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Author’s Note



My name is Bláthnaid Raleigh. In June 2024, I waived my right to anonymity so that the man who raped me, Jonathan Moran, could be publicly named.


Some other names in this book have been changed in order to protect the identity and privacy of the people in question.




















Prologue



Everybody has a song.


You know the one I mean – the one that unlocks a very specific memory. As soon as you hear it, it takes you out of the real world, the world of driving the car or walking the dogs or going for a run, and it transports you.


Maybe it’s the song that was on repeat one college summer, played and replayed until every note was embedded. Or that one song that, if it comes on during a night out, you know the friend that you want to sing it with. Or the one that you’ll always associate with standing in a crowd of thousands, barely able to hear your favourite singer as you screamed their words right back at them, and there was nowhere else in the world that you would rather have been.


Happy times.


Me? Of course I’d be the woman who has a song for her rape trial.


‘Cosmic Love’ by Florence and the Machine. I know it’s not exactly the kind of review that sells tickets – sorry, Florence – but she’ll never know how much I need it, and how much it helps.


It’s a part of my morning like brushing my teeth is, except once is enough for my teeth; as soon as the song finishes, I let it play again from the start. I don’t know how to get through this without it.


On a morning like this, there are no little things. Getting out of bed is a big thing. Having a shower. Deciding what clothes to wear, for starters, and then actually going about getting dressed. Trying to have breakfast. Even something that doesn’t require any thought or action, like sitting in the car while someone else drives it, none of it comes easy. None of it just happens like it might on any other morning. Everything has a weight to it.


Don’t ask me how ‘Cosmic Love’ became that song. It’s a good song, but there’s no obvious logic to link Florence singing about her heartbreak and me trying to get myself to a place where I can walk back through those doors and into the courtroom. All I know is that it is my comfort blanket. Florence is safe. Florence is predictable. Every time the song starts again, there are no surprises, and I know what’s coming next. I know it as well as she knows it herself; Spotify doesn’t lie. When I check my Wrapped list at the end of the year – all of the songs and artists that I’ve listened to most – I’m in the top 0.001 per cent of listeners for ‘Cosmic Love’.


Did I get any sleep? I don’t even know. I’ve barely been able to get my brain to shut up for the last five years, so I don’t expect it to start suddenly co-operating now. By default, I’m on high alert, nervous, anxious, but Florence, the repetitiveness, the consistency, it feels like control in a world where I have none, and that’s why I latch on to it.


It blocks out the noise, draped over the world like a filter on a photograph, but there is one line that always demands my attention and brings me back to the music: when Florence sings about how this other person left her in the dark, it lands.


I go into the kitchen. I’m not hungry but I should eat something. I need to eat something. Mam and Dad are moving quietly between rooms, same as they did yesterday, keeping everything nice and calm, light, no fuss, getting everything together before we leave for Dublin. They know how I need it to be. They know that when I’m anxious or stressed, I’ll retreat and go back into myself and go quiet. I’ll zone out. If I think my brain needs the distraction of a conversation, they’ll be there for me, same as always, but otherwise, they don’t push it. When I get into the car, my earphones are in: still Florence, on repeat.


Here’s something that nobody ever tells you about going to the Central Criminal Court as the victim in a rape trial: you’re driving to this place where the worst night of your life is relived over and over again in excruciating detail, scrutinised from all sides, your most private and intimate details discussed in a room full of strangers who are trying to figure out if they believe you while a defence barrister tells them why you couldn’t possibly be telling the truth and tries to convince them otherwise.


And the man who is responsible for all of this is sitting only a few seats away, closer than you’d ever want to be.


Here’s the bit that gets me: while you’re trying to mentally prepare yourself to face that torture, you don’t even get as much as a designated parking space for your troubles. Sitting bumper-to-bumper in oblivious rush-hour traffic, craning your neck to look down side streets: we’re really very sorry that this horrific thing has happened to you – but yeah, if you swing out that way and take a left and another left, you should hopefully get a spot somewhere around there.


I take my seat on those cold church pews beside Mam and Dad and we listen to the morning’s evidence. Everything that’s said in that witness box is a check against my statement and my memory.


Who was driving the car to Galway that night? Tick.


Who put the address into the map on the phone? Tick.


When you left the pub for the evening, did you tell Ms Raleigh that you were leaving? Tick.


I’m sitting watching this battle for the truth argued out in front of me. Without a conviction, I’m lost. I wish I didn’t feel that way. No matter what happens here over the next two weeks, I will always know the truth of what happened to me that night, but without a conviction, I feel censored. I don’t feel free to tell the truth and tell it publicly. I’ve noticed that in myself already, even down to the words I choose. Without a conviction, I can say that there was an incident. I can say that I was assaulted. But I don’t know if I can use that word, the right word, the only word.


Rape.


When we come back in after lunch, I spot Sharon – Detective Garda Sharon Noone – in the lobby outside the courtroom. I met her for the very first time on the morning that I made my initial complaint to the Gardaí, and she has led the investigation ever since. When we go back in, she’ll take the stand as the prosecuting guard in the case.


‘Look, the next bit of evidence is CCTV,’ she warns me quietly. ‘I don’t know, you mightn’t want to be in here for it. But you might,’ she suggests. ‘It’s up to you. It’s going to be a hard watch.’


I’m very grateful for the heads-up but it’s no massive surprise. The group of us were in and out of a couple of pubs that night so of course there were cameras and CCTV. Sharon doesn’t need to spell it out for me – I know that this won’t be easy – but no matter how hard it is, I want to be in the room. I need to know what is being said. If the jury are hearing it, I need to hear it too. I need all of the information.


There’s a pendulum in my head, swinging between guilty and not guilty, guided by all of these forces that are out of my control. Every word said inside the courtroom gives it a nudge one way or the other. Even at my most optimistic, it never seems to swing past maybe. Just maybe.


I go back inside and when the jury and judge return to the court, I take my seat again. Sharon is called to the stand. She must have done this hundreds of times before.


There is a big screen at the top of the room that everyone can see, and the first piece of footage is introduced. It’s exactly as I’m expecting: me, Orla and Andrew in the pub not long after we first met up. Chatting, laughing, catching up, making plans for the rest of the evening. Enjoying our drinks. Enjoying each other’s company.


The most normal summer’s night out in town for a 21-year-old college student and her friends. Life was so simple. I feel a pang of mourning.


When Sharon introduces the footage from the next pub, it’s no longer just the three of us. The group is much bigger and I see him for the first time on the CCTV. I see Jonathan Moran.


I see him as he was that night, before he was a rapist, before he shattered my life. Not as he is now: in the dock, emotionless, wordless, while his lawyers try to prove that he didn’t do any of the things he did that night. Try to find any thread that they can pull at. Try to take any of the black and white facts of what happened and muddy it until it’s just grey enough.


Reasonable doubt. That’s all they need. How many times have I weighed up those two words and the one that goes alongside them: beyond reasonable doubt. That’s the burden of proof. It’s all on my side of the table. And reasonable doubt means that he walks out the door, back to his old life, his job, his rugby, his hometown.


My hometown.


As Sharon gives her answers and the CCTV plays, it feels like the room is watching a direct link to my brain, as if the images are being projected directly from my memory on to the screen, not from a camera. The buzz of people coming and going, chatting, drinking, dancing. Every last detail matches. You’d easily be forgiven for thinking that they’d somehow brought the wrong CCTV to court. It’s so unremarkable in every single way. So normal.


I start to wonder about everyone else in the courtroom. What are they noticing in the footage? What are they seeing in it? I’m fixated on my every move, on my body language. I know how it was. I know there were no mixed messages, no leading anybody on.


And even if there had been, so what?


‘Did it look flirty or anything like that?’ I ask Mam later that afternoon, when the court has adjourned for the day, but she is as definite as I am.


‘No,’ she reassures me without missing a beat.


I saw everything that night through my own two eyes as it happened. It’s been seared into my memory since, but now I’m seeing it from the outside, not as it looked to me but as it looked to everyone else.


It’s … the same. Exactly as I remembered it. The relief washes over me. I’m so glad that I didn’t sit this one out. I needed to see the evidence of this for myself. I needed this validation.


Sharon is still talking, still being questioned, as the screen switches to show the CCTV camera outside the bar and a small group of us leaving together. I’m waiting for the barrister to wrap things up, to ask his final questions, to let the defence come in with any cross-examination that they might have, but the screen keeps moving to more and more clips.


The four of us walking through Galway, lit up only by the streetlights.


The four of us getting to the house.


There’s a security camera on the front of the house as well, and for the first time, the footage catches me off guard. You can see us turning off the road and coming to the front door. You can see Jonathan losing his footing, stumbling slightly, and the laughs at his expense. The key in the door. A few minutes later, another bigger group following on behind us, keen to keep the party lit for another few cans and another few hours.


When the screen changes again, it cuts to another camera, to a place that I’ve only ever been to once but that will stay with me forever. It takes a moment for me to realise what I’m looking at, but once I do, the weight of what I’m about to see hits me like a bus.


Nobody ever told me that there was a camera in the back garden of the house. I suddenly become very aware of Mam and Dad sitting beside me.


From the house, the figures of two people step out into the darkness. The man lights a cigarette and, a few moments later, walks away from the house and into the small garden.


I’m frozen watching this horror movie because I’ve seen it before. I’ve lived it. I know what happens next.


I see him walk towards the back of the garden, and I see the woman start to follow him. I want to scream, reach out, grab her, pull her away, do anything to tell her not to go through that door and into that shed. That if she turns around, goes back inside the house, she will be safe. For as long as she’s outside, she has a chance at a different future, but I am powerless.


Stop.


Stop.


Stop.


But she can’t hear me.


He walks out of shot and into the shed. She follows him. As the door closes behind her, I can still hear it click shut.




















Me



Who am I?
I was Bláthnaid.
I still am.


But it means something different now.


*


I am who I am because of what someone else did to me. I am who I am because of someone else’s choice, someone else’s deliberate action, someone else’s conscious decision not to see me as a person – bright, ambitious, happy, full of life, friends and family – but to see me as a thing.


No worth. No value.


*


How a life can change in 15 or 20 minutes.


*


It’s hard to think back to the happier, simpler times, and not to grieve the loss of that person.


Who am I now? Since this – all of this – other people are quick to tell me that I’m brave. I’m articulate. I’m strong.


They’re wonderful characteristics, and empowering compliments, and anyone who says them means well.


But I never wanted to be any of those things.


I didn’t ask for that.


*


Now, I’m trying to find my way through the dark. I can’t go backwards, so I have to find a way to go forwards.
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It’s Saturday evening, and Orla and I are all dressed up with nowhere to go. Well, that’s not true; there are plenty of places that we could go to, but we’re both sick of them. If we went to The Chambers last week, we probably went to Daly’s the week before, or vice versa. Either way, we probably ended up in the late bar and nightclub in The Fence afterwards, dragging every last drop of craic out of the night until it was long past a sensible time to go home. And then when the weekend rolls around again, the two of us find ourselves stuck in this déjà vu loop of the finest nightlife that Mullingar has to offer, both knowing that whoever is first to ask the question ‘Where do you want to go?’ isn’t going to get anything more enthusiastic than a disinterested shrug in return.


‘I don’t mind. The Chambers? Daly’s?’


(To be clear, we’re not dressed up yet either – the two of us are sitting in my car at the petrol station in town – but that will be the easy part. I already know what dress I’m going to wear.)


Mullingar is home, but there has to be more to the world than another night in the same handful of bars, dancing to the same songs and bumping into the same faces. That’s life in an Irish town: forget about six degrees of separation, try one or two if you’re lucky. Everybody knows everybody – or knows their brother or sister, or went to the same school, or has a mutual friend through the rugby club or GAA club, or just recognises the name and face through friends of friends or from seeing them around town.


That’s been the story of our summer. It’s just me and Orla left at home while everyone else is off enjoying themselves on a J-1 in America. Would I say they’re ‘enjoying themselves’? Whenever I’m on the phone to them, they make it sound like they are, but then I hear some of the stories coming back, nine of them squeezed into a two-bed apartment to save on rent, sleeping on couches and air mattresses and in baths, and I really start to wonder.


It’s not unusual for it to just be me and Orla. That was the way so much of the time when we were younger: I have my two older brothers, Austin and Diarmuid, and Orla is an only child. She’s two years older than me, and even though we went to different schools, we were the only girls of a similar age living near each other. The particular geography of growing up on the outskirts of a midlands town played its part in that as well. Where we live, outside Mullingar, is fairly remote. If ever anyone asks where Orla lives, I say two doors down, which strictly speaking is accurate if you accept counting doors as an official measure of distance. How long would it take to walk from our house to hers? Probably ten minutes.


Growing up, if I wasn’t in Orla’s house, she was in ours – or, even more likely, we were both in Jenny’s, tormenting her as we played and kept ourselves entertained. Jenny was that neighbour that everyone loved: the kind, warm older woman in the area who was always looking out for everyone; the very woman who, whenever she knocked on the front door, inevitably had a freshly baked apple tart or sponge cake or some of her homemade brown bread in her hand.


Her home, a little cottage down the road, might as well have been mine and Orla’s too. Day or night as kids, we were there. We’d pile into the back of Jenny’s royal blue 1998 Nissan Micra, slowly baking in the heat of a rare Irish summer’s day, the seats covered in the hair of her furry black cat, Sooty, and she’d take us out to the lake. Or at Halloween, she’d drive us in a ten-mile radius so that we could go trick or treating to all of her old friends. On the way home from school, we’d meet at the cottage and head straight for Jenny’s wardrobe.


‘Jenny, can we play dress up?’


Before the poor woman had a chance to say no, we’d have every last item of clothing spread across the room, trying them on, posing in the mirror, the hairdryer nearly burnt out from the amount of time we spent blowdrying and styling. And when Jenny got cancer, and lost all of her hair from the chemotherapy, her new blonde wig was just another prop in the imaginations of the two little girls who wanted to dress up as David Beckham. With Jenny, there was never a fuss and never a problem. She was so good to us.


As we got older, and finally left Jenny to some well-earned peace and quiet, Orla was that slightly older friend who usually knew someone who might look vaguely similar to me in the eyes of a barman or a bouncer, or at least bore enough of a resemblance that I’d be tempted to chance using their ID. This summer, with everyone else already out in America and only each other to rely on, we’ve been practically inseparable again.


I should be in San Francisco too, really, but instead I’m home alone(ish) as my last college summer slips away far too quickly. It feels like only yesterday that I was packing up my room in Limerick to drive home, months of freedom stretching out infinitely in front of me, but it’s already the middle of July, and I know that the next six weeks will follow the unwritten rule of summer holidays and be gone in a blink.


Mullingar is 5,000 miles from San Francisco, and I feel it any time Snapchat pings with a message from Mervyn. Going to America had been my idea. I had been the one driving the plan, talking him into going – talking us both into going – so how did I end up at home scraping food off dirty plates in a restaurant when my boyfriend, and nearly all of our school friends, are out there living their best twentysomething lives?


I chickened out, basically. When it came to booking flights and renting an apartment and sorting visas and actually starting to hand over the money, there was no way that I was going to commit to three months away. That’s very me: I’ll make a plan or have a good idea, but it will come with this seed of doubt – but what if it doesn’t work out? At times I think it’d be nice to live life without that handbrake, but I know who I am and what I like: buying nice outfits, getting dressed up, going out, having fun. My home, my family and friends, and my horses: it’s simple, but that’s my comfort zone. Take me out of that and I’m not at ease in the same way. I’d love to be out in America with them, but for all of my big talk and high hopes, I knew deep down that I wouldn’t be happy being away from Dougal, my horse, for the whole summer. The times that I’m with him are my favourite times of the week. To say I adore him is an understatement. So no, going to America for three months and leaving him behind was never really going to sit well with me.


I let them all head off without me – Mervyn, my best friend Aideen, her boyfriend Daniel, and a couple of others from school – with the compromise that I would fly out to join them for the last few weeks. All summer, there’s been a non-stop ping of calls and messages flying back and forth across the Atlantic: Mervyn checking in, catching up, filling me in with the best of the gossip from their nights out and how they all just about held it together to struggle through work the next day in Bubba Gump Shrimp Company and ice cream parlours and bike rental shops and furniture removal companies; the two of us swapping theories about the little ‘restaurant’ where he was working himself and what it was likely to be a front for; Aideen massively outnumbered and slowly going out of her mind, counting down the days until I fly out to give her a bit more female company; all of us making plans for our road trip at the end of the summer, where we’ll go, how we’ll hire the cars, who’ll do the driving.


That Coronas song does a good job of making sleeping all day and drinking all night seem glamorous, but it should be up for false advertising; the more stories I hear from Mervyn and Aideen, the less it sounds like my idea of a holiday. Still, as the time gets closer, I’m getting more and more excited, and the thought of having a few extra dollars in my pocket when I get out there is the only thing that keeps me going back to work in the restaurant.


My family is steeped in the hospitality industry. Our claim to fame is that my grandfather’s pub, Whelehan’s in Rochfortbridge, had a lounge in it with a late disco, and in our book anyway, that made it the first nightclub in Leinster. Growing up, I heard so many stories about the pub and nightclub, bus after bus pulling up at the door as people travelled in their hundreds (thousands, depending on who’s telling the story and the form they’re in) from all across the midlands. Deirdre, my mam, worked there. John, my dad, lived locally and was a customer. The rest is Raleigh family history.


That flair for hospitality passed from generation to generation: my uncle Frankie, my mam’s brother, is a hotelier. Austin, my older brother, moved to London after school to study hotel management and get some work experience, and had worked his way up to five-star hotels by the time he realised that he wanted to try something completely different. All I can say is that if it was hereditary, the gene well and truly skipped me. It only took a few shifts this summer to realise that my first waitressing job would also be my last.


It’s not that I’m allergic to the hard work and non-stop pace, and I actually quite like dealing with customers and taking orders. It’s more the constant fear of going flying on the slippy kitchen floors, or dropping a customer’s plate in front of them, and then the smell of food following me home afterwards, clinging to my hair and clothes at the end of a manic shift. I quickly end up working long days, 12-hour shifts from 9 a.m. to 9 p.m., too shy and awkward to ask for a break until it’s late in the evening and nearly time to go home anyway. I really don’t like it, but I make a deal with myself that I’ll stick with it until I go to America and save as much money as I can in the meantime. When my final payslip comes in and I look at the bottom line after three months of work, it’s hard to convince myself that it was worth it.


If I’ve been slaving away all summer with practically nothing to show for it, I’m going to make sure that I at least have a few fun Saturday nights out, so sitting in the car on the petrol station forecourt with Orla, I pick up my phone, open Snapchat and scroll to Andrew’s name. He’s an old school friend, living in Galway now for college, who had messaged earlier in the week. The Galway Arts Festival is on, and The Academic are playing in the Big Top, the massive tent on the banks of the river. I’d normally be one of the first to say yes to a gig, no matter who’s playing, but when he asked initially, I decided to give it a miss, for no good reason other than I wasn’t really feeling it. Now, I think better of it and message him again:


We’ll come to Galway tonight. Meet you after the gig. Send me your address please?


Andrew sends me back a snap with the address, and that’s it: the plan is made. The spontaneity of it is unusual, but it feels good.


I drop Orla off at her house and race home to get ready quickly, throwing a few bits for the morning into a bag as I go. It’s already evening time, and even though it’s only an hour and a half in the car to Galway, we want to get moving. I measure out just enough from a bottle of vodka and pour it into a plastic bottle, top the rest of it up with blackcurrant and pop it in my bag as well. Orla’s offered to drive, so I’ll sip away on that in the car on the way down. I don’t know that the publican in my grandfather would approve if he knew, but I’m a college student trying to save for my holidays; I can’t be paying pub prices all night.


Orla pulls up outside, and I make sure that I have everything and I’m ready to go. I catch a quick look at myself in the mirror. I love the dress I’m wearing. On the way to the car, I stick my head in to Mam to let her know that I’m leaving. She’s on the phone to one of her sisters.


‘Oh, it’s Bláthnaid,’ she tells my aunt Michelle, breaking away from their chat for a moment. ‘She’s off to Galway for the night.’


She sees me all dressed up and picks up on the giddy excitement of the start of a night out.


‘You look lovely,’ she tells me as I say goodbye and rush out the door.


*


Galway is alive. The streets are heaving with people coming and going and spilling out of the fronts of pubs and bars, drink in hand, the craic already long past 90. The Arts Festival dances to its own tune. It’s a magnet, drawing the most eclectic cast of characters from all over the world into the heart of the city and bewitching them with its charm. This is a great city for a night out at the best of times; during the Arts Festival, it’s on another level.


It’s after ten o’clock when Orla pulls up outside the address that Andrew gave me, the map on the phone lighting up to announce our safe arrival, and the two of us bounce out of the car and head straight for town. We don’t bother dropping our bags inside, don’t even bother knocking on the door. Andrew and Rachel, his girlfriend, are still at the gig. Our stuff will be safe in the car until we’re all back later on.


As the two of us start to walk towards Shop Street, getting closer to this magic ball of energy and life, I wonder why I didn’t just say yes to a night out in Galway when Andrew first messaged earlier in the week. Within 10 minutes of getting out of the car, I’m silently thanking 7 p.m. Bláthnaid for having the good sense to change her mind and make the extra effort. Sorry, Mullingar, but there’s no competing with this.


Orla and I start up Shop Street, picking our way through the crowds, stepping around people who are so locked into their conversations that they don’t even know that we’re there. I know my way around Galway – Mervyn’s in college here too, so I’ve never needed an excuse to visit. It’s all very familiar to me, though I’ve never seen it so busy. For a first stop on a night like tonight, the brief is pretty clear: somewhere we can get a drink, maybe a seat, without having to wait all night, but that also has a bit of buzz to it. We have no problem finding somewhere that ticks the second box: the Arts Festival is the answer to the prayers of every publican in Galway. We grab a drink in The Front Door while we wait for Andrew and Rachel.


Andrew’s one of the very few others not in San Francisco for the summer. We’ve been friends since we first started in school in Wilson’s Hospital, the big boarding school in Multyfarnham, about twenty minutes from home. He was very much part of that core group, along with Mervyn, Aideen and Darielle, another of my right-hand women. Even now, if I had the chance to go back and sit in that same classroom with the same people for one more day, one more day of the stupid in-jokes, contagious laughter and harmless fun, I wouldn’t think twice.


When it came to the actual schoolwork part of it, ‘grand’ was probably the most fitting report card for me – never shooting the lights out at the top of the class, never any real worry that I might not be keeping up. When we got to Transition Year and started going to house parties, or had a notion of chancing our arm in some deserted rural pub come the weekend, that became the driving force of the week. We’d arrive in on a Monday already hopping, and every conversation would be dominated by the usual, urgent, teenage concerns:


– Where are we going?


– How will we get in?


– What are you wearing?


– What are you wearing?


– Where are you getting ready?


– What time will I come over at?


All to go out with the very same people that we’d already spent the entire week with; we couldn’t have cared less.


When there was drama, as there inevitably was, it only added to the bubbling excitement of the week: the classroom matchmaking, trying to figure out who was going to get together, how it might work out and what broken hearts would be left in the wake of it. Or the build-up to one of the school’s rugby matches, the constant chat about what jersey you were going to wear and, more importantly, whose jersey you were going to wear. There was no such thing as innocently wearing a jersey given to you by one of the lads on the team. You knew there would be questions. That was understood. That was expected. That was usually what you were hoping for.


Multyfarnham itself is a tiny rural village with a church, a little shop, a couple of pubs and a hairdressers. Blink and you’d miss it. The school draws in pupils from all over the midlands, so when we did go out, we ended up zig-zagging across county lines in search of a bit of fun. A pub in the middle of nowhere with the tiles falling off the walls might have absolutely nothing going for it – except it was a pub in the middle of nowhere with the tiles falling off the walls that was happy to serve us a drink. The next week, we’d try our luck in Carrick-on-Shannon. The week after, we’d find ourselves in Longford town. By the time I left school, I’d likely been in more different pubs in Cavan than most people will see in a lifetime. Any of the nights out in Mullingar would usually end up with everyone coming back to stay in our house, or else in Andrew’s, which was in town and a bit closer.


Orla and I have a drink in our hand in The Front Door when Andrew arrives in from the gig a little while later. Between work in the restaurant and the horses and everything else, it’s been a little while since I’ve seen him in person, but catching up on each other’s news is as natural as ever, picking things up right where we left them the last time. The three of us have a drink together while Andrew catches his breath after the gig, his ears still ringing. Rachel messages him.


‘They’re all over in Busker’s,’ he says. ‘Will we head across to them?’


One place is as busy as the next on a night like tonight, but Busker Browne’s is effectively next door, so we don’t have far to go. Rachel and the rest of her friends are already inside waiting for us, and I go to the bar to get a round of drinks.


Orla comes with me to give me a hand and while I’m waiting to be served, I can hear her behind me, chatting away very familiarly to somebody. I can’t place the other person’s voice, but when I turn to see who it is that she’s met, I recognise the face immediately.




















Him



Did I know Jonathan Moran before that night? If you’d asked me at the time, before there was a need to really think about the question and the answer, before such distinctions were important, I might have said yes.


I knew who he was, I could put a face to the name, I knew who some of his friends were, and a little bit about him and his family. That’s one of the sleights of hand in any community. Depending on your age and your interests, paths cross with the same people all the time. There’s a passing familiarity, a politeness, a ‘how are you getting on?’ that doesn’t necessarily expect an answer, or even want one really if we’re being totally honest. It’s by no means unique to rural Ireland, but it’s more pronounced. There isn’t the same casual anonymity as there is in one of the big cities. We love to think that all of Ireland is one big village. We wear it as a badge of honour, particularly when we’re abroad. But a lot of the time, it’s nothing more than a surface-level acquaintance that can trick you into thinking that you know somebody, when really, you don’t know them at all.


So no, I didn’t know Jonathan Moran. At most, I knew a little bit of the projection that he was putting out into the world, the illusion he was creating. The myth. I didn’t know the person that he truly was, the person who could do the things he did that night.


Here’s what I knew about the Johnny Moran I thought I knew: we are around the same age, and he played rugby too, so I knew him from seeing him around the club. For a few years at underage level, his team and my team trained on the same midweek evening, so when I was up at the club, he was usually there too, one of those people on the periphery of your life who you recognise and see regularly without ever really speaking to. We didn’t go to the same school, but some of the girls he went to school with played rugby and were on the same team as me. His girlfriend at the time was one of my team-mates too. Austin and Diarmuid, my brothers, knew him from the club. So did Mervyn. Andrew played with him all the way up through underage level. Mullingar Rugby, its clubhouse, its pitches, the matches, that was our common ground and the place that brought us all together. His older brother Alex, who was in the army, played rugby too so I knew who he was as well, and I knew his mother to see. She worked locally with Orla’s mother, and I’m sure I’d seen her once or twice in Orla’s house, at a barbecue or some other gathering that I’d either been invited to or had tagged along to with Orla.


I knew enough about Johnny, and saw him around the place enough times, that he wasn’t just another face in the crowd, but I couldn’t tell you three interesting things about him: nothing beyond the barest, most trivial details. I never really talked to him or had any meaningful conversation or interaction. There had been one night out in Mullingar, a few years previously, where we had met briefly. Johnny had spotted me and came over to chat – to try to chat me up, it quickly became clear. Mervyn and I hadn’t been going out long at that stage, and Mervyn wasn’t long in letting Johnny know the situation and shutting things down quickly. There was no fuss or drama, and Johnny headed off to enjoy the rest of his night. In 10 years, or however long I might have been aware of who he was, that one occasion was essentially it: barely a conversation, barely an interaction.


But isn’t that often the way on a night out? You see someone you recognise, and out of the context of your usual interactions, the tenuous connection that might be there gets blown up into something bigger. In Mullingar, we might scarcely have acknowledged one another and hardly would have ended up socialising, having a few drinks or any more than a few words of conversation before moving on. In a different setting, the thing that’s familiar is the thing that seems safe – or, at least, safer than the unfamiliar. Our brains are conditioned that way.


*


‘Are you coming out?’ Johnny asks, motioning towards the covered smoking area off to the side of Busker’s. ‘There’s a big group of us.’


We’ve no plans, no reason not to join them, so we go with the flow. We attach ourselves to the edges of the group that’s already outside, and it quietly grows to a dozen people or more when we’re added in. I scan the faces to see if I know any of the rest of them from Mullingar. I spot Alex, Johnny’s brother, but I don’t recognise anyone else. The rest of the lads seem a couple of years older than me, and none of them really look familiar, so it doesn’t look like a team night out for lads from the rugby club. I’d know one or two of them if that was the case. I don’t recognise any of the girls either, and can’t figure out if they’re part of the same group as well or on their own night out and have just stopped for a chat as they’re passing through.


‘This is Austin and Diarmuid Raleigh’s sister, Bláthnaid,’ Johnny says, introducing me when Alex comes over, and Alex makes the connection straight away. He’d know the two lads well from the club over the years; friendly without necessarily being friends. We all get chatting – the usual harmless pub talk, filling in the blanks as we figure out who’s who and the connections within the group, delighted to be at arm’s length from the crowd inside and not having to shout over the noise to be heard. The lads that I don’t know are friends of Alex’s from the army cadets, and one of them is originally from Oranmore, just outside the city. This is their weekend off, and so they’ve all booked an Airbnb and have come down to see if the Arts Festival is living up to its billing. Johnny, it seems, has just tagged along for the night out.


I’d nearly forgotten that Andrew and Johnny know each other as well from their days playing rugby. The three of us fall easily into conversation, swapping stories about mutual acquaintances from home. Austin and Diarmuid’s names come up regularly – any excuse to talk about rugby – as Johnny fills us in with stories from different matches they played together over the years. We chat about Mervyn, about the plans for the rest of the summer and how much I’m looking forward to heading over to America to join them all. We get into a big discussion on the music we’re listening to, about Dermot Kennedy, who’s bringing out his first album in a couple of months and has a few big gigs lined up later in the year. The two lads start swapping notes on tattoos, comparing the ones that they already have and bouncing ideas on what they’re thinking of getting next.


The three of us are easily out there for an hour, an hour and a half, chatting away in the relative quiet outside, nobody venturing in to brave the queue at the three-deep bar unless absolutely necessary. Andrew heads off to find Rachel and her friends and comes back to me a couple of minutes later.


‘I’m going to go,’ he says. ‘I need to get Rachel home – she’s ready for bed.’ He looks around the smoking area. ‘Where’s Orla?’


Good question. She’d been with us for a little while when we first moved over to Busker’s and met everyone, but at some point, she’d drifted away from the smoking area and hadn’t come back out to us yet.


‘Dunno, she might have got chatting to somebody inside. I’ll go in and have a look now and see if I can find her.’


‘Are you okay here if I go so?’ Andrew asks. It’s still early but I’m enjoying myself. We’ve driven all the way over to Galway for a night out, and I’m not ready to call it quits just yet.


‘Yeah, I’m grand,’ I reassure him. ‘I’ll go find Orla now and we’ll see you back at the house later.’


Johnny comes back from the bar with a drink each for me and Orla, and hands one to me. I take a sip and the bitter flavour of the tonic water hits me straight away. Vile. I try not to make a face out of politeness. Either they’ve given him the wrong drink at the bar by mistake, or he’s misunderstood and ordered me a gin and tonic instead of a gin and lemonade. Either way, there’s no way I’m going to be able to drink it; I’ll be sick. I can’t deal with the taste of tonic water at all.


‘I better go and see if I can find Orla,’ I tell Johnny and take the drink with me. Back inside, the fuse has lit slowly and the night has taken on a life of its own. The pints are coming back from the bar in threes and fours, some steered delicately through the crowd, some spilling, some smashing. The music has been turned up a notch or two, the dance floor is full, and there are other dance floors now where there weren’t any an hour ago. I can’t see Orla as I duck and dodge my way towards the queue for the toilets. Inside, I put the gin and tonic down on the sink counter and I have no intention of picking it up again. When I come back out into the bar a few moments later, Johnny is standing in the corridor to the toilets, waiting for me.


‘I’ve no idea where Orla’s gone to,’ I say. ‘I can’t see her anywhere.’ We go back outside to the group, but the whole thing feels a bit off. I’d told him I was going to see where Orla was – why did he come after me and why was he standing outside the toilets waiting for me?


The next time Johnny goes to the bar, he comes back with two drinks each for both of us: this time, it’s definitely a gin and lemonade, and he hands me a bottle of blue WKD as well to go with it. He’s bought the same two drinks for himself as well: a gin and a WKD.


‘Is that for me too? I can’t drink that,’ I tell him as I hand him back the bottle. ‘Sorry.’


‘Grand, I’ll have it so. You take this one,’ he says, swapping the WKD in my hand for the gin in his. No sooner than I’ve handed him back the bottle, he downs the first one, and then downs the second one like he’s running out of time. I sip away at my first gin and lemonade, happy to leave him to do his own thing. I’ve no interest in getting into a drinking competition.


I’m on a nice little buzz, having fun and ready for a bit of a dance. I get chatting to some of the others in the group. One of them is Alex’s girlfriend. A couple of the other girls are still in college too, studying radiography. I eventually find Orla. I meet her as I’m coming back out from the toilet and spot her standing in the queue.


‘Where did you disappear off to? I was looking but I couldn’t see you anywhere. Andrew’s gone home,’ I tell her. ‘Rachel needed to go.’


‘Sorry, I’ve just been chatting in here. Did you ever meet Cameron?’ she asks. I don’t think I have but she knows Cameron from years back. The two of them went to the debs together and have just bumped into each other again by chance. Maybe Ireland is a village after all.


‘We might head off ourselves as well,’ Orla says. ‘Is that okay?’


On another night, I might be like, come on, we came down together for a night out, I’ve barely seen you, and now you’re leaving – leaving me on my own – tell him you’ll see him tomorrow. But nobody wants to be that friend. And the thought doesn’t even cross my mind.


I wave her away without thinking, swept along by the night. I’ll just go back to the others and finish off my drink and keep dancing away until the music comes down and the lights come up.


‘Ah yeah, that’s grand, whatever suits. I’ll see you tomorrow.’
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