. Whenever I insisted that I was happy with my family life, or lack of it, I suppose, they just never seemed to believe me. Sometimes I’d even occasionally invent family stuff for their sake, like a meal out for my birthday, or my mother and I going to one of Helen’s plays. Just to reassure them and to stop them getting concerned and wanting to talk about it. I even pretended that my mother had invited me along when she did her annual house swap in Spain at Christmas. Just to avoid their outrage on my behalf, even though to me it was no big deal that my family doesn’t do stuff like Christmas.

‘Or even your mother?’ said Sarah.

‘Move in with my mother?’ I said. ‘Why would I want to do that?’

‘Well, I don’t know. Just for a while. I mean, you get on with her, don’t you?’

‘Of course. We get on fine. You know that.’ They were all gazing blankly at me. ‘We’re grown-ups now, girls, or did you all miss that? Mum does her own thing.’ I shook my head at the absurdity of it. ‘Just because I’m not on the phone to her every night.’

‘Okay,’ said Sarah.

‘Where would I even sleep? Her spare room is full of all her stuff.’

‘Okay, okay, no worries. You’re probably right.’

I wanted to ask Sarah why, if she was so worried about me, she hadn’t invited me along to Australia. Sarah and I had been friends before any of the others. There was a time when we’d talked about everything, and always to each other first.

‘Of course I’m right,’ I said. ‘Not everyone goes home to Mummy whenever something goes wrong.’ This was a dig at Emily, who had once moved home for a month after her boyfriend broke up with her. But if she got it, she didn’t say anything.

‘Well, we know who we want in charge of the going-away night,’ said Sarah. I almost expected her to pat me on the head when she said that.

‘No problem,’ I said. ‘It’ll be my pleasure.’

*

We started in the Westbury Hotel for cocktails, then went on to the Bank, where I’d arranged for platters of bar food – cocktail sausages, samosas, chicken wings – that kind of thing. That way, the party wouldn’t be interrupted by a sit-down three-course meal somewhere, over which everyone half sobers up and gets sleepy. Everyone else agreed that was the best plan, or at least they didn’t say anything against it, except Emily. She stuck a cocktail stick into a sausage and peered at it, like she didn’t know exactly what to do with it. She looked at me.

‘I thought we were going for an actual meal?’

‘This is an actual meal, Emily,’ I said. And I took her sausage and stuffed it into my mouth. ‘See?’

‘Just eat,’ said Sarah. ‘The samosas are all right.’

After we had cleared the trays of food and got in a couple of rounds, we went to another bar, and then on to Rí-Rás, a nightclub we always used to go to in college. By then, everyone was pretty drunk. We danced for ages. For a while, it felt like nothing had changed.

When the music stopped being good, I went to the bar to get in another round of sambucas. By the time I got back to the girls, Jane was gone.

‘She has stuff on in the morning,’ Sarah shouted in my ear.

‘Stuff?’

‘Family stuff.’

‘Some friend she is,’ I said. And I think that was when I started to get upset. There was a look, you see, between Sarah and the others when I said that. Just a quick flash. I pretended not to notice. I downed my shot and then I downed a second. Seeing as Jane wasn’t there any more. ‘Come on,’ I said, ‘drink up.’ And I headed back to the dance-floor. When no one came with me, I danced with some strangers instead.

It was late when we walked out into the warm June night. Even though all the streetlamps were still on, there was that feeling of dawn having begun somewhere.

‘Where next?’ I said, once we were all on the path.

‘It’s two in the morning,’ said Sarah. ‘Our flight is, like, eleven hours away.’

‘But you’ve packed, haven’t you?’ I said. ‘We should keep drinking at home, and then go to an early house. You should go straight from the early house to the airport. That would be hilarious.’

‘No, it wouldn’t,’ said Alice. ‘We need to grab a taxi,’ she added, to Sarah.

‘C’mon, Beth,’ said Sarah, linking arms with me. ‘Let’s call it a night.’

I stamped my feet in a mock tantrum. ‘We cannot go home yet,’ I said.

Emily and Alice exchanged glances. Again.

‘I saw that,’ I said. ‘What’s your problem anyway?’ I was looking at Emily.

‘I don’t have a problem,’ she said. ‘I’m moving out, remember?’

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

‘It means what it means.’

‘Fuck you, Emily.’ I didn’t shout it or anything, but it was definitely loud enough for her to hear.

‘Oh, that’s nice.’

‘What have you suddenly got against me? It’s not my fault you had to get yet another job, on the other side of the country. How long do you think this one will last?’

The way she looked at me then, I thought for a moment she was going to strike me. I smiled at her.

‘Why do you always have to do this?’ she said. ‘Why do you always have to ruin everything?’

People had started watching.

‘Oh, Christ,’ said Sarah.

‘At least Emily’s being honest,’ I said. ‘You may as well admit it. You all hate me now. Just because I managed to hold on to an income.’

‘You need a cup of tea and your bed,’ said Sarah. But she didn’t say it in her usual voice. She sounded fed up.

‘I don’t want a cup of fucking tea,’ I said. ‘I want to stay out.’

‘Jesus, hold her back!’

We all looked at the three men walking past us. One of them was smiling at me – that was how I knew who’d said it. It was Jason. Already smiling at me in that way.

I knew I had to do or say something quickly, or he would be gone.

‘You get it,’ I said, smiling back at him. I’m pretty sure Emily rolled her eyes. But I ignored her. Because it had worked. The three guys had stopped walking.

‘Why don’t you come with me?’ I said to him.

His two friends laughed.

‘I didn’t invite you,’ I said. That made them laugh more.

‘Eh. Catch ye up, lads,’ he said. Hands in his pockets, he made his way over to me, still smiling, in that who-have-we-got-here-then kind of way. His friends stood there for a bit, but soon they drifted off.

He really was very good-looking. Like someone out of an advert.

‘So?’ he said, when he was standing beside me. ‘Come with you where, exactly?’

‘Well, we can’t go back to mine. They won’t like it.’

‘Will they not?’ He looked quizzically at me when I said that. Only then did he smile at the girls.

‘No. It’s past their bedtime. Do you have any drink in your place?’

‘Jesus. You don’t waste time, do you?’ He smiled at the girls again.

‘Well, so long,’ I said to them.

‘What? You’re taking off – with this guy?’ said Sarah.

‘I am.’ I linked arms with him. The man whose name I still didn’t know. ‘Come on,’ I said to him. I saluted the girls. ‘Nice knowing you,’ I said. ‘Keep in touch.’

Emily looked away.

‘Beth!’ Sarah ran after me, pulled at my arm until I turned to face her. ‘Beth,’ she said again.

‘What?’

You could see she wanted to say something important, but it was as though she couldn’t figure out exactly what it was. She looked almost angry with me.

‘I’m worried about you,’ she said finally.

‘What is there to worry about?’ I said.

She turned to the man beside me. ‘What’s your name, anyway?’ she said to him.

‘Jason.’

‘Jason. What’s your surname?’

‘Jason Maher. Don’t worry, I’m not going to kidnap her or anything.’ He was still smiling, like he was bemused by the situation he’d suddenly found himself in. Like he was trying to show he was just going along with it. That there was no reason to be concerned about him. But she didn’t smile back. She just gazed at him, with her worried expression, and then she turned back at me.

‘Are you sure you don’t want to move in with your mother? Even just for a while?’

‘Oh, for God’s sake,’ I said. ‘I’m not even going to answer that.’

‘You know there’s nothing wrong with not being okay now and again? You don’t have to pretend you’re always fine.’

I didn’t know what she was getting at. ‘That’s great,’ I said.

‘You’re drinking too much, Beth,’ she said then. ‘You know that, don’t you?’

‘Oh, for God’s sake.’

‘You have a problem.’

‘That makes zero sense.’ I turned to the man beside me. To Jason. ‘Where do you live?’ I said.

‘Beth, this is it,’ said Sarah.

‘Tragic, isn’t it? Enjoy Australia.’

She gave me that worried look again. Then she pulled me to her, hugged me. ‘You can talk to me anytime,’ she said.

‘Ha.’ I smiled at Jason. ‘She’s going to the other side of the world in the morning. Did I tell you that?’

‘Bye, then,’ she called after us, as we walked away.

‘Where do you think I’ll be in the morning?’ I asked him.

‘I couldn’t possibly say,’ he said.

*

I woke in a small, dark bedroom in a strange bed. Beside me lay Jason, his face all relaxed and puffed out with sleep. He was snoring, very lightly. Every time he took a breath, there would be a tiny pause, as if that was his last. And then he would exhale.
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