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			Contents

			The Trial

			Also By

			Title

			Copyright

			Dedication

			Author’s note

			 

			Prologue

			April 2023

			September 2024

			2014

			2024

			2014

			2024

			2014

			2024

			2014

			2024

			2014

			2024

			October 2023

			2024

			2014

			2024

			2014

			2024

			2023

			2024

			2014

			2024

			2014

			2024

			2014

			2024

			2014

			2024

			2014

			2014

			2024

			2014

			2024

			2014

			2024

			Acknowledgements

			Discover more from Jo Spain

		

	
		
			Prologue

			2014

			Theo dresses as quietly as possible, desperate not to wake Dani.

			He’s leaving a few personal belongings in her room. T-­shirts she now sleeps in. Spare boxers, a toothbrush, though she has no problem with him using hers. A couple of CDs. His Jeff Buckley, the one she listens to on repeat even while he’s allegedly the bigger fan. One of the books from his course, a weighty tome that he’s supposed to know back to front.

			None of it matters to him any more.

			He woke in the night, utterly certain of what he had to do.

			But now, looking down at Dani as she sleeps, he feels unsure.

			She looks peaceful. Her hair is fanned across the pillow of the single bed they share when he stays over. She has one hand tucked under her cheek, the other cupped beneath her chin. She always curls into herself when she’s asleep. It’s one of the things he loves about her. He’s a head taller than her and he can envelop her whole body when he lies behind her. He likes the tickle of her hair against his chin and the rise and fall of her chest under his arm. He likes the smell of her skin and how her body is always hot, but her hands and feet are always cold.

			Theo craves Dani. He has since he first met her.

			He has to keep moving. He can’t stop, can’t talk himself out of these next steps.

			The light from the lamps in the college square spill into the room through the bare windowpanes, helping him to find his shoes – one on the floor, one kicked under the bed. They’d been in a rush to make love; she was a little tipsy and horny, he needed to quieten his thoughts and lose himself in her.

			He’d promised to look at her broken curtain pole if Maintenance didn’t send somebody. Not that he’s any use with tools. Not that he’s remotely handy at all. But it felt like the manly thing to say. At twenty, Theo should have at least learned how to use a screwdriver, right? And yet, why would he, when he grew up with somebody always available to do menial tasks?

			Dani stirs and Theo has to resist the urge to get back into bed with her, to wrap his arms around her and wait for her to wake.

			He could tell her everything.

			But that would mean dragging her into his crisis and he cannot do that. For many reasons.

			Pain shared isn’t pain halved. It’s just pain distributed. That’s what his father used to say.

			Theo is meant to be the strong one.

			He’s fully dressed now, and Dani has started snoring lightly, her lips parted.

			Twenty is too young to be this in love. They’ve both said it. And said that it doesn’t matter. They can’t get enough of each other. And it’s been like that for eighteen months, from the moment their eyes first locked in the college bar.

			He allows himself this one thing. He leans over her, silent as the grave, and breathes in as she exhales. Her breath is still minty from the toothpaste she used before bed, but there’s a sweetness beneath. Cider. Her least favourite tipple, but one she can afford, and she always insists on paying for herself. He could buy her champagne, if the college bar even stocked such a thing. She deserves it. She deserves every good thing. But Dani won’t allow it.

			He looks at her one last time, taking a snapshot with his mind. Her long brown hair, her dark eyebrows and eyelashes, the little bump on the ridge of her nose, her cheekbones, the dimple on her left cheek, the tiny beauty spot near her lips.

			I love you, Dani MacLochlainn, he thinks.

			Then Theo walks to the door. His hand on the doorknob, he hesitates again. The dread is back, the feeling that maybe this isn’t the best way, even if he thinks it’s the only way.

			Rational thinking kicks in. He’s being stupidly emotional.

			He turns the knob.

			She’ll understand eventually, he tells himself.

			He closes the door softly behind him.

			Theo has no idea it will be ten years before Dani sees him again.

		

	
		
			April 2023

			St Lawrence’s Hospital, Dublin

			Cecelia Vargas likes the hours after midnight.

			Her shift starts at eight and the turnover with the other nurses is always frantic.

			Then there’s the bedtime routines; visits to the toilets and cleaning of bedpans; administering medication; talking patients out of their books or television programmes or, sometimes, their attempts to leave.

			But after midnight, peace.

			Not that it goes undisturbed.

			There are accidents, crying; sometimes a little hand-­holding is needed.

			And then there are the deaths.

			It’s the nature of geriatric nursing.

			Cecelia can hear the ragged breathing all the way along the corridor.

			Her pumps squeak on the linoleum floor as she walks hurriedly towards the ward.

			She already knows who the breaths belong to.

			Dessie has been struggling all day.

			Cecelia likes Dessie. He’s forgetful with almost everyone else, but when he sees Cecelia, he immediately starts to flirt. She reminds him of a girl he used to fancy, he once told her. More and more, Dessie thinks she is that girl.

			He used to be in the army. Peacekeeping, but he was stationed all over the world. Cecelia has only ever lived in Manila and now Dublin. But she’d like to travel and she likes it when Dessie tells her about Asia, a continent he’s seen more of than she, born there, ever has or probably will.

			She enters the ward as his breathing becomes more distressed.

			She’s only twenty-­seven but she can already tell when it’s a medical intervention situation and when it’s end of life care.

			Cecelia steels herself. Dessie is in the bed beside the window and the man next to him is sitting up. He looks at Cecelia, distressed. His name is Jim, and he’s too far gone most of the time to know where he is or who he’s with. But instinctively, he recognises death.

			He points at Dessie.

			‘I know,’ Cecelia says, in her most reassuring tone. ‘It’s okay, my love. I’ll take care of him. You rest.’

			Jim lies down, uncertain but willing to take guidance.

			Cecelia stands by Dessie’s side. His eyes are closed and the morphine he had earlier is letting him sleep while his body does what it must.

			‘I’m here,’ she says, hoping her voice brings comfort. ‘I’ll stay with you.’

			Cecelia takes his hand. With her other hand, she blesses herself.

			She whispers the words of a Hail Mary as Dessie passes on to a better place.

			When she’s recorded the time of death and pressed the bell to alert the nurse at the desk, Cecelia rests Dessie’s hands in a cross on his chest and gently places the top sheet over his face.

			Dessie has no immediate family and his distant relatives never visit. Cecelia treats him with the care and respect she would her own grandfather.

			She picks up his chart and begins to write the details of his passing.

			She sees something then, something that jars.

			The other nurse arrives and Cecelia is thrown into the routine tasks that accompany the removal of a deceased patient from the ward.

			It’s not until the following morning that Cecelia has time to consider what she saw on Dessie’s chart.

			She collects her coat and bag from her locker after she’s handed over to the day shift.

			Then she walks to Mr Rogan’s office.

			The senior physician is at his desk, perusing files, dapper as ever in his three-­piece suit.

			She knocks gently on the door and waits a moment until he looks up.

			‘Nurse Vargas,’ he says.

			He prides himself on knowing all their names, but he’s never asked Cecelia anything about herself. He doesn’t know that she’s wanted to be a nurse her whole life, or that she’s one of seven children and longs for home almost every minute of every day, or that she lives in a bedsit because she sends almost every cent she earns back to Manila.

			Dessie knew all these things about Cecelia.

			Mr Rogan just knows her name.

			‘How can I help you?’ he says.

			‘One of my patients passed last night,’ she says.

			‘Yes, I’m aware. Poor soul.’

			Mr Rogan narrows his eyes and studies her.

			Sometimes, geriatric nursing gets the better of staff. Seeing the isolation and loneliness that is so cruelly inflicted with age, the helplessness, having to bear witness to the end . . .

			Cecelia knows he’s wondering if she’s had enough and is going to ask for a transfer.

			‘I noticed something on his chart,’ she says.

			‘Such as?’

			Cecelia hesitates.

			‘He was taking the same medication as my other patient, the one who passed a couple of weeks ago. Kitty Sheridan.’

			Mr Rogan frowns.

			‘And?’ he says.

			‘I just . . . wondered if the medicine could be connected. I know it’s different and—’

			‘Your patient last night was quite advanced with his illness. We had done our best. But, along with his age . . . his death was expected.’

			‘I know—’

			‘His medication was neither here nor there.’

			Cecelia has lived in Ireland for five years and she still doesn’t know what that expression means.

			Mr Rogan is looking at her impatiently now. Cecelia doesn’t know what to add.

			How can she articulate the vague suspicion she has? He’s right. Dessie and Kitty were always going to die. The fact they were taking the same medication is irrelevant.

			And yet . . .

			Cecelia’s gut tells her something is amiss. The carer in her – the professional in her – knows that when two patients are being given the same new drug and they both die in a similar fashion, somebody should ask the question.

			She meets Mr Rogan’s eye. His expression is one of frustrated indulgence. He’s offered her his learned ear and his valuable time and she’s been found wanting.

			Cecelia bites her lip.

			Because behind that expression, she sees something else.

			A warning.

			Don’t open Pandora’s box.

			It sends a shiver through her.

			‘It’s probably nothing,’ she says.

			Mr Rogan smiles now.

			‘It’s never nothing,’ he says warmly. ‘You must always voice any concerns. Even if they are, in this instance, unfounded. Have a good day, Nurse Vargas.’

			Cecelia smiles in return.

			It’s something she’s learned to do. As a woman, as a foreigner, as a person of colour. Sometimes, she must just smile.

			In the near future, she’ll write down her concerns. She’ll email an official in the Department of Health. But she won’t know that, by going to her supervisor, she’s already set in train a series of events over which she has no control. 

			Cecelia knows something is wrong.

			She took an oath. Do no harm.

			And she wants to know if what she’s been administering to her patients has done them harm.

		

	
		
			 

			Dublin Daily

			10 May 2023

			 

			Gardaí are investigating the cause of a fatal accident in the Royal Canal yesterday evening.

			Emergency services were called to the scene when a car was seen skidding from the road and entering the water.

			Several passers-­by entered the canal and tried to rescue the driver of the vehicle but were unsuccessful.

			A recovery operation was later put in place to retrieve the driver, who was pronounced dead at the scene. The car was subsequently removed from the water.

			The victim has been named as Cecelia Vargas, a 27-­year-­old nurse at St Lawrence’s Hospital in Foxrock.

			Miss Vargas had lived in Ireland for the past five years. The Philippine Embassy has been in contact with her family, and the hospital and Department of Health have also sent condolences.

			A representative of St Lawrence’s today said that Miss Vargas was a valued member of staff and much loved by her fellow employees and patients.

			The Gardaí have yet to release their official finding, but a source has confirmed the incident is believed to be a tragic accident and will be recorded as misadventure.

		

	
		
			September 2024

			Before Dani MacLochlainn drives to the college, she heads to the lake in the Dublin mountains.

			It’s quiet. The September lull. School has resumed, parents no longer have to entertain their children every day.

			The lake, which is often busy with day trippers, is deserted.

			Dani stands at the edge, near the rocks where the life she thought she knew both ended and began again.

			And she looks out over the water and thinks about what lies beneath its still surface.

			I don’t know if I can do this, she says to herself.

			But even as she thinks it, she knows she will.

			She knows she can.

			She’s always been strong.

			It just gets tiring, sometimes, being the one who copes.

			She crouches down, picks up a shore pebble and puts it into her pocket.

			For luck, she tells herself.

			 

			The college was once a seminary for priests.

			Three hundred years ago, the Order of St Edmund set about designing its grand residence on the edge of the small market town of Rathlow in County Kildare, Ireland.

			For at least two hundred of those years, the property only consisted of the main building, with the rest of the land used for farming. The seminary itself was an impressive four-­storey grey-­stone building, surrounding a large courtyard. The courtyard was planted with oak saplings that over time would become the trees the college was renowned for.

			The seminary existed in harmony with Rathlow. While being in many ways self-­sufficient – the young priests grew their own vegetables and raised and slaughtered their own animals – a symbiotic way of living developed. The townspeople looked to the seminary for trade and spiritual guidance. The seminary bought from the town anything it couldn’t grow or fashion itself.

			When the seminary became a full-­time college in 1905, a religious and lay-­member board was formed. Newer buildings sprang up on the land beside St Edmund’s, housing modern facilities for science and sport and technology.

			Barely twenty miles outside Dublin, the once rural college became an elite centre of education. The demand for college places meant increases in fees and the resulting financial boost meant an increase in the quality of teaching.

			St Edmund’s became the university of choice in Ireland.

			And the original seminary building, overlooking the pretty courtyard, is the place where every student and lecturer still wants to be housed when they attend.

			Except for Dani MacLochlainn.

			She stands, right now, in front of an exasperated woman in the staff administrative office. She can almost feel her heels digging in.

			‘I’m not saying I’m not grateful for the offer,’ Dani says.

			‘You do appreciate how highly sought after the west halls are?’ the woman replies. Dani has guessed her name is Bridget, if the ‘Bridget’s mug’ cup on the desk is anything to go by. She’s in her forties and one of those beautiful women who look like they’re perfectly turned out from the moment they get out of bed. Unlike Dani, whose cardigan keeps slipping off her shoulders, and whose recently grown-­out fringe won’t stay tucked into her ponytail so her hair looks perpetually untidy.

			‘I know the west halls are in demand,’ Dani says. ‘But I don’t want to be in the same building as my students. I don’t want to give them any opportunities to blur the lines.’

			‘The staff are on an entirely different floor. And the students here know that out of hours is out of hours. You don’t need to worry about them—’

			‘Is there any accommodation available off the main residence?’ Dani is holding firm. ‘Aren’t there new studios over by the sports and science blocks?’

			Bridget, or maybe just the current holder of Bridget’s mug, casts her eye back at her computer screen. After the longest minute of awkward silence, she sees something that seems to enthuse her.

			‘I have a possible solution,’ she says. ‘It’s still in the main building, but it’s on the opposite side of the square. The east wing—’

			‘Isn’t that where the heads of departments are housed?’

			‘Yes. The late head of humanities lived there and it’s badly in need of a refurb. We were going to get some tradesmen in . . .’

			‘I’ll take it,’ Dani says.

			Being on the courtyard at all is not ideal but the east wing she can cope with.

			‘Are you sure?’ Bridget says. ‘It’s very old-­fashioned. He never let us in to do any work and I had a look when we moved his belongings out . . .’

			‘Honestly, I’m not fussy,’ Dani says.

			She and Bridget make eye contact, both trying to ignore the irony in that statement.

			 

			Dani emerges from the administration office satisfied.

			There was no way she could let herself be housed in the west halls.

			She knows that’s where the junior professors usually stay. On the floor above the students. She’s known that since she attended this college herself.

			But no. To have been near her old room would have been too much for her.

			She’s here to do a job. She can’t focus on that job if she’s reminded of the past every waking moment.

			Dani jumps when the college bell starts to toll for the hour. She’d forgotten how loud it is.

			Her heart rate slows as it reaches the end of its ringing.

			The courtyard is relatively empty. A couple of early comers make their way across the diagonal pathway and around the edges of the lawns. They’re mainly professors or tutors or admin staff, all of whom will form the operating core of the college in a couple of days’ time, when lectures begin and the student body arrives.

			Nobody notices Dani as she glances over at the building wing that she could have been staying in. Her eyes travel up to the second floor, and across, to the window nearest the corner.

			Dani shudders before she hoists her bright blue rucksack back on to her shoulder and pulls up the handle on her wheeled suitcase.

			She walks towards the opposite end of the courtyard, to the east wing, where she’ll stay while she’s lecturing at St Edmund’s.

			Her old alma mater, a place she swore she’d never return to.

			 

			The apartment is everything Bridget warned her it would be.

			Dani lets herself in and takes a moment to survey her new home.

			The carpet is almost threadbare, but odd patches reveal it was once a hideous orange and brown colour. There’s an old, toxic-­looking gas fire as a centrepiece in the sitting room, under a mantle heaving with dark, heavy ornaments and an antiquated clock. The wallpaper is straight from the set of a 1960s horror movie. And the lighting is . . . Dani turns the switch on and off to make sure it’s not on dimmer settings. No. It really is that dark.

			Dani wanders into the kitchen – a galley so cluttered she can’t see the countertops; into the bathroom – a blue monstrosity of a room; and then the bedroom – thankfully boasting a new bed, at least, something to counter the bizarre shade of yellow on the walls.

			She returns to the sitting room to reflect on her life choices.

			There are positives.

			There’s a good solid desk in the corner and the bookshelves Dani might have chosen herself.

			She can ask Admin to get the Facilities team to sort out the light fittings and throw down a good rug. She might even have them take out that gas fire – there’ll be an open fire behind it, like all the other rooms in this old building.

			She walks to the window. Some of the apartments on this side of the courtyard have their views obscured by the trees outside. This one does not.

			Dani can see right over to her old room on the west wing.

			She pulls the curtains closed.

			She can’t bear to look at the place where her heart was shattered.

			 

			It’s an Indian summer.

			The light is starting to fade when Dani enters the Admin office for the second time that day. But the high temperature has lingered, and she barely needs the sweater she’s thrown on.

			Bridget Armstrong, her full name, introduces herself properly this time. She has her coat on, is done up to the nines and mentions she’s going for a nice dinner with friends, which makes her far more predisposed to Dani’s requests than she’d been earlier.

			‘That’s all very doable,’ she says. ‘To be honest, the Facilities department will be thrilled they don’t have to completely renovate it.’

			‘Thanks. And I’m sorry for being so awkward earlier. I guess I’m just nervous about starting here. It feels like I’ve barely left.’

			Bridget assures Dani that’s perfectly normal, and it will all work out wonderfully, before offering to bring her for a drink sometime and then taking her leave.

			Dani, hungry now, heads to the dining hall. A wave of nostalgia hits her as she enters. It’s exactly as she remembers it, frozen in time.

			The walls are wood-­panelled, the tables long, and at this time of the year, mostly bereft of patrons.

			At the top of the hall, there’s a self-­service area staffed by two dinner ladies.

			Dani settles for a plate of Irish stew. The catering lady ladles food on to the plate like she’s taking Dani’s natural slenderness personally.

			‘I’ll put this apple tart on the side,’ she says, without asking Dani’s permission. ‘They call it apple pie back there, the chefs, you know. Pie, my eye. All those American names for perfectly normal food. A tart is a tart.’

			‘As my mother used to say about the woman who lived next door,’ Dani adds dryly. The catering lady cracks up, then adds a dollop of extra cream.

			Always make friends with the servers and secretaries. That’s something else Dani’s mother always said.

			Dani sits down at the far end of one of the staff tables. She looks at some of the other diners to see if she recognises any. Most are on their own, like her. She exchanges polite glances with some of them, then takes a book from her bag. She’s brushing up on the Habsburg empire, but she can’t bring herself to do it through dry texts, so she’s reading a biography of the Empress Sisi. As good a source as any, to be fair.

			Dani is on to her apple tart and Sisi’s hair routine when she accidentally knocks over her bottle of water. The cap is unscrewed and it spills across the table and on to Dani’s jeans.

			She starts to dry the mess with her napkin when a man from further along the table approaches. He’s attractive, with sandy blond hair, a nice tan, and dimples.

			He makes an offering of extra serviettes.

			‘Thank you,’ she says.

			‘I’ve been that soldier,’ he replies. ‘Head stuck in a book and living dangerously with my bottle lid not screwed tight.’

			Dani laughs.

			‘Colm Ahern,’ he says, extending his hand.

			Dani shakes it.

			‘Dani MacLochlainn.’

			‘You’re new?’ he asks.

			‘Shiny.’

			‘Thought I hadn’t seen you before. I’ve a good head for faces, terrible with names. What department?’

			‘History. Yourself?’

			‘School of Medical Research. I’m not a lecturer. Just tutoring while I get my PhD.’

			Dani tenses when he names his faculty, but she tries not to show it.

			‘So, you’re a genius who’s going to help us all live forever,’ she says.

			Colm raises an eyebrow, bemused.

			‘I wouldn’t say that. I’m a genius who’s trying to cure you all temporarily.’

			‘Impressive,’ Dani says. ‘As a history professor, there is literally nothing new I can offer.’

			Colm laughs.

			‘I’m going to get a coffee,’ he says. ‘Would you like me to get you one?’

			Dani considers it but shakes her head.

			‘It’s a bit late for me and coffee. I’m planning an early night.’

			‘On your first evening? That seems a bit—’

			‘Pathetic. I know.’

			‘The bar is open,’ he suggests.

			Dani smiles. It’s as much of a push as she needs.

			 

			When they’re outside the dining hall, Dani takes a right. Colm seems surprised.

			‘Do you have a homing device for alcohol?’ he asks.

			‘I used to be a student here. Ten years ago.’

			‘No way! I’m surprised our paths didn’t cross.’

			‘Did you do your degree here, too?’

			‘No. I interned for a semester in the research school. I wasn’t clever enough to get into Edmund’s through the front door.’

			‘You’re doing your PhD here. You’re clever enough.’

			‘Clever enough,’ Colm laughs. ‘I’ll take it.’

			Dani smiles again. She senses she’s going to like Colm Ahern.

			 

			There may not be an awful lot of people on campus yet but of those who are, the majority are in the bar.

			‘How very Irish,’ Dani observes.

			‘What’s your poison?’ Colm asks.

			‘G&T.’

			Dani makes her way to a table by the window. The lamps have come on across the campus now that evening has fallen properly. The bar staff have lit the large fire in the corner and it’s already flanked by several senior professors, two of whom are drinking whiskey and arguing heatedly in a manner that tells everyone around them that the debate has been taking place for years.

			The bar has always been the one place where staff and students mingle without noticeable segregation, but like everywhere else in St Edmund’s, everybody has marked their space. The lecturers get the best spots by the fire and the windows; the students own the vertigo-­inducing tall tables and bar stools.

			Dani has just sat down and is looking out over the woods to the rear of the college when a woman sits at the table behind her. Her chair knocks against Dani’s as she pulls it out.

			‘Oh, sorry,’ she says in an American accent.

			‘Don’t worry about it,’ Dani replies.

			She decides to grasp the nettle and make another friend.

			‘I’m Dani MacLochlainn. History department.’

			The other woman shakes her hand.

			‘Sharona Davies.’

			Dani waits, but Sharona doesn’t add any more and once they’ve shaken hands, she smiles politely and turns back to her own table.

			Dani looks at the back of her head, bemused.

			Colm returns. He nods at Sharona like he knows her, before placing a bowl-­like G&T in front of Dani. He sits across from her.

			‘Where’d they put you?’ he asks.

			‘East wing. I’m in an apartment that’s just been vacated by the head of humanities.’

			‘They’d nowhere on the west?’

			Dani shrugs.

			‘Do you live on campus?’ she asks him.

			‘I have an apartment over by the research school,’ he says. ‘It’s part of the package so they can feel better about screwing me on the tutor wage.’

			‘Ah. They’re still at that lark?’

			Colm lifts his Guinness, an air of resignation to the sip he takes.

			‘I’ll be finished with my PhD this year. Then I’ll get to be a serf in the private sector.’

			‘You don’t want to stay in academia?’

			‘I’d really like to be able to eat something other than beans eventually.’

			They both laugh.

			‘You’re, what, thirty?’ he says. ‘That’s the same age as me. Pretty impressive to be lecturing already.’

			‘It’s a bit different to medical research,’ she says. ‘I did my degree and master’s and was already lecturing during my PhD. But I’m only a junior professor. Trust me, we’re not treated a whole lot different to the tutors.’

			‘Still. It’s an achievement.’

			Dani shrugs. ‘Where are you from?’

			‘Galway. Yourself?’

			‘I’m a Dub.’

			‘You don’t have a Dublin accent,’ he says.

			‘I do. I’m just not thick northside or posh southside. Anyway, your accent is completely flat.’

			‘Nonsense. I’m full culchie. Galway city was a metropolis as far as I was concerned. So, what are you lecturing in? In history, I mean?’

			‘Mid-­nineteenth-­century Europe. Politics and aristocrats.’

			‘Ah. Modern history.’

			Dani laughs again. The history course at St Edmund’s begins in the Early Christian Ireland period, circa 400 AD. The nineteenth-­century module has been a joyful relief for students for decades. Not to mention the field trips to Versailles and the Schönbrunn, a lot more enjoyable than the days out in the cold Irish countryside discussing early monastic towers.

			Colm looks up. Somebody has just come into the bar and caught his attention. Dani has her back to the door, so doesn’t see who, but she does see her companion’s face light up.

			‘Would you excuse me for a moment?’ he says. ‘The boss has just come in.’

			‘Sure.’

			Colm stands up quickly. Dani gives it a few seconds before she turns around to see who Colm is greeting.

			He’s joined two newcomers at the bar, and for a moment, Dani can only see the backs of their heads.

			At the same time, she feels the woman in the chair behind her move. Sharona Davies gets up and walks to the bar and one of the newcomers turns and greets her.

			Professor Declan Graham looks just as he did ten years ago.

			The same tan, the same easy smile, the same startlingly blue eyes.

			Dani turns away quickly, before he spots her.

			She’s not ready to have a conversation with him yet.

			She takes a large sip of her drink.

			Then she picks up her phone. She angles it as though she’s reading something on it and quickly takes a photo of the group at the bar counter.

			When it’s done, she stands and leaves.

			Colm is going to think she’s odd, but she’ll deal with that another time.

			Outside, Dani looks at the photograph on her phone.

			She knew she was going to see Declan. She wants to see him, in fact.

			So why does she feel so uneasy?

			And then she stares a little harder at the photograph.

			The other man, the one who didn’t turn around.

			Dani looks at the back of his head. The dark, wavy hair. The wide shoulders.

			He looks familiar.

			Where does she know him from?

			He may have been somebody she knows, she thinks, or he might just have been the ghost of somebody she remembers.

			She’ll have to get used to that.

			She suspects she’s going to be thinking about Theo Laurent a lot, now she’s back in the place where he walked out on her.

		

	
		
			2014

			Two weeks have passed since Dani woke up to find Theo gone.

			That first morning, she thinks nothing of it. They’ve both done it before. Crept out to early lectures, leaving quietly so the other can sleep on.

			She tries to find him later that day, but he doesn’t answer her texts, his room is locked and she doesn’t spot him in any of their usual haunts. Still, she doesn’t worry. She has a paper to deliver; Theo is prepping for mid-­term exams. She assumes he has his head stuck in a book and has lost track of time. She sends him a Goodnight, love you text, starts outlining her essay on the Medicis and falls asleep.

			The next morning, the absence of a reply text from Theo sows the first seed of discontent.

			She calls over to his room again, and this time, his neighbour gives her his spare key.

			Theo isn’t there. In fact, his room has the distinct feel of somewhere that has been unlived in for a few days. Which makes sense because he’s slept in Dani’s almost every night this week.

			Except for last night. So where is he?

			She doesn’t search the room – she doesn’t want to invade his privacy – but her fingers are itching to pull out drawers and open the wardrobe.

			She leaves and returns the key to Theo’s neighbour.

			As she walks back towards the main college building, she tries calling again.

			It goes straight to voicemail.

			‘Theo, call me,’ she says.

			And still, she tamps down her concerns.

			She doesn’t want to overreact; she knows her imagination can be dangerously creative. Theo noted that once and she explained that having her father die so young meant she had the capacity to go to dark places in her head very quickly. When the worst thing happens, you’re always waiting for it to happen again.

			But that’s irrational. Theo is somewhere. If anything had happened to him, somebody would have told her. Everyone knows they’re an item and Theo has no family in Ireland.

			Two days later, Dani is extremely worried. It’s so unlike Theo to go silent like this. They talk every day, bar the very exceptional ones.

			None of his friends from his course have seen him and none of Dani’s friends either.

			She racks her brain for reasons he might be avoiding her. Had she said something to upset him? They’ve never had a proper fight, but they’ve bickered lots about little things. Theo has a tendency to think he’s always right and he’s like a dog with a bone when he wants to prove his point. Maybe what she considered to be something small, he thought was much bigger?

			She can’t believe that’s true, though. She knows this man. He’s not the sort to go off in a huff because of a slight.

			And yet, she’s felt he’s been a bit quieter lately. A little bit distracted and in himself, which she put down to exam prep.

			Could it have been something more?

			Was he already annoyed with her for something?

			When they’d made love the other night, he certainly hadn’t seemed irritated. He’d lost himself in her. She could tell.

			When she’s exhausted all the routine possibilities, Dani starts to consider the more extreme reasons he might be missing.

			She gets it into her head that Theo has had a family emergency and had to rush home. She tells herself that it’s so bad, he’s not been able to let her know what’s happened. He probably keeps meaning to call her.

			She’ll be cross at him for leaving her in the dark like this, but on the scale of things, if one of his parents has died (the first place her head was always going to go), she can hardly make the situation about her. At some point in the future, she’ll ask him to try not to do that to her again, but she won’t make a big deal of it.

			Four days later, Dani is consumed with worry.

			Even if there is some huge drama in France, does she mean so little to Theo that he can’t turn his phone on and send her a one-­word text message?

			When five days have passed, Dani calls into the Student Liaison office.

			The secretary on the desk hasn’t had any correspondence from Theo. He suggests she try the School of Medical Research, in case Theo checked in with his lecturers and they haven’t passed on the absence report.

			Dani goes straight to the Admin office in Theo’s school.

			The secretary there tells her Theo has been marked absent for the last five days and they’ve not received any communication from him. He has been issued with an email asking him to explain his lack of attendance and if he doesn’t reply by Monday, he will receive his first disciplinary note. The college expects students to act like responsible adults. They won’t chase students to attend but if you fail to respect the timetable, you’re held to account. Only illness or family matters are seen as mitigating factors.

			That Sunday, Dani phones the number Theo once gave her.

			He told her to only use it in an emergency.

			A man answers with a curt, ‘Oui?’

			‘Um, bonjour. Parlez-­vous anglais?’

			‘Yes.’

			He already sounds hostile and she’s not even introduced herself.

			Dani takes a deep breath.

			‘I apologise for calling out of the blue, Mr Laurent. My name is Dani MacLochlainn—’

			‘How did you get this number?’

			‘Your son gave it to me.’

			There’s silence at the other end of the line. Then:

			‘What do you want?’

			‘Is Theo there?’

			‘He is not.’

			Dani feels panic rising.

			‘Do you know where he is?’

			‘Yes.’

			She closes her eyes. God, the relief. She reminds herself to breathe.

			‘Can you tell me where he is?’ she asks.

			‘Who are you?’

			‘I’m . . . I’m his friend. We’re both at St Edmund’s.’

			‘You’re his friend and my son gave you my personal number?’

			‘Yes. But only for emergencies.’

			‘And why do you think this is an emergency?’

			‘Because he’s gone. I haven’t spoken to him all week. He’s missed lectures; nobody has seen him. And I thought, I hoped, he might have had to go home. And now I know he has.’

			‘He has not come home.’

			Dani’s breath catches.

			‘I thought you said you knew where he was.’

			‘I do. But if he has not told you, I do not see why I should be his messenger.’

			Dani senses the call is about to end abruptly and without her receiving any satisfaction.

			‘Please!’ she chokes out. ‘You don’t have to tell me exactly where he is if you don’t want to. I just want to know he’s safe. We’re . . . close and I’m worried about him.’

			There’s a sigh from the other end of the phone.

			‘It sounds like he has disappointed you in the same way he once disappointed me. Theo has left St Edmund’s.’

			‘Left?’ Dani is stunned. ‘Why? Where has he gone?’

			‘He has decided to travel. That’s what he said.’

			Now Dani feels completely at sea. None of this makes sense.

			‘Travel where?’ she asks. ‘I don’t understand. He didn’t say anything to me.’

			‘I have ceased trying to understand my son, young lady. It was his choice to study in Ireland and now it is his choice to abandon his studies. I cannot tell you any more. You must wait for him to communicate his reasons to you. If he gives you that courtesy.’

			Dani knows Theo’s father is ready to hang up now. She has seconds.

			‘When he spoke to you this time, though,’ she says, ‘did he say anything about where he might be going? I’d like to reach out to him.’

			‘He didn’t say anything. He deigned to send an email. Now, if you will excuse me, there’s nothing more I can help you with.’

			Dani is left listening to the dial tone.

			The bottom has just fallen out of her world.

		

	
		
			2024

			It’s a weird feeling, standing at the top of a lecture hall that you were once a student in.

			Dani needs to get her bearings, so she arrives ahead of her class. Unusual for a professor, she knows. The young men and women who’ll fill this hall in a few minutes will be expecting her to sweep in, superior and grand, a statement that will remind them of the pecking order.

			But Dani needs these few minutes to talk herself into believing she’s not a fraud. That she has every right to be here, facing the students and not in one of the seats.

			She glances at her introduction. Just a few notes she’s jotted down. She wants to take it easy in this first lecture – give them a brief overview of her course, then introduce herself and get to know them. As much as she can. There are seventy students signed up for this second-­year module, and she suspects, given it’s one of the easier courses, most of them will stay.

			They begin to trickle in. Ones and twos and the larger gangs of friends. They’re a noisy, excited bunch. Some of them glance down at Dani, curious about this new lecturer. Most ignore her. She’s but a means to an end. A young man and woman hold hands as they walk towards the back of the room. Dani watches them, trying to ignore her chest constricting. She and Theo didn’t share lessons, but they spent almost every moment they were together on campus holding hands.

			When the hall is more or less full, and the college bell strikes the hour, Dani walks to the large wooden doors at the side of the hall and pulls them shut.

			The noise of them closing helps to settle down the students.

			Dani returns to her podium and takes a deep breath.

			‘Good morning,’ she says. ‘My name is Dani MacLochlainn. You may call me Dani, Professor, whatever comes naturally, but if that’s Mac, use your inside voice. I had an uncle called Mac and he was duller than early Irish Christianity, so I won’t take kindly to it.’

			The ice is broken. The students laugh, appreciating immediately the revelation that she has a lighter side.

			‘So, you guys and girls have chosen an excellent second-­year module. The nineteenth century was for Europe what 5G has become for online clothes shopping. Revolutionary. Human and civil rights, strides in democracy, culture, art – these are all areas we’re going to cover.’

			Dani takes a breath.

			‘But we’re also going to look at the expansion of empires, the extension and solidifying of colonies, and the brutality that came along with it. We’ll look at the atrocities carried out in countries overseen by European powers, countries that helped to build Europe. The Congo, where severed hands became part and parcel of the rubber trade, where young soldiers were brutalised to the point of being forced to rape their own mothers and sisters.’

			Dani takes a moment to look at the students. They’re all leaning forward, utterly enthralled by the horror. And why wouldn’t they be? She’s not leading with the more technical, boring parts of the course. She’s going straight for the riveting jugular.

			‘And we’ll study all that alongside the jewels the Empress Sisi wore in her notoriously heavy hair; the targeting of Oscar Wilde for his sexual orientation; the invention of the telegraph . . . We have a busy year ahead.’

			The students are still with her, still engaged. She’s got them. She’s done her job.

			‘But for today,’ she says, ‘let’s start by introducing ourselves and getting to know one another a little better. I’ll start by telling you I was a student here, on this very course, ten years ago.’

			There are surprised smiles around the hall.

			So, she’s just like them. She’s their possible future.

			Dani is off to a good start.

			They like her.

			And they never have to know that she’s just given them more or less the same speech she was given when she took this module ten years ago.

			She didn’t have the time to come up with a new one. She’s not here for them. She’s here for something else altogether.

			 

			It takes Dani a while to get over to the dining hall. A few of her new students come up to talk to her outside and then in the courtyard as she tries to make her way across it. She’s happy they’re enthused, and equally happy she put her foot down about not staying in the same building as many of them.

			Before she arrives at her destination, she hesitates.

			For a moment, she thinks she feels somebody’s eyes on her.

			She spins on her heel and looks back at where she’s just come from.

			She sees, or thinks she sees, the shadow of somebody who’s just turned the corner.

			He’s gone now, but she suspects she knows who it is.

			She knew he’d be watching her. She just didn’t think he’d start this soon.

			In the dining hall, she makes her way to the self-­service coffee area. She’s just milking her cup of coffee when she sees Colm come in. He looks over; she raises her cup and an empty one. He hesitates for a moment, then nods.

			Dani joins him after a few moments with the two cups.

			‘I got you black and brought you some sugar sachets in case,’ she says.

			‘Thanks.’

			‘About the other night,’ Dani says.

			‘There’s no need. To explain, I mean. I figured you got a call or something.’

			‘I did. But it was rude of me to just leave like that, especially when you’d bought me a drink. I promise, I’m not usually so flaky. I’ll buy you two to make up for it.’

			Colm shrugs and smiles. Dani is glad to see he’s not the sort to hold a grudge. She’s explained, he’s forgiven her, they can move on.

			Her phone starts to buzz, the ringer turned off. Dani takes it out of her bag and glances at the withheld ID. She knocks it off and places it on the table.

			Colm says nothing but Dani feels the need to fill the silence.

			‘They’ll leave a message,’ she says.

			Colm nods.

			‘That man you were talking to in the bar,’ Dani adds. ‘I think I recognised him.’

			‘Which one?’

			‘The sandy-­haired guy.’

			‘Declan Graham?’

			‘That’s it. I remember him from when I was here. I’d a friend in medical research. I think he was a lecturer at the time?’

			‘Now he’s head of the department. I guess when you work in the leading college in the country, it’s a bit pointless to move elsewhere. Luckily for me.’

			Dani sips her coffee. She’s trying not to look overly interested.

			‘Luckily for you?’ she asks.

			‘He’s my mentor on our current project,’ Colm answers. ‘And the reason I did that semester here all those years ago.’

			Dani raises her eyebrows, naturally curious.

			‘We’re trialling a new drug here,’ he says, seeing she’s intrigued. ‘The company could have chosen any college to lead, but they chose St Edmund’s. Mainly because of Declan, I reckon.’

			‘Oh. Yeah. That sounds . . . huge.’

			‘It is. It’s in partnership with one of the biggest pharmaceutical companies in the world.’

			‘And Declan is in charge of the whole thing?’

			‘Well, of our team, yes. He brought me in on the project. He had dozens of students to choose from, but he gave me a chance.’

			Her phone starts to buzz again.

			‘Maybe you should get it?’ Colm suggests.

			Dani shakes her head.

			‘It’ll be some marketing firm.’

			She takes a beat.

			‘It sounds like Declan has done really well for himself,’ she says. ‘And for the college.’

			‘He has. I’ll introduce you if you like. There’ll be drinks organised soon. Start of term and all that.’

			‘Terrific. The other man you were talking to, does he work here as well?’

			Colm frowns.

			‘Who? Oh. No. I don’t know him. He’s from the pharma company the college is liaising with.’

			Dani wants to press for more. She wants to know the man’s name.

			But she doesn’t know how to phrase the question in an innocent way and Colm looks clueless anyway.

			Move on.

			‘So, when are these drinks?’ she asks.

			Colm fills her in.

			She watches him as he speaks.

			He doesn’t look anything like Theo, but she can’t help but see Theo in him. A similar age, a similar passion.

			Dani gives herself a mental shake.

			She has to keep her focus.

			She’s not here for Theo.

			Theo is the past.

			Her concerns lie in the present.

			She swore she’d do her job here properly. She can’t fuck it up.

			Not this time.

		

	
		
			2014

			Dani is pleasantly surprised at how well she’s been treated by the Guards. The officer at the desk listened to her carefully once he realised she wasn’t one of the many cranks who turn up routinely at police stations. And after taking the initial report, he brought her into this interview room. He even offered her a tea or coffee.

			After a few minutes, the door opens and a woman with short brown hair comes in. She’s reading something in a file but looks up at Dani once she’s closed the door. Her features are hardened by what Dani can only assume are years in a tough job, but her face softens when she smiles, as she’s doing now.

			‘Sorry for the wait, love. Got myself a lad down the corridor who’s refusing to admit to something we have him on camera committing. You know those funny videos where the kid’s mouth is covered in chocolate and they’re insisting they didn’t eat the chocolate? That’s him.’

			‘Oh. Right. Thank you for making time for me.’

			The woman puts down the file and sits across from Dani, placing both elbows on the table and lacing her fingers in prayer. She has a way of looking at Dani that feels both searching and reassuring. Dani can trust this woman.

			‘I’m Sonia Wall. I’m one of the detectives. And you’re a student at St Edmund’s?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘What are you studying?’

			‘History.’

			‘You’re a Dub?’

			‘Drumcondra.’

			‘I used to share a flat in Drumcondra. Good pubs out that way.’

			Sonia pauses.

			‘So, you’re worried about your boyfriend. Theo Laurent.’

			Dani nods.

			‘He’s a student there, too,’ the detective confirms. ‘And he’s twenty years of age?’

			‘Yes. And he’s been missing for eight days.’

			Dani can hear the distress slipping into her voice and, evidently, so can the detective, because she reaches over and gives Dani’s hand a squeeze.

			‘Okay, love. Tell me from the start. You last spoke to him . . .’

			‘Thursday night, last week. He stayed over in my room and when I woke up the next day, he was gone. I figured he had an early lecture, or he was studying in the library. I didn’t panic. Not until I hadn’t spoken to him for a couple of days. We talk every day. Even on busy days, we send a goodnight text.’

			The detective cocks her head.

			‘You’re really in love with this chap.’

			Dani can’t bring herself to say any words. She just nods. The detective looks even more sympathetic.

			Then she grows serious.

			‘I don’t mean this to sound dismissive or condescending, but there was no fight, no problems leading up to this, nothing in his character that would make you think he’s just piddled off in a fit of pique?’

			‘No,’ Dani says. ‘Honestly, I understand why you’re asking, and if I thought there was even a hint of him being like that . . . Well, look, I wouldn’t be here. Theo is not . . . he’s not immature. If anything, he’s older than his years. He’s kind and he’s thoughtful and he’s smart. He’s studying medical research in St Edmund’s. It’s one of the top courses in the world. He’s a good guy.’

			The detective takes it all in.

			‘And you didn’t notice any change in his mood? Is there a possibility he could have been feeling down about something and he decided not to tell you?’

			Dani takes a sharp breath.

			‘He hasn’t harmed himself,’ she says. ‘He tells me everything.’
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