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CATHY

Blood. It bubbles from his nose. Thick, dark and steaming in the night air. I want to scream. To hide. But I can’t take my eyes from his face. Now the blood spouts from his ear, a long arc splashing across the grass.

Christ. How did it come to this?

I look at the shovel. It’s red and dripping. This was not how it was supposed to end. But it isn’t over. Before night turns to day there will be more blood.

Lots more blood.
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Lunch break from rehearsals. I release a tortured groan as I slip away. Shakespeare isn’t my bag, not even close, but I’m hanging in there, giving it my best. Right now my career depends on it. I see Justin’s on the phone. Head-turning, fast-talking, piss-taker that is my boyfriend. His dry laugh rattles hard down the line.

‘How long did you say the director made you practise the speech?’

‘Nearly two hours.’ I grit my teeth as I say the words.

‘All alone in the corridor, away from the rehearsal space?’

‘Yes.’ My reply hisses out. ‘Because I forgot two lines in our opening scene this morning and Andy said top professional productions deserve better.’ I exhale, watching the knuckles bulge on my clenched fist. ‘The way he said it you’d think I hadn’t been working professionally the past ten years.’

‘Jayz, that is a bit grim, Cath. Maybe you should cut and run?’

I close my eyes, imagining it. Our director Andy’s livid beetroot face getting the news. ‘You know I can’t. It’s the first work I’ve got in ages, a lifeline, Justin.’

‘A shitty, crappy one, Cath?’

I blow out my cheeks. ‘God, don’t I know.’ For a second I stop, my mind casting back to this time last year and how smoothly everything was running, getting my break in TV, bagging a slew of voice-overs and even squeezing in a cinema commercial. It had all looked so rosy. ‘You’re the girl next door,’ my agent Melissa had cheered gleefully, signing me up while complimenting me on my average height and build. ‘You’ve got that perfect sweet-but-familiar face with emeralds for eyes and mid-length brown hair that we can style six different ways as and when we need to.’ Unfortunately, the need to change it from straight and tapping gently off my collar bone hadn’t materialised as planned. ‘I’m skint, Justin. I can’t stomach another three months temping just to get by again. I have to get my career back on track. Whatever it takes.’ Sometimes I don’t think my boyfriend fully understands what it means to have no family to fall back on, and no property to call your own. How it can be only you and your career, so when it’s floundering, the sky feels so close it could collapse on your head.

‘Oh dear,’ he offers pitifully. ‘Let’s talk about something else. How ’bout that course you took last month. Weren’t you mad keen on that?’

‘I was. The woman in the employment office said it would help me find my strong points, so I could then get extra skills for when I was out of work. Then I wouldn’t be stuck doing min wage stuff in between my acting jobs.’

There’s a snort. ‘Cath, you make me laugh.’ 

I know I do. I also know it’s probably why we’re still together. ‘Why?’

Justin laughs some more. My shoulders lift as I picture his handsome face with his sharp cheekbones and wavy hair, and to my annoyance I find I’m laughing too. ‘Well didn’t you say that course found that your judgement of character was one of your best points?’ 

‘I wasn’t going to put it quite like that, but I guess, yeah.’ It sounds self-important when Justin says it but it’s not inaccurate. I wait for his reply. There’s none. Just hoarse rasping. ‘Why are you laughing?’ 

‘I’m just remembering the story about the time you picked that guy to go to your Debs?’

‘Which guy?’ 

‘You know, the quiet bloke who turned out to like boys more than girls.’

‘So?’


‘Then that time, when we were in Italy getting that ferry and you insisted we get those discount tickets from the guy who legged it with our cash.’

I really enjoyed that trip but that always seems to be the only bit Justin ever recalls. ‘Yes, I haven’t forgotten.’ I feel the words tighten inside my throat.

‘And then …’ 

I pre-empt him. We’ve done this before. ‘I know, the flatmate, right?’ Justin’s laughter peels out of the phone. ‘Not exactly that funny, Justin?’

‘Oh, come on, Cath, it was you who told me the story. You have to admit it was funny.’

Sometimes when I thought about it, maybe it was. But I’ve never claimed to be some sort of mastermind, I’m just explaining what the course assessment gave me. And now I’m annoyed, because I was hoping this course, which I happened to really like, would give me something that would help me. Because it’s like the play has opened up so many invisible holes inside me, I don’t even know where to begin to put it right. 

‘I’m a bit brassed off at the minute,’ I say, my voice low and beaten.

‘The play, right?’ Justin’s kind voice whispers down the line, the one that always makes me never want to hang up.

‘Yeah. That and … I don’t know …’

‘You’ll be alright.’ 

‘How’s your mum?’ I ask, changing the subject. Justin should have something to tell me about Angela since he’s been shacked up in her house the past three days instead of our apartment. Hauling over his clothes to wash, his music system to tune up, and just about everything else in between. All for seventy-two hours of getaway time.

‘Oh, same old.’ Justin doesn’t like his mum, which is why I’m surprised he’s been gone so long. ‘Where there’s life there’s hope, Cath.’


The sadness in his voice tugs at my heart and suddenly I feel the need to see him. To patch him up. ‘Listen,’ I say, thinking of how I might surprise him, ‘what are you doing later?’

‘A bit of mixing on my decks, nothing too hectic. Why?’

‘Come over for eight. And make sure you’re hungry.’

He hesitates for a second. ‘Sure.’ His voice is louder now, cocky again. Justin once more. ‘I was planning to swing over anyway. See my girl in the flesh. Maybe scantily clad?’

‘Just bring a bottle of wine.’ A grin rises to my lips and spreads across my face. ‘Red and posh.’ From the corner of my eye I see Malia winking at me as the other actors start shuffling back into rehearsals. ‘Just the two of us. It’ll be nice. I promise.’

Waiting alone in the apartment, I scroll through the pictures on my phone. There’s one of Babs, from the music festival last summer. She’s jumping around in a skimpy white dress, her clear skin and bright eyes radiating health and beauty. The next one is me and Justin. Justin hugs me around the shoulders with both arms, white teeth gleaming, the sun bouncing off his Armani shades underneath a sweep of carefully tousled hair. I’m smiling too, just a lot less certainly.

The time has just gone past half eight which makes him late. I open my banking app and see I’ve got barely enough left to cover next month’s rent and no more. The food, candles and wine have eaten all the rest but I cling to the hope that it’s worth it. I’ve been meaning to sit down with Justin for so long, so we can talk about where we’re going. Our relationship was never the most passionate, more of a pragmatic drifting together when I moved from the sofa to Justin’s bed after his other flatmate Gary moved on, graduating from non-paying couch-surfer to fully paid-up co-signatory on the lease. But now we’re suddenly into year three and I’m getting that awkward feeling like we need to start talking about things instead of just talking.

Just as I’m having this thought I hear a click. The door opens and Justin enters the apartment. ‘Hey,’ he says, his slim athletic frame turning away from me momentarily as he closes the door softly behind him. When he faces me again I look at his hands. I’m expecting to see a bottle. Maybe even flowers. But he’s just holding a big empty bag. One of the long sports ones tennis players often keep for their rackets and shoes. But Justin doesn’t play any sports.

‘Hey,’ I reply, my voice shaky all of a sudden. I note his clothes. Justin rarely overdresses but tonight he’s wearing scratched shoes and grey pants with a stain on one leg. His T-shirt has sweat patches.

‘What’s this?’ He stares at the candles like they’re gargoyles.

‘A surprise.’ The words come out like a question.

He shakes his head. ‘Oh, Cath.’ 

Tiny hairs on the back of my neck are standing up and I hear the air sifting through my nose. ‘What?’

‘Us.’ His voice is pitiful though his face betrays no emotion.

I swallow, reaching for the wine glass in front of me, ‘What about us?’
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‘You alright Cathy?’ I look up and see Malia, her gentle face with its silken sheen of smooth black skin. She’s the prettiest Cordelia I’ve ever seen. A great actress, and a great ally in this snake pit production of King Lear. We’ve all just come out to break from rehearsals. The director, AA, being short for Awkward Andy, walks past me giving me a look that tells me he’s not impressed with my morning’s work.

‘Yeah. Just got to make a call here,’ I say, working hard to keep my voice steady.

‘I’m scooting up to grab a coffee at the corner. Want one?’

I throw her a weak smile. ‘I’m OK, honestly. I’ll follow you soon as I’m done. But thanks for offering.’

With a gentle pat on my elbow, she leaves. We don’t get long on break and the timekeeping is strict so I use it to call Babs.

She answers after one ring. ‘Cathy, he is so, so out of order. What an absolute twat.’ Babs’s outrage is fever pitch. ‘He really said that?’

‘Yeah. ‘We’re done, Cath. And that was that. He even had his bag with him to collect everything so he could go back to his mum’s place.’

‘But can’t you just find somebody else to share it?’

‘No. He told the landlord we’re vacating and he’s got other people coming to take it in two days.’

‘Jesus.’ Babs vents, not hiding her outrage. ‘You could fight it. Refuse to leave. You’d be within your rights.’

‘The landlord has been good to us, Babs. I’d have to start a case and everything. It wouldn’t feel right.’ I try to sound upbeat. I have to cope with this and move on. What else can I do? But thoughts of how bad the rental market is have been flitting through my mind all morning. Everybody knows it’s next to impossible to get something at short notice and there’s no chance of getting anything affordable. It seems almost ridiculous that a day ago my biggest problems were my relationship with Justin and my part in the faltering production of King Lear.

Babs groans softly. ‘Oh, God, Cathy.’ I inhale, feeling my stomach lurch as I rub a knuckle against my right eye which is forming an unwanted tear. Then Babs comes back. ‘Wait!’ Her tone is surprisingly upbeat. ‘I think I remember hearing about a place. It might have been Heather’s friend Joan who mentioned it. She’s the professor at Heather’s university.’

‘Really? Where?’

‘Look, I’m not sure. I better check it out because I don’t want to be telling you something that turns out to be wrong. Give me an hour and I’ll call you back. Deal?’

‘Sure.’

Malia links her arm in mine as we shuffle back in. ‘Everything OK?’ 

‘Sort of. Not really.’ I shrug, glad we don’t have time to get into it.

Soon as rehearsals wrap, I rush out and down the street. It’s early evening and I’m aware that my time to find the miracle solution to my accommodation crisis is frittering away with each lost second. I switch my phone on as I make my way to the bus stop and find another message from Babs.

Call me. Now!

Heart pounding, I tap in her number and ring.

‘Cathy, you are not going to believe it,’ she says, her voice high and excited.

‘What?’ I press two hands together as if in prayer. I need good news. Too desperately.

‘Turns out I was right. Joan texted me the guy’s number and address. Seems she knows a nurse called Linda – and her son knows his son or something like that, but the thing is, he’s expecting you. It’s a room in his house.’

‘Oh?’ I wasn’t really expecting a room in a shared house but I don’t want to say that.

Babs continues almost breathless. ‘I gave the landlord a call, explained who I was, mentioned you, and asked is it available.’

‘And what did he say?’ I frown, a weird mix of gratitude and worry pooling in my stomach.

‘He said he just had a call about it earlier but is waiting for the woman to get back. But then he said if you want to go and look right now, you’re very welcome.’

‘No way!’ 

‘Yes way.’

‘Where?’

‘This is the best bit, Cathy. Belleview Road and he said the rent isn’t much.’

I love Belleview Road. It’s one of my favourite streets. A street where my father designed a handful of renovations back when I was a child, even taking me to see a few so I could marvel at the architecture. The memories of my dad come flooding back, how he used to be so kind to me and my brother Desmond when we were small. ‘Follow your dreams, kids,’ he’d urge, hugging us with his big arms, ‘that’s all that matters in this world.’ Then his sudden departure from our lives when he died of a heart attack. I had thought I’d be inured to grief after that but I was wrong; when mum died years later and then Desmond, also in an accident shortly after, it was like my world shattered again each time. Taking a moment, I bury down the memories of my lost family and refocus on the brilliant news my good friend is telling me. ‘Get lost.’

‘Serious.’

‘Shit.’ Babs knows I love Belleview Road. The wide streets and Georgian facades with their sash windows and climbing ivy, the granite steps and brightly painted doors. ‘So now what?’ I ask, the words tripping excitedly out of my mouth.

‘Hurry over. I’ve already told him to expect you.’


The bus is delayed so I don’t waste precious time but order an Uber. I get the cab driver to drop me off a few doors down so I can admire some of the houses on the way to number 762. The light breeze is balmy and smells of flowers. Birds flit in and out of the trees which are a mix of oaks and sycamores. Everywhere I look, people of all stripes mill about in soft cottons and pastel summer colours. The entrance to the park is close by and I can spot the people inside licking ice pops, pushing strollers, swapping kisses, working up a sweat. A hip-looking couple zip by on matching electric scooters as a bare-chested man glides up the opposite side of the street on a motorised skateboard, weaving between cars. I can’t get enough of it. Picking up my pace, I hurry ahead, remembering not to dawdle. Babs did warn me that another woman had called about the place already.

Seconds later, standing outside number 762, blowing the hair off my sticky forehead, I reach for the brass knocker when the heavy wooden door opens inwards.
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There’s an unusually tall and strikingly handsome man in the doorway. He’s what my dad would have called bull-shouldered. I reckon him to be somewhere north of forty but he looks fit and could easily pass for younger. His hair is thick and dark, his skin smooth and fair, his jaw strong. He’s very still. And just a little unsettling. I wipe the sweat off my brow when he speaks.

‘Hi.’ The outlines of a smile appear at the corner of his lips. He looks me up and down, casually assessing me. I clasp my hands behind my back, a strange urge to step back and away from this man’s gaze fighting another impulse to move towards him, as if pulled by an unseen magnet. ‘Cathy?’ he asks in a husky bass voice.

‘Yes.’

‘Wonderful.’ He turns, stretching a long arm towards the hall. ‘You’re right on time. I was almost on my way out but it’s great I’ve caught you. Please.’ Seeing me hesitate he shoots a playful glance inside.

‘Oh, right, thanks.’ I step inside and linger a little stiffly next to him, not sure whether to go into the front room or remain in the corridor.

‘Your friend Babs was singing your praises earlier.’ He closes the heavy door and turns back to face me.

‘She was?’ Standing there in the huge Georgian hallway I try to figure out where to look. My gaze rests on his mouth when he steps forward down the hall, tapping the big white door to the front room with a knuckle.

‘Have a look around, Cathy.’ Casually he steers us through the living room and across to the adjoining dining room. I note the high ceilings with ornate cornices, the double fireplace, the tall sash windows, heritage rugs, antique dressers and ­mahogany dining chairs. We circle back to the front room and he points to a brown leather settee as he sits on another. ‘Take a seat and we’ll chat.’

I squash down and the smell of ancient leather whooshes up around us, reminding me of the old sofas my mother used to cherish, picking them up at auction houses so she could painstakingly restore them and sell them on again. 

‘So, I explained to Babs,’ he continues, ‘the whole plan is pretty last minute really. I live here on my own with my son, Jamie, but he surprised me by moving to Aberdeen earlier than expected. He’s going to uni there in September. Now suddenly this place feels empty – so I got the slightly madcap idea to share it with somebody.’

‘Right.’ I grip my knees and nod, wishing the desperation would stop oozing from my pores, praying it isn’t as blatant as it feels.

‘I suppose strictly speaking it’s not really a rental.’ He stops, his cheeks dimpling. ‘I mean, I’m not too bothered about the money side of things. I guess with my architecture work I’m comfortable enough without really needing that to be honest.’ For a second he looks embarrassed. ‘I’d just like to have somebody around, if that makes any sense?’ 

‘Of course.’ I can’t really get my head around wanting to share a giant Georgian pile this big without the pressure of paying the bills but I want to try. A lost look flickers across his face when he stares at me, but he breaks eye contact suddenly to look out through the window in the adjoining room. I follow his glance to the back garden beyond, momentarily mystified by his pained expression. In a second, his frown vanishes and his smile returns. 

‘That makes sense,’ I offer gently, trying to reignite the conversation.

 ‘So, all in, there’s four bedrooms. Three up on the top floor with two to the front and one to the back’ he continues, almost as if he hasn’t heard me. ‘Jamie’s stuff is in one, and I keep that for him. I use the last room at the back on the split level landing but either of the other two are completely free for you to choose from.’

I nod and the soft leather seat squeaks when I adjust my position. The way he’s talking it sounds like he’s simply giving me the place. A nervous jolt of excitement shoots through my body. ‘OK.’

‘So we have ground floor, split level and top,’ he continues, pointing to the high ceiling. There’s a tiny crack in the plaster and I see it meets the ornate coving around the central lampshade which hangs above us. His gaze switches to the floor and he taps it with his foot. ‘Then underneath we’ve got the basement. It’s laid out as flats so there is no route down there except through the door out front – but I leave a key on a hook in the hall, just in case there’s an emergency or anything. There’s nobody using them for now, since I need to do a bit of a job on them. Well, probably a lot of work really.’

He waits and I cross my legs, working hard to think of an intelligent question, the kind a desirable tenant might pose. ‘Is there anybody else looking?’ I finally say.

He nods. ‘There was a lady who called me earlier.’ I sink into the sofa, my hope faltering as his dark eyes hold mine. ‘But we’ve yet to arrange her visit.’

Breathing again, I sit back up.

‘Do you like it?’

‘Yes. You have a beautiful house, erm …?’ I clear my throat, stalling.

‘Ian. Ian Fitzsimmons.’

‘Ian Fitzsimmons,’ I repeat.

His rugged features blossom into a broad smile. ‘Just Ian is fine, Cathy.’ A strange tingle of pleasure laced with surprise slithers through me because the way he says my name is like we’ve known each other for years. ‘Were you hoping to move in straight away?’ I’m about to say no when I suddenly rethink. I need a place. Desperately, right now, without delay. And I don’t have the luxury of looking gift horses in the mouth, as my mum used to tell us growing up.

‘I guess?’

‘Crap.’ He slaps his knee. ‘I’m tied up tonight. I’ve committed to dinner with a friend who’s over visiting so I won’t be able to help.’

‘That’s OK. You’ll need to think about it anyway.’ Silently, I try to make sense of how quickly things are moving. He’s not asked for references from work or my old landlord. Or even a deposit. It’s strange and yet I know already there’s another woman waiting to come and view if I back away. Surely she’ll take it without even blinking? Ian’s openness and generosity are disarming and I know if I decline, the chances are I’ll end up sharing a house with a bunch of strangers but it won’t be half as nice as this one. 

The next second, he’s off the couch and on his feet. ‘Well, look, Cathy. If you’re happy, I’m happy. Why not just go for it?’ He plonks a set of keys on the table. ‘Now, I must apologise but I’ve got to dash. I won’t be back till late. Kitchen’s all yours and anything edible you can find in there just be my guest.’ He puts his hand on his heart playfully. ‘And forgive me because I didn’t get the cleaning done yet today.’

I get up and follow him into the hall where he plucks a Panama hat with a navy ribbon from the coat stand.

‘This is exciting,’ he says, spinning round and putting his hat on. For the first time I notice his clothes. A blue linen suit, a white cotton shirt, casual shoes. It’s a good look.

Opening the front door, he steps out onto the imposing granite steps and surveys the street beneath us. In the space of five minutes, it’s like we’ve swapped roles. I hold the hefty door ajar as he lets it go, lost for words at this largesse.

‘Mr Fitzsimmons,’ I say, unable to contain the question that’s been screaming inside my mind since he dropped the keys on the table. ‘This feels a little sudden. Are you certain you’re happy with me coming to stay with you? I mean, I’m a stranger, with no references, and you know nothing about me.’

He listens, hands clasped in front of him loosely, as he looks at the ground. Then he tips his chin up, glancing at me side-on. ‘True. Only just remember, Cathy, you don’t know anything about me either.’ I hold the edge of the huge door as he adjusts his shirt cuffs, pulling them clear of his jacket sleeves. ‘I’m happy to take a chance if you are.’ A beaming smile lights up his face. ‘And anyway, your friend Babs sounded way too sweet to be feeding me tales.’

He walks down two steps and I think he’s gone when he ­suddenly stops and turns. ‘Oh, listen, Cathy, almost forgot to mention. The only way in to the garden is through the basement and the keys are hanging there by the front door like I mentioned, but please, I have to ask you to avoid going in there. It’s all very overgrown and I need to get it sorted. I prefer to keep it off limits until I have it in order. Is that OK?’

‘Certainly.’

‘Lovely.’ He tips his hat. Underneath its brim, he regards me hungrily. ‘I look forward to seeing you again soon and if there’s anything at all you have my number. We’ll have a proper talk soon as we’re both free and I’m really hoping it works out for you. Or for us, I should say.’

Babs calls up an old ex-boyfriend called Dave to help me out with his van and two hours later I’m back in Belleview Road with all my hastily boxed possessions. I waste no time and get busy unpacking and before too long I’ve got it all out of the way. The back bedroom I’ve taken is vast so the space to fit everything is more than enough. When I’m done, I sit down on the bed, take a moment to breathe and walk down into the living room. 

The long summer day has finally ended and the city outside the front sash window looks pretty in the fading twilight. A quietness has descended on the street and it seems almost empty when I notice a lone figure lingering on the corner. He’s on the opposite side of the street, a distance away, but he seems to be looking over. It’s almost dark so he’s little more than a spectre. Abruptly he turns and disappears into the shadows. Gone like he was never even there.

Realising I’m holding my breath I let it out. I step back, a strange tension in my legs as I move, but I remind myself it’s the middle of the city and a main street, so I shouldn’t be alarmed at people hanging about on corners late at night. Stepping forward again, I pull the curtains. Retreating from the living room, I move to the hall and start up the huge wide staircase to my new bedroom, the only sound in the old house the creep of my feet on the thick wool carpet beneath them. 

I yawn when I climb into bed, my body a weird mix of nervous energy and total exhaustion. The mattress feels feather soft beneath my body, which now craves rest so I can be ready for rehearsals tomorrow. Switching off the light, I pull the duvet tight and snuggle up when my phone rings. With a groan I reach for it, knowing it will keep going all night if I don’t mute it. I squint and see it’s Justin.

My teeth grit as my thumb hovers above the cancel icon. Perhaps I could simply cut the call and send him a message with a picture of my new accommodation, followed by a picture of my two fingers? I know it’s what he deserves. This disappointing boyfriend. Or ex-boyfriend I silently correct myself as I give in and pick up. 

‘Cathy?’ he says, his voice unusually serious.

‘What?’

‘Where the fuck are you?’ 

Wide-eyed, I prop myself onto my elbow. ‘Excuse me?’

‘Tell me you’re not staying at 762 Belleview Road?’

‘What’s it to you where I’m staying?’

‘Look, I’m not even going to get into it right now because it’s far too late,’ he snaps loudly. ‘Just lock the fucking door, put your head down, and get out bright and early. I’ll explain tomorrow.’


I push myself up off the bed, as blood flushes my cheeks. Before I can reply the line goes dead. I slam the phone down on the mattress but snatch it back up seconds later so I can call him back. But it goes straight to message and I hang up. 

With nervous fingers I power the phone down, shivering at the sudden draught that has entered the room. Slowly I walk to the bedroom door and lock it, then retreat to the warmth of the bed and get under the heavy covers.

Justin’s words keep coming back to me, replaying over and over. ‘Lock the fucking door, put your head down, and get out bright and early.’ I decide not to turn off the light but bunch the covers around me and shut my eyes tight, furious at the tension which now grips my body, alarmed at the fear one stupid phone call from my ex can still hold over me. But why did he say that and what could it mean?
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Rehearsals are a bit better today. Just a bit. Last night I hardly slept. Whenever I’d think I’d nodded off, I’d find myself waking up, bristling with an urge to call up Justin. My teeth grind as I realise he’s invaded my thoughts again; if it wasn’t enough for him to shaft me on the flat we’d been sharing for the past two and a half years, dump me over a candlelit dinner I had personally cooked, he has to add insult to injury by scaring the shit out of me with some weird message about evacuating my new-found accommodation. I know he doesn’t warrant another thought and seethe that I can’t get him out of my head.

I do my best to focus but I’m struggling. I’m still preoccupied and just treading water, acting badly through each stilted scene. Nobody else says anything, and even AA manages to desist from commenting, but I can feel a gentle undercurrent of curiosity. What the hell is wrong with Cathy Quinn? She’s either stiff as a board or lost at sea, trying to make something of the character of the evil sister Goneril. I plough on until we’re finally released once again into the summer evening. Then I bolt straight to the Waterside pub where Heather and Babs are waiting, drinks in hand. Fair-skinned, slim and effortlessly pretty, Heather looks smart in a white shirt and bright blue suit jacket. Next to her, Babs’s honeyed skin and shapely figure radiates health and vitality in a light peach summer blouse.

My black T-shirt sticks to my back and my heavy denims cling to my legs as I take my place next to them. I’m not sitting five minutes when I notice half my bottle of beer is gone. ‘What a prick,’ Heather says with a frown after listening to my story.


‘Capital P on that one,’ Babs agrees, clinking my bottle. I let out a dejected sigh and rub the sweat off my brow. 

Heather looks rested and calm after her weekend in Paris. She adjusts her specs and smooths her fringe of black hair with two fingers, a thing she often does when trying to figure out complex questions. ‘OK, so first Justin does a premeditated runner on you from your apartment. Then he drops the break-up bomb, and follows it by swearing at you to get you out of your new place?’ She looks across to Babs, as if waiting to be told it’s a joke.

‘That’s it,’ I say, relieved but also devastated in equal parts. ‘I mean, I think it’s been heading that way for a long time but we hadn’t really got into it.’

‘Surely he could have flipping talked to you about it?’ Babs replies, her chestnut brown eyes showing their horror. ‘I mean conversation isn’t that difficult for men, is it?’

Heather taps her chin.‘For a lot, sadly, it is.’ As a lecturer in psychology, I know Heather is speaking from professional experience.

‘He’s still an arse.’ Babs makes a face and even I manage to join in the laughter.

When it subsides, I lean back in my seat. ‘I so badly want to blank Justin and simply forget about him but I can’t until I understand what his message was about.’

Heather gives me a concerned look. ‘Have you tried calling him?’

‘Three times. Midmorning, lunch time and on my way over here.’

‘The asshole’s got his phone off now?’ Babs puffs out her chest, her ample bust making her look even more seductive than usual. Two men sneak a glance at her from a far-off table.

‘Looks like it.’

‘You could go to his mum’s,’ Heather suggests.

‘Thought about it … but …’ I trail off. I like Justin’s mum, Angela. She’s funny and kind just like my mum Jean used to be, but I’m not ready to talk to her, especially about Justin. ‘I don’t have the appetite for it tonight.’

‘Don’t worry.’ Babs pats my arm, teasing a long lock of golden highlighted hair behind her ear. ‘It’s probably a classic bloke thing. Justin thinks he’s checkmated you and you land a swish pad the next day, right off your own bat. He’s probably just trying to get back at you by scaring you with this lock the door, get out now crap.’ She glances over to Heather.

‘Yes, Babs is probably right.’ She nods.

‘So, tell us about this Ian fellow then?’ Babs swirls the wine in her glass as her eyes widen. I know she’s been waiting to ask. ‘What’s he like? It’s all a bit mysterious.’ 

‘Well …’ I perk up, relieved to be off the subject of Justin and onto something far more uplifting, ‘… he’s pretty … drop dead fucking gorgeous!’ They both laugh.

‘Go on,’ Babs urges.

‘Broad, rugged, probably late forties. Very intense, though softly spoken, and very polite. A bit old-school with his manners but …’

‘Yes?’

I take a second, trying to think of the best way to describe my new landlord. ‘Charming.’

‘Interesting,’ Babs coos. Heather cocks her head and Babs makes a circle with her lips. 

‘And weirdly generous. Because it seems like he doesn’t even care about how much I pay him for rent.’

Heather’s eyebrows raise.

‘Not that I’m taking advantage. I’ll suggest what I was paying in our last place.’ 

‘Nothing odd about him?’ Heather then asks.

I look off towards the busy street, thinking for a second before replying, ‘Not immediately, though I get the feeling he’s not just your regular guy. He comes across as quite individual, but let’s face it, I’ve only just met him the once.’ As I say this, I recall one of the last things he said to me. ‘He did say something about avoiding the basement and was quite specific about not going into the back garden.’ The girls look at each other, puzzled expressions evident. ‘It’s wild and overgrown, and the basement needs a refurb apparently.’

Heather taps me on the wrist. ‘Put Justin out of your mind. We don’t know what he’s playing at. I’ll get on to Linda and try and get a little bit more info about Ian. If there’s anything unusual at all give me or Babs a call. Yeah?’

‘Yeah.’ I give the girls a hug and let them go. Then I make my way back to what I still can’t quite believe is my new home.

It’s a beautiful evening. Warm, balmy, busy. It’s Dublin at its loveliest and liveliest. Everybody on the move. Smiles. Sunshine. Acres of pink and tanning skin on display. Cold drinks and picnics in the park. I’d love to ring the girls up and go straight back to the pub but know I can’t because I have lines to learn. 

I’m making my way back when I suddenly remember the man I saw at the corner in the darkness last night. A shiver runs down my spine as I recall catching sight of him, if it was a man that is, because I couldn’t really tell for sure. I chase the thought away but it slithers back unwanted and I find my senses heightening like a sort of animal instinct. Suddenly I’m looking round and checking each time I turn a corner and I know it’s over the top but I can’t seem to help myself. 

I don’t see anybody, yet at the same time I get the sense that somebody might be following me. It’s paranoia but I still can’t shake it. I shrug as I stop before the front gate. I’m about to open it when a hand lands on my shoulder. 

‘Shit!’ The word gasps from my mouth as I turn. Justin stands ­behind me, a smug smile on his face. ‘Fuck’s sake, Justin. You frightened the life out of me.’

He grins as I shove him away. ‘Where the hell did you appear from and what do you want?’ 

‘Calm down, Cath,’ he replies softly. ‘I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have had a go at you last night. It was out of order.’


I groan. ‘Yes, it was. Your whole scheming, flipping escape and evacuation to your mum’s house is out of order too.’

He sighs, nodding – Justin’s way of silently acknowledging his fault. It’s as close as he usually ever gets. ‘I know I’ve been stupid about this, Cath, and I went about it all wrong. I’m kind of shit at the whole taking a break thing.’

I pause, remembering his late-night message followed by him switching off his phone, ‘Justin, what do you want? And how did you even know I had moved here?’

He holds out his phone and I see Snapchat Map with my avatar on it. ‘You’ve got your location on’, he says innocently.

I huff, annoyed with myself that I had forgotten to hide this from him and making mental note to do it later. ‘Well, why were you telling me to lock my door and get out of this house?’

He steps back warily, glancing about. ‘I don’t want to freak you out. But I don’t think this place is a good option for you. That’s all.’

‘Why?’

‘Come with me.’ He drops his voice almost to a hush. ‘We’ll grab a beer and I can explain a bit. It’s better than standing here outside this gate.’ I open it and walk inside, expecting him to follow but he doesn’t. Instead he stalls. In the distance I see Ian approaching. 

Justin frowns when he spots him too, instantly releasing the gate. ‘I’ve got to go,’ he announces, his body jerking away. ‘I don’t want to interfere, Cath, but I really want to talk with you.’ I’m about to reply when he steps back. ‘Check your messages in the morning, OK? I’ll be in touch.’ The words trail behind him as he hurries down the street.

I walk down the long footpath next to the dividing hedge, up towards the bright red door. Moments later Ian appears, nimbly making his way up the steps and extending a wine bottle to me as we both stand on the raised granite platform outside the front door. ‘Something cool for these warm summer nights,’ he says, handing it to me with a broad smile.


I take the bottle, feeling its cold chill inside my fingers. ‘Sorry, I’d love to but I’ve got a backlog of lines to learn tonight so I won’t.’ 

‘Lines?’ Ian stares at me in surprise. ‘You’re an actress?’

‘Yeah.’ I get a tiny knot in my gut as I think about rehearsals and the tension with Andy and the cast. From the get-go, I had always told my agent I didn’t do period drama because I was no good at it and it wasn’t for me. My ability was in contemporary drama and screen acting, an opinion and ambition she agreed with without so much as blinking an eye when she poached me from another agency three years back. And yet here I am, clinging to this production with my fingernails like I’m grabbing on to a life raft.

‘Sounds like fun?’

‘For the most part.’

Smiling, he stands beside me and we both peer down at the bustling street. ‘Somebody drop by?’

I flinch, not wanting to mention Justin, not even clear what my relationship is to him anymore. ‘No. Just somebody selling stuff door to door. Solar equipment. I told him the owner wasn’t in.’ 
I curse myself for lying but know it’s too late to take it back.

He looks in the direction where Justin disappeared and laughs. ‘Good move, those door-to-door guys can be hard to shake.’ I’m expecting him to go inside but he drops back down a step. ‘This is really bad of me,’ he says, his voice soft and contrite, ‘but I’ve been called away again to catch up with an old friend. He only buzzed me as I was on the way home with that for you.’ He points to the bottle. ‘I’d invite you to join us but if you’re learning lines, I’ll not tempt you.’

‘Probably for the best.’ I tap the chilled glass, resisting the urge to suggest I go with him.

Ian looks up at the sky. ‘Sleep OK last night?’

I hesitate, trying to imagine how he’d react if I told him the truth. But I won’t do that because I’d sound ungrateful and I still don’t know what Justin is playing at. ‘Yes.’


‘Great. Well, soon as our timetables allow, I’ll make us both dinner and we can sit down and chat like civilised people. In the meantime, make yourself at home, Cathy.’ 

I skip dinner and spend the rest of the evening learning my scenes for tomorrow. Before long I begin to tire. Dragging myself to my feet, I haul myself clear of the couch and trudge up the huge wooden staircase to my new bedroom. Once I’m in bed, I drop off instantly and fall into a deep sleep but it doesn’t last.

An agonised shriek tears through the darkness, reverberating off the walls of the room. I startle, bolting upright in the bed, hands clutching empty space where normally Justin’s body might be. My mouth is dry as I fumble for the switch by the bedside 
table when the noise happens again. Piercing and shrill, I detect it’s coming from the garden. 

I clamber out of bed, my heart thumping as I hurry to the window. Drawing aside the curtains, I peer out tentatively. But all I see is darkness. Nothing moves. The sound doesn’t return. Cold air seeps through the window pane, raising goose pimples on my arms. Barefoot and trembling, I wait, but there isn’t any­thing more. Just an ink-black gloom and a draught, so I hurry back to bed.

Lying there, I scrunch the quilt between my fingers and hug it tight. I want to think I imagined it, but the scream was real. Sharp with pain, eerie. Justin comes back into my mind and a ripple of fear washes through me. Sitting up, I drop my feet to the ground and slip quietly to the bedroom door, locking it fast, then ­double-checking it to make sure.

There’s something badly wrong. And I can’t wait any longer to find out what.
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I wake up earlier than expected. Justin’s cryptic messages are churning through my mind. The carpet flattens and the boards beneath creak when I stand. With stiff fingers I reach for my clothes and hurriedly get dressed, trying my best not to remember the scream from last night, but thinking of it immediately. Christ, what the hell was it? And did it really come from the garden?

I switch on my phone to see if Justin’s message has arrived but there’s nothing new.

‘For God’s sake,’ I groan, hurriedly messaging him. What’s this shit about? In a rush I get showered and brush my teeth, ducking back to my room to slap on some make-up. There are dark shadows beneath my eyes and I don’t want them to show. Today was supposed to be my recovery day at rehearsals, to get AA and the other doubters off my back. But my mind is far from work.

The bus comes. I have my lines all printed out and use the time to run over them as I sit upstairs, pressed against the window. I want to give Babs a call and tell her about the scream from last night but the bus is the wrong place for it. I keep checking my messages but there’s still nothing.

When I get off at my stop, Malia is up ahead of me and beckoning me over. I wave back mechanically when my phone pings. ‘Finally,’ I snap, stopping for a second to read Justin’s text which has eventually arrived. 

Cathy get out of that house now. Your landlord Ian Fitzsimmons is a killer.
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The remainder of the morning is a fog. I’m a thousand miles away, going through the motions of talking and listening while I think about Justin’s message. Your landlord Ian Fitzsimmons is a killer. Each time I have the thought I see Ian’s face: twisted, demonic, bloodthirsty. 

At lunch I go for a salad with Malia and tell her about what’s been going on with Justin, then about what happened last night. She listens attentively, asking me if I thought about calling the police, and I’m surprised how it hadn’t even occurred to me. She tells me not to worry and I agree. But I can’t help myself, and as soon as we’re let go that evening I’m straight out the door and on the phone to Babs.

‘You heard a scream in the night?’ she gasps. I can barely make her voice out because of the chatter in the background. ‘Oh, dear, not good. I’m sorry but I’m down in Galway on a department get-together thing so we’re all out in the hotel bar and staying over for the night.’

A deep frown stretches across my forehead. ‘It’s worse, Babs,’ I explain, so wishing she was here. ‘Then Justin texts me this morning saying the landlord Ian is a fucking killer.

There’s a stunned silence. Then a loud gasp. ‘What? That’s insane. What’s that about?’

‘I’ve got no idea.’

‘OK, listen. You have a key to my place. Stay there, alright. When I’m back tomorrow we’ll meet and sort this out.’

‘Thanks, Babs.’ For a brief moment I’m so relieved I could lie down on the grass and refuse to get up.

By the edge of the canal I sit alone. There’s a good throng of people chatting and hanging out and enjoying the summer weather. One of the bar boys is out collecting empty glasses and I signal to him but he peels away before I can catch him. Frustrated, I open the web browser on my phone and google Ian Fitzsimmons Belleview Road. 

Instantly the story appears.

I scroll through it. Murder suspect Ian Fitzsimmons arrested in connection with the disappearance of Ms Anna Cunningham, February 2023. I’m suddenly shivering. There’s no mistake. Same man, the same address. I place the phone down on the grass and look away anxiously when it rings.

‘What are you doing right now?’ I recognise Heather’s voice.

‘Sitting alone outside a pub reading a story about how my landlord is a wife killer.’ A shudder passes through me as I say the words.

‘Shut it down before you read any more and I’ll give you what I know.’

‘Why?’

‘Because reading all the online stuff about Ian Fitzsimmons is just going to upset you and probably half of it is nonsense. Just stuff they spit out to sell papers.’

‘Right.’ Obediently I close the browser. ‘Done.’

‘I have to apologise, Cathy. I had no flipping idea about your landlord.’

‘It’s not your fault.’

‘Linda thought his name was familiar and I’m sure we both must have heard about the story but somehow forgot it. I completely messed up.’

‘Heather, you did me a huge favour, honestly it’s alright.’ I mean what I say. She was only trying to help, as she always does. ‘So what is the story?’

‘It’s not entirely clear. His wife disappeared about eighteen months ago. She was some high-flyer in the corporate world. Then it was the classic scenario; the husband who claims total innocence comes under scrutiny and ends up chief suspect.’

‘Justin texted me earlier to say he’s a killer.’


‘Well, the press did pretty much hang him out to dry. There were a few stories about him getting into trouble before and it sounds like his alibis were a bit all over the place but the thing is, Cathy, they didn’t have the evidence. So it could be innocent until proven guilty or guilty but got away with it. 
I don’t know.’

‘What should I do?’

Heather sighs. ‘Perhaps it’s a case of trusting your gut?’

‘Yeah,’ I say weakly.

‘But …’

‘What?’

‘Sometimes if it looks too good to be true …’

‘It’s because it is?’

Heather groans. ‘Oh Cathy, this is just so shit and I’m so sorry. Look, you don’t have to make your mind up right now. Sleep on it. If you’re uncomfortable around him then leave instantly, and if you’re stuck at all just come stay with us. It’s no problem.’

I immediately imagine Peter getting this news but he doesn’t have to worry. I can’t accept the offer. I’m too old to be couch-­surfing in friends’ houses while I try to sort out my life. ‘Thanks Heather,’ I say. ‘I’ll think it over.’

‘Where are you staying tonight?’

‘At Babs’s. She’s out of town on a work thing. Don’t worry. I’ll be fine.’ Silently I pray my words sound more convincing than I feel. A thought occurs to me then. ‘Hey, before you go, you wouldn’t happen to have that nurse Linda’s phone number, the woman that passed the place to Babs.’

‘I do, my friend Joan sent it to me. Her name’s Linda O’Leary and she lives over in Castleknock. Do you want me to forward it on to you?’

‘If you could. I might have a chat with her and keep you posted.’

After three short rings, Linda O’Leary picks up.

‘Linda?’

‘Speaking.’


‘I’m sorry to be bothering you. My name’s Cathy Quinn. My friend Babs passed me your number.’ I hesitate, realising I’ve rushed into this call without properly preparing. ‘I’m sorry, it’s about a house let she got from you.’

‘Oh, yes, Ian Fitzsimmons’s place. His son Jamie used to play football with my son Conal. Do you need his contact?’

A little awkward now, I start to explain. ‘Well, no. You see I’ve actually already taken the room and moved in.’

‘Oh?’

‘And the thing is …’ I pause, racking my brain how to even address this, how to put it out there without sounding ungrateful for the favour. ‘Well, I’ve just learned that he’s the main suspect for murdering his wife.’ There’s a long, pregnant pause on the other end of the phone.

‘Oh dear, you hadn’t heard?’

‘No.’

Linda makes an apologetic groan. ‘Well, that must be one hell of a shock so I’m sorry to hear that. But you see the thing is, Cathy, I’m not sure the coverage on him was entirely fair. A friend of mine used to live on that street a few years back before she moved to Chicago and she maintained he was the loveliest guy, so I really don’t know. And Conal’s been in the house a few times too and said the same. Perhaps I’m being biased but I got the impression the media made him a bit of a target.’ She stops and I hear the sound of her lips smacking. ‘But again, listen, I do understand that in your position that might be little reassurance so I’m sorry for that misunderstanding.’ I’m suddenly not sure what else to ask. How can I expect poor Linda to solve this dilemma for me. ‘Listen, if you’re unsure, and I can appreciate you might be, it might be better for you to find something else. I think you’d only stress yourself out staying there.’

I pause, remembering how I ended up there in the first place. Linda doesn’t know that I lost my flat, that I’m almost broke, that I don’t have options I can pick and choose from, or the time and space to do that. And who am I to be bothering her with my problems when she doesn’t even know me? She’s only generously offered to help and given an honest opinion.

‘I won’t keep you, Linda. I guess I’ll have to give it more thought. Thanks for taking my call.’

‘Any time.’

As soon as Linda is off the line, I open the web browser on my phone and start digging for info on Ian again. I know Heather has just warned me away from this literally minutes ago but I want to check again, to see if there’s something in what Linda has mentioned, some redeeming evidence that counters Justin’s claim that Ian’s a wife killer.

The articles appear. Wife Slayer. Chief Suspect. Murdered or Disappeared? Police Believe Fitzsimmons is Guilty. Then a different one. Ian Fitzsimmons’s Grief.

Nervously I click into it and start reading. I scan furiously. There’s a question from the interviewer. ‘And how have you coped since your wife Anna’s disappearance? Has it been hard living with the suspicion of being a cold-blooded murderer?’ Then Ian’s reply. ‘The days since Anna’s disappearance have felt like a dark and inexplicable dream to me to be honest. The world has been a cruel and unforgiving place, wherever I walk, like into a shop to buy some milk, or wherever I sit, if I’m grabbing a coffee or a beer maybe, there’s somebody looking, whispering, pointing – not even caring that I notice. Other times they simply walk straight up to me and call me a murdering bastard. One guy even threw his tea at me as I walked down the street,’ Fitzsimmons 
offers glumly. ‘And it’s hard, because all I feel is sadness. Disbelief that Anna is gone and I don’t know why. And there’s days I don’t want to carry on, because I don’t think I can, but then I remember…’ ‘What do you remember Ian?’ ‘That I have a son, Jamie, and he needs his father.’

I click out. My stomach is clenching. Linda didn’t believe Ian sounded guilty and the words I’ve just read sound like a man in pain, not in denial. Yet what do I really know? The one thing that seems clear is that Heather is right. I need to avoid getting sucked into this online.

It’s a short walk back up to Babs’s place and I get there quickly enough. I’m just making myself comfortable when my phone rings. Justin. Again.

‘What?’ I snap, annoyed I’m picking up but desperate to give him a piece of my mind.

‘I’m sorry.’

‘About?’

‘About everything, Cathy. I probably shouldn’t have sent you the text today but I just didn’t know how to put it.’ I press the phone to my ear with an exasperated sigh. ‘Please tell me you’re not in that house, Cath.’

‘I’m at Babs’s.’

‘Have you left then?’

‘I haven’t decided.’ I wait for him to come back but he’s quiet. ‘What makes you sure Ian Fitzsimmons killed his wife, Justin?’

There’s a loud gasp. ‘God, Cath! Have you not read up on him yet?’

I feel suddenly foolish. ‘Heather advised me not to.’

He sniffs. ‘She’s smart, Heather. Yeah, probably for the best. But from what I’ve read he looks a dead cert for topping his wife, so honestly, Cath, I’d give it a miss if I was you.’ I’d like to laugh if I wasn’t so angry. Justin never came across as the most honest type so I don’t know why he’s sounding so hand on heart. Maybe it’s guilt. ‘Look, I’ve been thinking,’ he starts again. ‘I might have made a mistake.’

‘I’m not following you?’

‘About the whole flat thing.’ He lets out a tired moan and I feel my resistance melt a little. ‘So I wanted to make a suggestion. Why don’t you come and live with me at my mum’s?’

I press my fingers to my cheek and lean forward, both elbows on my knees. I blink as confusion and rage spiral inside. ‘Justin? What on earth are you talking about?’


‘I’m in the mews at the end of the garden. It’s small but it’s cosy. The old girl won’t mind and we need to save money.’

Old girl. I wince as I hear the words. I hate it when he calls his mother that but he has a point about the money. But he’s also casually forgotten that I had no say in any of this. It’s not my plan, it’s his. And while I love his mum dearly, I don’t want to be living under her feet because I’m too broke to pay my rent.

‘Sorry, Justin,’ I say, finding a new resolve, ‘but no fucking way. I’m thirty bloody two and it simply does not make any sense to me to do that. It’s moving backwards.’

I hear a familiar grunt of disapproval. Then he’s back again. ‘OK, look, don’t worry because I’ve got a bit of good news.’ 

‘What news?’

‘My aunt Beth died.’

I try to remember an aunt Beth but can’t recall one. ‘Why is that good news?’

‘Well, I hardly knew her and she’s gone and left me ten grand, Cath. Which means I’ve got some money for another apartment.’ I stand up and pace across the polished floorboards of the spacious living room. ‘I’ve found another one that might suit us too. Please just have a look at it at least?’

I come to a stop, kneading my eyes with my fingers. I want to pour beer on Justin’s head and tell him to fuck off, but to my huge annoyance, I also want him to call over so we can snuggle up and forget all about the last forty-eight hours. 

‘No.’

‘Oh, come on, Cath! This could be perfect. It’s an opportunity.’

‘Justin! This relationship …’ I squeeze the words from the back of my throat, annoyed by the tearful sound of my voice. I don’t want Justin to hear it. ‘Only days ago you were saying we’re done.’

‘I’m a fool sometimes, Cath, I just talk shit, you know that. We can sweep it under the carpet.’

‘And why should I believe you?’


‘Because,’ he comes back, exasperated. ‘Because,’ he repeats, softer this time, with a more caring voice, the one he always uses when it really counts. ‘I wouldn’t make this call if it didn’t matter. I know I’m my own worst enemy sometimes and I’ve got to sort that out.’ He lets out a sigh. ‘We’re good together, Cath. Everybody has these moments.’

I place my phone on the mantlepiece and rub my hands over my face, keeping them there for a second before picking it back up again. ‘Listen, I need to figure out what I’m doing,’ I say, trying not to sound as weary as I feel.

‘Of course.’

If I suspect that Ian Fitzsimmons really is a killer, I don’t want to be under the same roof as him. But until I know that I could simply be acting on the fears that Justin has planted. I know that’s what Justin wants. I don’t want to do what Justin wants. I decide to stay strong.

I hold my bottom lip between my thumb and forefinger. Why was Ian Fitzsimmons so open and generous if he’s a murderer? Because a murderer is anybody, the voice that won’t quieten cautions – and I know what it’s telling me makes sense. 

‘Justin …’

‘What?’

‘We’ll talk in the morning.’
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