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PROLOGUE: MOLLY

Islington, London, Friday March 1st 2019

Someone opened the back door to the roof. It 
wasn’t really a door, but a big window that people 
were climbing through, spilling onto a damp tar 

surface, grasping the opportunity for fresh air. For days, 
it had poured from the high heavens; pelleting pavements, 
battering umbrellas and flooding roads. The rain pounded 
at a rate that made Molly’s pulse accelerate. She loved a 
mild crisis like dramatic weather, which upended everyone 
else’s beloved routines and temporarily shifted people to the 
space she operated in: reactionary, improvised, spontaneous.

But she didn’t feel any of those things tonight. Tonight, 
she felt like the last person at the party even though things 
were just getting going. Even though shots of tequila were 
being handed around and previous attempts at being 
quiet for the neighbours were losing ground, she felt like 
something was slipping away. A piercing yell emanated from 
the roof. Someone was attempting drug-fuelled parkour. As 
B sprinted through the living room to stop the impending 
catastrophe, Molly made for the front door. Despite the 
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booming party, when she closed the door behind her, the 
street was quiet. She sat on the wet doorstep and tried to 
breathe.

Molly thought about grief like a cut. When you 
accidentally grazed your finger with a knife there was a 
moment of grace where no blood emerged. All was white 
and it looked like you had made it out OK. But when Molly 
stayed still, the blood began to rise to the top of her finger. 
Grief was always coming for her. Waiting until she couldn’t 
move. Until there was nowhere to hide.

So, she ran. She ran from boyfriends she accidentally 
acquired, from religions she accidentally joined, from laws 
she accidentally broke, but mainly, she ran to keep ten steps 
ahead of her grief. And for the most part, she had managed 
to escape it. She had waitressed in Manhattan, picked fruit 
across Australia, changed sheets during the day and skied at 
night in France. But all that time, she was never truly alone. 
Up until now, she had always had B. But now B was moving 
in with his boyfriend and for the first time in a long time 
Molly would be on her own.

She’d glimpsed it at Christmas. During her ill-judged, 
mismanaged, sick-as-a-dog grey London Christmas, the 
grief had caught up with her and since then it had sprouted 
shoots, a springtime bonanza of loneliness. She’d been 
struggling to sleep, losing weight – losing her footing. It was 
beginning to feel as if, despite all the adventures and all the 
friends, with her parents gone, at the end of the day, Molly 
didn’t belong to anyone.

She counted upwards in fives, and for a while, she was 
not spiralling. For a while, all she could feel was the wet 
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from the step seeping into her jeans and the sound of her 
quiet breath.

Dublin. She didn’t know if she could still call it home but 
that’s where she would go. Her aunts and uncles had been 
busy lately, her cousins too, but they’d be there for her, they 
always were. If the grief caught her there, then at least there 
was a safety net to keep it from engulfing her.

She stood as the rain started again, the respite brief this 
time. At the other end of the street a couple were arguing. 
Their muffled voices rose as the rain quickened. The girl 
draped her arms around her boyfriend’s neck pleading 
forgiveness for something. As they stumbled under a 
streetlamp, light shone fleetingly on the man’s face and 
Molly realized who it was.

He removed the girl’s lithe arms from his neck like he 
was letting her down gently. Molly watched her ponytail 
swing as they disappeared around the corner. The girl 
walked like she weighed nothing, almost bouncing, and 
Molly wondered when she herself had stopped bouncing. 
Why her feet suddenly felt like lead; why what was once 
possibility all around her had suddenly started to feel like 
traps for grief to catch her. The blood was rising to the top 
of her finger; it was time to run again. She’d catch the first 
flight to Dublin in the morning.

She turned on the step and slipped into the pounding 
rain, safe in the knowledge that although she was running 
again, this time it was towards home.
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1. THE FAMILY

Ten days later, Dublin, March 11th 2019

‘There’s been a little incident.’
Uncle John stared at us gravely. We had 

attended enough family meetings to know that 
the incident could be that he’d discovered a small bomb at 
the underpass of the dual carriageway. Equally we could 
have run out of mini-quiches.

He ushered us into the den. A map of Europe stretched 
across the wall. Red thumbtacks marked Molly’s movements 
like the Allies’ progress during the Second World War – if 
the Allies had moved between damp flats in North London. 
At the centre of a corkboard was the note she had left her 
best friend B. The note didn’t say where she was going, just 
that she loved us, but she had to run. Maybe a romance had 
escalated inconveniently. Maybe she was just bored. Either 
way it seemed like – this time – the incident was that Molly 
had disappeared again.

Uncle John called for silence, but we couldn’t help 
groaning as all thirteen of us squeezed in on top of each 
other. Oasis and Blur’s endless limbs sprawled across the 
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floor like delinquent daddy long legs, and we all craned to 
avoid Blur’s athlete’s foot. Angela’s rosary beads almost 
strangled her daughter Anne, who no one realized was 
huddled under a table. Somehow in the midst of the chaos, 
Lady V luxuriated on an armchair in her exercise gear, her 
eyebrows arched like a Tasered cat. Her nails were painted 
a lovely pink like she was friendly and fun, and not a villain 
from a 1980s movie about a gymnastic competition gone 
too far.

The rest of the aunts were perched on each other’s knees 
like schoolgirls and Granny sat on the printer. Blur was 
sending documents to print from his phone and the tangle 
of limbs on the floor erupted into laughter when curse 
words appeared from under Granny’s layers. Between that 
and the fact that Uncle John was wearing a pair of strange 
military boots for the operation, it was hard to take the 
whole thing seriously. Besides, half the people in the room 
were jealous of Molly’s jaunt and the other half were happy 
to see the back of her.

‘Does everyone present understand the distinction 
between strategy and tactics?’

Uncle John was short, so he shouted loudly across the 
tiny room, fearful of losing our attention. Spit landed on 
the front row. Halfway through the explanation of his 
extraction plan he got worried that we would see how 
much he was enjoying himself, so he hit the map of Europe 
and shouted, ‘This is serious. Our Molly is missing.’

‘Our Molly is off her face, having the time of her life 
in London, while we are planning black ops with a sixty-
seven year old former shoe salesman in suburban Dublin.’ 
(Lady V)
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‘Is off her face the same thing as mindfulness?’ (Aunt 
Angela)

‘Off her face means on drugs, Angela. By the way, I’m 
trying a mindfulness course but last night half the class fell 
asleep. What I want to know is: why did they sign up for the 
class if they find it that easy to fall asleep? Some of us have 
genuine anxiety issues.’ (Cousin Bobby)

Uncle John detested the hecklers and glared at them 
accordingly. He started bashing the map again even though 
the rest of us were much more interested in Bobby’s anxiety. 
He was such a tall strapping former rugby player, it was 
hard to visualize him meditating. A delayed quarter-life 
crisis would certainly explain the revolting moustache he 
was cultivating.

‘It all started with Brexit.’ (Even-Stephen)
Even-Stephen wore those shirts with no collar that 

made him look non-threatening like an acupuncturist or a 
sculptor. He was a conflict resolution specialist so that was 
probably part of the ploy, like when therapists smile at you 
but they’re actually frantically writing in their notebook 
how crazy you are.

‘It started when she didn’t come home at Christmas. We 
should never have allowed that.’ (Uncle John)

‘It started when she killed that squirrel in Bushy Park 
when she was five.’ (Uncle Mike)

‘That rock was much more powerful than expected. 
Molly is a rare being. She isn’t cut out for this relentlessly 
commercial world.’ (Aunt Frances)

Aunt Frances used to appear on the news as an expert on 
criminal law. Now she wore a cape. She used to smell like 
she bathed in Diorissimo. Now she smelt like grass left to 
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fertilize too long. She updated you on her aura and told you 
what kind of energy you were giving off (not as positive as 
hers). Half the family thought this was ‘fantastic – good for 
you, Fran!’ (Angela and Helen). The other half thought it 
was a total charade (Bobby and Mike).

‘I, for one, envy Molly. I would love nothing more than 
to abandon my life.’ (Aunt Frances)

‘That’s good to know, Mum.’ (Bobby)
‘If only we could get her into the Sudoku.’ (Granny)
‘It wouldn’t kill her to pick up a phone.’ (Uncle Mike)
‘Emotionally, it might. Technology is an insidious beast.’ 

(Aunt Frances)
‘Emotionally my arse. Look what she is doing to her poor 

aunts. Angela looks like she died and then came back to life 
but just barely, like your man Lazarus. Excuse me, Angela. I 
know that was harsh. Can the young people not find her on 
the internet?’ (Uncle Mike)

Uncle Mike bashed his elbow into Bobby’s ribs to make 
his point. Some of us worried that this might worsen Bobby’s 
newly revealed anxiety. But Bobby took it well, probably 
out of sympathy, observing, as the rest of us did, that Uncle 
Mike hadn’t realized that he wasn’t one of the lads anymore 
and was far too large a man to sit on the floor. His whole 
body was squirming to keep upright.

‘Apparently, she hates the internet.’ (Uncle John)
‘The internet has made young people cocky little nippers, 

hasn’t it?’ (Uncle Mike)
‘I thought the internet was tracking us all whether we 

like it or not.’ (Even-Stephen)
‘It is if you use it, but I believe Molly has – as we call it in 

military terms – “gone dark”.’
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Uncle John was delighted to be at the centre of things 
again and he wasn’t going to lose the floor. He started telling 
the aunts and uncles about the dark web, describing it like a 
place on the map just beyond the Dublin Mountains. Aunt 
Helen used the opportunity to unveil another round of 
miniature scones and miniature sandwiches and miniature 
buns that she had hidden under a bookshelf. A cucumber 
sandwich fell butter-side down onto Anne’s pale clean hair, 
but she didn’t make a fuss.

‘Who will come with me to find her?’ Uncle John got to 
the point of the meeting. He was met with silence.

When it came to Molly, there were no logical allegiances. 
The family was made up of new-aged hippies, religious 
nuts, alcoholics, former shoe salesmen, delinquent youths 
and Sudoku enthusiasts so it was hard to detect a pattern. 
There wasn’t a split by gender or age. Hippy Aunt Frances? 
Pro-Molly. Raging capitalist Uncle Mike? Anti-Molly. Old 
but mysteriously liberal Granny? Pro-Molly. Leisure centre 
tycoon Lady V? Anti-Molly. Religious nut Aunt Angela? 
Prays heavily for Satan Molly. Even-Stephen? Fucking even. 
Oasis and Blur? Pro-Molly. Bobby and Anne who were 
closest in age to Molly? Mixed.

Molly had left both Bobby and Anne high and dry too 
many times to count. But before TV was seen as the lesser 
of screen evils, they had spent endless hours on the street 
playing rounders, setting booby traps and doing knick 
knacks. They remembered Molly in luminous cycling shorts. 
They remembered her hair tied in bright pink scrunchies 
and her teeth obscured by braces. They remembered her 
parents dying.

‘When the time comes, that is? I realize we are not there 
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yet, but should this continue I think we should mount an 
operation to find her.’ (Uncle John)

‘How many times do we have to go find Molly? What 
about that time you had to spring her from that prison in 
Poland?’ (Uncle Mike)

‘It was a local jail cell, and it was terribly well appointed.’ 
(Uncle John)

‘Remember when she went to Mexico to liberate 
those strippers and the police wouldn’t let her back into 
California?’ (Blur)

‘And she’d lost her shoes.’ (Oasis)
‘What if she’s been abducted like that girl from Galway? 

Sheena something? God rest her soul.’ (Aunt Angela)
Aunt Angela had been normal enough until Gus left her. 

Then she’d drunk a pulpit of holy-water-flavoured Kool-Aid. 
Now she was one of those people at mass who is allowed 
to give you the cardboard snacks. When Anne and Killian 
had friends over, she used to make them close their eyes 
and sit in a circle holding hands saying the rosary. When 
they were one round in, Killian used to slowly disentangle 
his friends’ hands and help them out the window without 
Angela noticing. One night he climbed out the window 
himself and went to Australia.

‘Molly hasn’t been abducted. She’s on goddamn holiday.’ 
(Lady V)

But Aunt Angela was already saying the rosary in the 
corner. We tuned her out like a radio station we wouldn’t 
choose but tolerated because it was already on. Even-
Stephen started on about how Molly was like all of us 
– a mixed bag. The rest of us wanted to vomit at how 
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reasonable he always was. Uncle Danny let out a snore over 
by the sustenance station. His face looked like an ashtray. 
Uncle Danny was an alcoholic. But a benign one. He was 
like the caramel barrel in a box of Cadbury’s Roses – he 
bothered nobody.

‘Is this like the stint in Greece with the one-armed 
carpenter where it will sort itself out, or more like what 
happened in Poland with the mayor where intervention is 
required? What does B think?’ (Even-Stephen)

‘B is busy with his new book and his new boyfriend from 
Galway who is a billionaire from selling imaginary money 
on the internet.’ (Uncle Mike)

‘He isn’t a billionaire, and for the last time, Dad, Bitcoins 
aren’t imaginary.’ (Oasis)

‘That might be what set Molly off – losing B and to a 
billionaire.’ (Aunt Helen)

‘I will get a mass said for her in Glenmalure.’ (Aunt 
Angela)

‘Is mass still a thing? I thought we had a referendum and 
got rid of it.’ (Blur)

‘Is Molly missing? Or is she looking for attention as 
usual?’

But nobody heard Anne’s quiet question because Granny 
took a tumble and activated the printer. It beeped like 
NASA preparing a rocket for lift off. Paper flew high into 
the room. Her children jumped to help her. John in his 
army gear, Angela clutching her rosary beads and muttering 
novenas under her breath, Frances in her cape, Danny 
smiling serenely and Uncle Mike groaning, unable to get 
up off the floor. Granny used to say that if she hadn’t given 
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birth to all six of her children, she wouldn’t have believed 
they were related. Eventually they settled her down. John’s 
voice was low.

‘When was the last time anyone actually saw or talked 
to Molly?’

The room turned quiet. No one seemed to remember. At 
the time, the rest of us hadn’t thought much about how 
Molly hadn’t made it home for Christmas but maybe Uncle 
John was right; maybe something had been building and 
we’d missed it. Maybe if we’d seen her then, we’d know 
whether or not to take her latest vanishing act seriously.

‘I want everybody to go home and look through your last 
texts from Molly – see if there were any hints.’

Outside, a pale darkness lingered over the cul-de-sac. A car 
turned its headlights on and beams of yellow momentarily 
lit us up, crowded together in the den of the semi-detached 
house in Leopardstown. None of us had spent enough time 
in the den previously to notice the décor. The curtains were 
a furore of 1980s pastel and tassels that took up half the 
room. They were categorically disgusting but warm and 
cosy, and together with the slow drip of the radiators coming 
on, John and Helen’s house felt infinitely safe. Standing in 
front of us eating a mini-quiche, Uncle John himself looked 
decidedly suburban and harmless no matter how much he 
shouted. It was hard to imagine London or missing people 
or anything other than the quiet safety of the den as we 
ate mini sandwiches together. Together except for Molly. 
Maybe the silence was because we were nervous. Not just 
for her, but for us too. Who were we without Molly?

No matter how exasperating she was, somehow Molly 
had a special connection to each of us. Molly and Blur 
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shared a history of minor crime and rescued each other 
from dodgy situations without alerting the wider family. 
She and Oasis led marches to government buildings 
about the environment. After babysitting late one Easter 
weekend, Molly accidentally got hooked on the Masters, 
and ever since, she and Uncle Mike compared notes on 
all the Majors – a more unlikely golf fan there never 
was. Molly indulged Aunt Angela by attending 7 a.m. 
mass, although unbeknownst to Angela, Molly spent 
the time alternating between meditating and singing the 
soundtrack to Evita in her head. Molly brought Anne 
to life, was more reasonable than Even-Stephen and ate 
Helen out of house and home. Aunt Frances approved of 
Molly’s non-conformist walkabout lifestyle and, weirdly, 
Molly and Bobby both loved swimming in the rain. There 
was a reason John was so worked up – sometimes it 
seemed like Molly was the daughter he’d never had. Molly 
had a connection to each of us, but, more than that, she 
brought us all together – for good reasons and bad. Molly 
Black was like electricity – sometimes she lit up the world. 
Sometimes she electrocuted you.

‘Did I really have to Zoom in from Sydney for this?’
We had forgotten Killian.
‘It’s 4 a.m. here and I had to call my family because 

someone has gone on holiday. I thought Uncle Danny had 
died. No offence, Uncle Danny.’

‘None taken, son.’
Our intermingled limbs shuddered into inadvertent 

laughter, and we all began to move.
‘WAIT, WAIT, DO NOT DISPERSE! What are we going 

to do about Molly?’
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Uncle John held out his hands to stop us, but we were on 
the move.

‘I’ll call my pal in the Guards OK?’
Uncle Mike latched onto John’s good chinos to try and 

pull himself up. Blur, Oasis and Bobby all pushed him from 
behind to help him gain momentum. There was a terrible 
moment when it looked like Uncle John’s trousers might 
come down, but his belt clung onto his hips for dear life.

‘It will be embarrassing when she rocks up in a week 
with a new hairdo and another tree surgeon, but the will tell 
us what we need to do, OK?’

Finally on his feet, Uncle Mike put his hands on Uncle 
John’s shoulders. At first glance he looked like he was 
reassuring his brother, but his copious panting indicated 
that he was just taking a rest.

‘Now, I presume there is lasagne?’
Helen sprinted to the kitchen to take industrial-sized 

lasagnes out of the oven. Several of us followed Bobby into 
the lounge to ask him about his anxiety. Lady V pulled 
out of the driveway in her Land Rover like the house was 
on fire, Anne slipped out the front door without anyone 
noticing, and no one remembered to hang up on Killian.
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2. LADY V

Molly Black. Friday 11.01.2019

Veronica Black. Saturday 12.01.2019

Molly Black. Thursday 24.01.2019

Happy Birthday Auntie V!!! Can’t 
believe you are 50 – you don’t 
look a day over 30! Miss you all 
– be great to chat if you are free 
some evening? Know you are 
busy so whenever suits! Lots of 
love x Mol

X. V

Just heard Boyzone on the 
radio!! Was it Stephen Gately? Is 
that why you won’t tell us? RIP
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Veronica Black. Thursday 24.01.2019

Molly Black. Saturday 09.02.2019

Veronica Black. Sunday 10.02.2019

*

No. Can’t say.

Good for you. X.V

Thinking of joining a gym! Might 
be good for the old endorphins, 
what do you think? Hoping B 
will join too… although… he 
hasn’t raised his heart rate since 
the last series of Love Island. 
Anyway, hope you’re well, let me 
know if you’re free to chat soon! 
X Mol



19

there’s been a little incident

Dublin, March 11th 2019

It was rumoured that Lady V had a tattoo. Some said it 
was a V, others thought it was the symbol for ‘ruthless’ 
in Chinese. It was actually a balloon floating away but V 

would rather lose fifty gym members in one day than show 
the Black family her tattoo. Even though the tattoo was on 
her ankle, as she drove away from her in-laws, she pulled 
her hood over her jet-black hair, as if the family still had 
their eyes on her. She needed to drive fast to get their chaotic 
bluster out of her system. She pulled out on an amber light, 
just as it turned red, and sped towards the M50.

If she had to spend her evening stuck like glue to her 
in-laws in a fake war room, then she’d at least like it if 
they could be truthful about the situation. Nobody wanted 
to tell the truth because Molly’s parents were dead. Very 
sad. Very very sad. But Molly’s upbringing before that had 
hardly been a remake of The Waltons. Molly’s mother 
Annabelle was a wild and eccentric drama teacher turned 
playwright. Her most successful play, Peas, was a comedy 
about a cashier at Crazy Prices who chopped up her boss 
and hid his body parts in various sections of the frozen food 
aisle. Molly’s dad Bernard was a kind man, but he had no 
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drive. They never made a penny more than their teachers’ 
salaries, which they spent on opera and Italian biscuits 
(gross things with no chocolate on them). Bernard died of a 
heart attack when Molly was nine. Then Annabelle died in 
a car crash ten years later, probably driving like the lunatic 
that she was. That left Molly an orphan at eighteen. Of 
course she was going to be a bit of a fuck up – why was no 
one prepared to acknowledge this?

To be fair to the Blacks, they had raised that girl like 
their own. John – who had never set foot in a university – 
practically did her sociology degree for her. He stayed in 
the library late after work writing essays on Durkheim’s 
theory of social solidarity, then bored them all to death 
talking about it for years after. Her cousins were devoted 
to her. Her aunts were all nut jobs in their own way, but 
they tried their best. Molly was nearly thirty. If she needed 
to go off for a few months to take drugs and sleep with 
foreigners, what was the big deal? By the time she was in 
her early thirties, V had opened her own gym with a twin 
hanging out of either side of her and nobody had been 
much concerned about her mental state. Nobody, except 
for Annabelle. V experienced an unusual twinge of guilt 
but quashed it by driving faster.

She flipped on the radio. A woman was giving out about 
asylum seekers being rehoused in her estate. It was the 
asylum seekers V felt sorry for. Some of those places beyond 
Kildare were worse than Syria. V switched it off again, her 
frustration reaching boiling point. She flew through another 
amber to get to the motorway. Of course, the family would 
say that V didn’t care about Molly because of the incident 
with the car.
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When Molly was eighteen, she was minding the twins 
for the day. V had insured her on the new jeep (a custom-
made Toyota Land Cruiser). V wasn’t even off on a leisurely 
break herself; she was up to her eyes testing new sports 
equipment at a conference in Birmingham when, halfway 
through the day, Molly’s friend B sent V a text saying:

‘Would it be worse if Molly broke your car or your 
babies?’

V knew full well that that message could only mean that 
Molly had crashed her car so of course she wrote back:

‘CAR.’
The Blacks thought this was a ghastly response even if it 

was a joke. It had tarred her for life in their eyes and she had 
been growing into her reputation ever since. She knew that 
behind her back they called her Lady V and thought her cold 
and heartless, but it wasn’t that she didn’t care about Molly. 
She just didn’t think it was normal for an entire family to 
lose their minds over a woman who was nearly thirty going 
away for a few days. They had double standards when it 
came to that girl. For instance – who knew what Killian got 
up to in Australia? It was well known among the younger 
half of the family (which V actually happened to fall into) 
that Killian was a total MAN ABOUT TOWN in Sydney. 
She saw it for herself on Instagram. She kept tabs on all her 
nieces and nephews that way. Bobby was having a post-
break-up identity crisis, and if Anne had a life, she’d be off 
somewhere doing SOMETHING with SOMEONE instead 
of ironing shapeless men’s shirts for herself on Saturday 
nights. V looked at the gauge and found she was 20 kph 
over the speed limit. She forced herself to slow down. This 
unsettled feeling wasn’t about the Blacks and she knew it. 
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It was about the words that had crawled under her skin 
yesterday and taken root, spreading through her like an 
infection.

‘She’s of an era.’
V was used to the men who came to the gym whispering 

in hushed tones when she passed them in the weights room 
or in middle-aged huddles by the bikes and it wasn’t always 
PC. She had heard much worse about herself. Tits and arse 
and all the things they’d like to do to her, so she couldn’t 
understand why this comment had rubbed her up so badly.

V was used to being talked about, because she used 
to be someone. She’d appeared on the cover of IMAGE 
magazine, on ads for cereal and the ESB. She was that girl 
from the Kerry Gold ad who remembers to pack butter for 
her husband on their honeymoon. She had been a regular 
in the small number of fancy restaurants that existed in 
Dublin at the time and was on first name terms with at 
least two members of The Corrs (Sharon and Caroline). 
Before Mike, she had even dated a member of Boyzone 
(for legal reasons she can’t reveal which one). When she’d 
been someone, columnists had said she was a stuck-up 
bitch, they said she’d married Mike Black for his money, 
that she was sharp and unapproachable. But they’d never 
questioned her looks. No one had ever questioned that 
Veronica Black was anything other than categorically, 
clinically, provably attractive. Not until this jumped-up 
top knot in a vest with a towel around his neck like he 
was Rocky Balboa tagged her with a best-before date like 
gone-off milk.

‘She’s of an era.’
There was something about being stuck in time. As if 
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when the 1990s had ended, she’d ceased to exist, evaporated 
into irrelevance. Top Knot went on to tell the older man he 
was lecturing that V was plucked and preened. Modern girls 
were natural. They had messy hair and imperfections and 
that’s what made them beautiful. He ended every statement 
with a questioning tone like the man he was talking to was 
too stupid to get it. People of V’s generation? – he explained 
patiently to his dad or his uncle or a random stranger he’d 
accosted to make his point – wore make-up to the gym? It 
was embarrassing? She was embarrassing.

In the jeep, V glanced towards the rear-view mirror. 
Everything about her was set. Her eyebrows arched, her 
cheekbones high. Everything in its place. Like Top Knot 
said it was. Girls today were all over the place with their 
beanie hats and their exposed freckles. They wore jeans up 
to their ribs that did nothing for them. In V’s day nobody 
would have looked twice at you if you were a mish-mash 
like that. She pulled off the motorway into a petrol station, 
slowing to a stop in a parking space by the shop, a thought 
occurring to her. They might be suburban nobodies dressed 
up in hipster jeans, but they were of their era.

On a poster in the window of the petrol station, a bright-
eyed, ponytailed girl beamed at her. Her eyebrows were 
twice as thick as V’s and her smile was broad and open, 
none of the pouting V’s agent had trained her to perfect. On 
the poster, there were multiple photos of the same girl. At a 
music festival, her arms were naturally lithe in the way that 
only youth could account for and no amount of ‘Banish 
Bingo Wings’ classes could retrain. In another picture the 
girl wore a nurse’s uniform. A gaggle of girls in white 
tunics and unflattering navy trousers had their arms tight 
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around each other like they wanted to squeeze each other’s 
insides out. Even in her youth, V’s friendships were never 
like that. She and her friends didn’t hang out of each other 
and tell each other secrets. They were contained, formal and 
competitive with each other.

V knew this girl. She knew this girl well and it took a few 
moments for her to register that, actually, she didn’t. She 
only knew the images that had sprung up across the city, 
in newspapers and all over Facebook. In the final photo, 
Sheena Griffith was on her own. Even in a static photo 
you could tell that her high honeycomb ponytail had been 
swaying. Her eyes were alive like she was staring right at 
you. She’d have made a great model. But chances were, she 
was dead.

They were always dead – isn’t that what the crime shows 
said? It was all about the first twenty-four hours. You had to 
act fast. V shivered as she thought about Molly. But Molly 
wasn’t really missing, was she? She pictured the note Molly 
had left B. Molly Black didn’t go missing. Molly Black ran 
away.

V got out of the jeep. Maybe Molly was right to keep 
running. Eventually she would end up in one big traffic jam 
trying to pay off an astronomical mortgage, wearing yellow 
Marigold gloves and scrubbing a kitchen floor. V smiled at 
the thought of Molly out there somewhere running wild. 
With her messy hair, no make-up and raucous laugh, Molly 
was of her era. Let her have it. Let the girl run wild before 
some nobody decided that she was past her best-before date.
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3. JOHN

John. Friday 08.02.2019

Molly. Friday 08.02.2019

MAX APOLS I missed your call 
Mol. I was up with Granny, she 
locked herself into the bathroom 
and Danny has gone walkabouts. 
I’ll try you again, but you are 
most likely out – it being Friday 
night! No pressure but you might 
look into that job I sent you – 
I know temping is great RE 
flexibility but it might be good 
to consider something more 
permanent? Best wishes, John.

Ha ha thanks Uncle J, I’ll 
look into it. You’d love to have 
me settled down!!I’ll call you 
Sunday? It would be good to 
chat, I miss you x
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John Black. Sunday 10.02.2019

Molly Black. Sunday 10.02.2019

*

Dear Molly, great to chat. A 
number of follow ups from 
our call. 1) You need to get a 
DRAUGHT EXCLUDER for your 
front window. This comes in the 
form of a foam adhesive and 
is very easy to apply. Available 
in any hardware shop. 2) Your 
throat sounded scratchy; make 
sure you go to bed early tonight. 
Sleep is the best medicine. 3) 
I’ve looked it up and you are 
quite right, Beyoncé is indeed 
married to Jay-Z. This changes 
everything. More thoughts on this 
as they come. Best wishes, John.

Thanks Uncle J, what would I do 
without you? X Mol
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Dublin, March 12th 2019

To an independent bystander, it might have seemed 
that Molly’s disappearance was the best thing that 
had ever happened to Uncle John. At the very least 

it was good timing. Retirement had been tricky. The feud 
with Proinsias O’ Murtagh had picked up pace since they’d 
both retired but it wasn’t a full-time occupation. There 
were still spare hours where he shuffled around the house 
hoping something would break so he could fix it. He hated 
golf, crosswords, watercolours and anything else Helen 
suggested. He hated the modern-day scourge that seemed 
to afflict his peers: lycra-clad middle-aged cycling packs. 
But in particular he hated lunch. Leisurely lunches were 
for layabouts. Every day at 1 p.m. he ate a ham sandwich 
and drank a cup of tea. He stood at the kitchen counter 
listening to the news on the radio. He was done by 1.15 
so time stretched out around him. He couldn’t pick up 
the crossword now, even though he’d like to give it a go, 
because he had made such a song and dance of hating the 
thing. Molly’s disappearance certainly filled a void. If only 
it had happened sooner.

John stood on his lawn waiting for Proinsias O’ Murtagh 
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to cycle by. Sometimes the environmental fascist yelled out 
something about John not following the recycling rules 
correctly, or the emission levels of his Skoda, and John had 
to be there to call him a jumped-up eejit. But just as the eejit 
pulled out of his drive, the phone rang in the front hall and 
John had to make do with a scowl, before scampering back 
into the house to answer it.

‘What colour hair does Molly have?’
John was about to tell Mike not to be daft but suddenly 

he wasn’t so sure either.
‘Brown or blonde.’
‘That’s the trouble. The Guards want us to clarify.’
‘She is always going back and forth between the two, 

isn’t she? Can’t you tell them browny-blonde? And it’s long. 
Tell them that when she gets home, we’ll be hinting heavily 
that she needs to cut it.’

‘Great. I’ll tell the guards that when they find Molly, the 
first thing they’re to do is suggest she get a haircut. What’s B’s 
real name again? All I can think of is how he says B – please 
don’t use my dreaded full name – Eustice. Is it Bartholomew 
or Breffnie or something? I bet you it’s Breffnie.’

‘Drat. It’s slipped my mind. How could I forget the boy’s 
name? Maybe Bobby would know?’

‘I doubt it, they aren’t really the same type of gay, are 
they? They’d run in different gay circles.’

‘Mike, that is an offensive comment. What a completely 
old-fashioned backwards way of thinking about sexual 
orientation. When I was helping Molly with her sociology 
degree—’

‘I’m going to have to stop you there, John. I’ll let you 
know when I’ve spoken to my pal down at the station 
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about next steps. I’m late for a cycle and these shorts are 
squeezing the bollocks off me.’

The phone went dead and John was left with this 
distressing image. All these older men in spandex were 
completely unbecoming. If you saw Mike in his cycling 
gear, you’d consider calling the police to report indecent 
exposure. Men their age shouldn’t be squeezing into tights 
and panting around parks. It was terrible to admit this, 
but John got a slight pang of something not unakin to 
pleasure when he read in The Irish Times that one of these 
super-fit men in spandex had had a heart attack while 
running and died on the side of the road. He liked to store 
their name for the next time Helen pressured him into  
exercising.

As he replaced the receiver, it rang again. He looked at 
it for several seconds like there must be some mistake. He 
had just had a phone call. It was most likely a post-phone 
call error, like the phone was burping after a big meal. 
Nonetheless he picked it up.

‘May I speak with Mr John Black?’
The English accent on the other end of the line threw 

him, and he immediately straightened up like he had arrived 
at a job interview or joined the army.

‘This is he.’
‘You are the next of kin for a witness we are looking for 

in a missing persons case. Molly Black is your niece?’
Everything clicked into place, and he snapped into action.
‘Yes, our Molly is missing. I didn’t realize the guards had 

linked up with Scotland Yard so quickly. People complain 
about their efficiency. Well, I’ll be the first to sing their praises 
from now on. I have an entire operation ready to go at our 
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end. Photos, last known locations, a detailed description – 
although funnily enough her hair colour is proving tricky. 
Have you ever heard of this – where a person knows what 
someone looks like very well – so well they almost can’t 
describe them?’

‘Sorry, Mr Black, I think there has been some confusion. 
The missing person we are investigating is Sheena Griffith. 
Am I to understand that your niece Molly is unaccounted 
for?’

The mention of Sheena Griffith silenced John. Molly 
didn’t know the Griffith girl. Molly had nothing to do 
with her. What was happening with Molly was a mix up; it 
wasn’t serious like the Griffith girl. Her face was on the nine 
o’clock news every night. She was in trouble or dead. Her 
family were pleading for information. Their Molly couldn’t 
be connected to something serious like that.

‘Well, we haven’t heard from her for a few days but she’s 
most likely just taken a holiday. She’s not a great one for 
staying in the same place for long.’

John’s heart began to race. The Griffith girl was a good-
natured, decent person. You could tell from her face. Neat 
blonde hair, small blue eyes and a bright smile. She was a 
nurse. She ran marathons. Dread filled him as he imagined 
what her parents must be going through. He couldn’t have 
an inch of that. Not a centimetre.

‘Molly attended a party the night Sheena went missing. 
A few people we’ve interviewed mentioned that Molly left 
early – around the time Sheena Griffith was last seen on the 
same street in Islington.’

‘What does that mean for our Molly?’
‘We are extremely keen to talk to her. We would like to 
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know if Sheena was with anyone, if she was on the phone, 
if there was anything strange happening on the street. How 
long has Molly been missing?’

‘Just a few days. It’s really more of a city break or a romp 
in the country.’

John had never used the word romp in his life. He had 
no idea why he had inserted the city break option. His heart 
was racing, beads of sweat dripped down the back of his 
polo shirt.

‘OK, sir. Could you keep us informed should you hear 
from your niece?’

The detective recited his phone number and hung up. 
John stood listening to the dead dial tone, frozen in the hall. 
His first thought was to call Molly. They had tried that, of 
course. Her phone was in a drawer in that draughty house 
in London. But in his mind, she was still within arm’s reach. 
She was still in the ether, like when someone leaves a room, 
but you can still smell their perfume. It had been a slight bit 
of a bother up until now, but if he could just speak to her 
and tell her that there was this other serious business with 
the Griffith girl, she’d be back in a jiffy. Wouldn’t she?

Outside, the sound of a wheelie bin rolling on gravel 
snapped John from his shocked reverie. Through the frosted 
glass of the front door, he could make out Proinsias O’ 
Murtagh’s hi-vis vest as he searched in John’s bin for forms 
of plastic that were not actually recyclable. John hadn’t 
put something wrong in the recycling bin for months. Not 
since that Swedish girl with the pigtails got everybody 
up to speed about how bad things were. He even washed 
recyclable containers out fastidiously. But O’ Murtagh was 
bent double, halfway into the green bin searching for an 
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offending item. Not for the first time John wondered how 
someone who loved the environment so much could be such 
an arsehole. John had always presumed environmentalists 
would be peaceful types whose worst offences were putting 
vegetables in lasagne. But O’ Murtagh was using the 
environment as an excuse to behave like a tyrant. He had 
to be stopped. John placed the receiver down and stormed 
towards the wheelie bins, grateful for the distraction.
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4. ANNE

Molly. Monday 04.02.2019

 

Anne. Monday 04.02.2019

 

Molly. Monday 04.02.2019

 

Anne. Monday 04.02.2019

Iceland!

Why are you watching 
University Challenge?

First time for everything!

It reminds me of you – 
I miss you!

Do you need money?



Molly Black. Monday 04.02.2019

Anne. Monday 04.02.2019

 

Molly. Monday 04.02.2019

 

Anne. Monday 04.02.2019

 

Molly. Monday 04.02.2019

No – but thanks again for 
last time.

Why does the captain 
of the Oxford team keep 
ignoring the girl? She has 
all the right answers!!!

Why is Paxman so mean 
to them?

If you buzz in before he 
finishes the question, 
you really should know 
the answer, Molly.

Interesting that the 
women seem more 
hesitant to buzz in…

They do that sometimes, 
it’s frustrating.
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Anne. Monday 04.02.2019

 

Molly. Monday 04.02.2019

 

Anne. Monday 04.02.2019

Molly. Monday 04.02.2019

 

Anne. Monday 04.02.2019

Bunsen Burner

Bunsen Burner!!!! This 
is fun!

Yes, women generally do tend 
to be more cautious with the 
buzzer, but as you see, we 
both just lost out to the boor 
from Cambridge because we 
didn’t buzz fast enough. It is a 
fine balance between tenacity 
and patience.

Boor. Fantastic word.

Just like life really…

He’s a handsome boor 
though, isn’t he?

You say these things to 
annoy me.
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Molly. Monday 04.02.2019

 

Anne. Monday 04.02.2019

 

Molly. Monday 04.02.2019

 

Anne. Monday 04.02.2019

 

Molly. Monday 04.02.2019

*

It’s true. I do!

Are you free for a call? 
Be great to catch up! I’d 
love to hear about work 
and how everyone is!

I’m about to go to bed.

Lots of Love! X X X

OK! No problem! I’ll 
catch you again!

Mussolini

Mussolini!! I could 
really get into this!
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