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Bicycling journalist Miller is exiled from his big-city paper to small-town Crossmaheart. There, he is to replace another reporter, Jamie Milburn, who has disappeared – to no one’s great surprise, since Crossmaheart is a notoriously fatal place in which to ask questions. Miller aims to keep his head down, but as soon as he gets involved with Jamie’s girlfriend Marie, that plan, and much else besides, begins to fall apart. CYCLE OF VIOLENCE is darkly funny, romantic, disturbing and suspenseful.


Bateman was a journalist in Northern Ireland before becoming a full-time writer. His first novel, DIVORCING JACK, won the Betty Trask Prize, and all his novels have been critically acclaimed. He wrote the screenplays for the feature films DIVORCING JACK and WILD ABOUT HARRY and the popular TV series MURPHY’S LAW starring James Nesbitt. Bateman lives in Ireland with his family.
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Miller was twenty-eight when his father died, too old to be considered an orphan in anyone’s eyes but his own.

It was a shock for young Miller, but not half as much for him as for his father who had been repeatedly assured by the doctors that he was suffering from a stomach bug, and not the cancer he feared. They had been lying, of course, a betrayal of trust masquerading as an act of kindness. They had meant to inform his son of the finality of the condition, but had somehow never quite gotten round to it.

It had been a bad couple of years for the Miller family. Young Miller’s auntie had been the first to go, a crotchety early spinster his mother had reluctantly inherited after their mother died. It was an imposition on her own young marriage that was accepted with the sanguine mixture of duty and resignation for which the Belfast Irish are famous. It seemed a blessed relief to everyone concerned, bar his auntie, when, after twenty years of rarely interrupted invective, she was struck down by a stroke which silenced, or at least made unintelligible, the constant commentary on the state of mankind which made her fascinating company only for those with the capacity to remove themselves to a different, higher plane. Even when her wheelchair was inadvertently left outside in a snowstorm and she froze to death it was difficult to detect much genuine remorse in Miller’s parents. His mother shed tears, of course, but they dried quickly and her things were out the door and down the road to Oxfam before the week was out.

His mother’s demise was equally sudden. She was struck by a number 67 bus while out shopping and died later in hospital. At parties after she was buried – not to celebrate her demise, you understand, for she was mourned widely – Mr Miller would occasionally describe the tragic but straightforward circumstances of her death and then add cryptically: ‘The funny thing is, there is no number 67 bus,’ before narrowing his eyes and wandering off. Later he would laugh about it, fancying that he had planted unlikely suspicions in people’s minds, but in fact they merely thought him strange, and a little bit sick.

With the auntie gone and the mother too, Miller’s brother Tommy soon followed, unable to cope with his father without the interventionist policies of his mother. He made tracks for England, leaving as his only legacy Miller’s broken nose, which he had inflicted when they had both fought over who could stand closest to the gas heater on a freezing winter’s morning before school fifteen years previously.

Father and son moved from their large, spacious bungalow to a small terraced house. It suited his father: he made a substantial profit on the sale of the bungalow and the house was much cheaper to run and would enable him to save even more for the retirement from the civil service he was never destined to enjoy. But Miller hated it. It was a shabby terrace in a run-down neighbourhood, it was damp and in urgent need of redecoration, but neither of them possessed the gumption to take it in hand the way Mrs Miller would have. There was always next year.

The decline in his father was both gradual and sudden. Miller spent so little time in his company, beyond breakfast, that he failed to notice the slow reduction in his father’s stature, the droop in his face, the tightening of skin against bone. He wasn’t aware of the long periods his father spent asleep in the chair in front of the box, or the groans when he shuffled up the stairs to bed. At least that was how he imagined it was. Later he would wonder what would have happened if he had taken more time to look after his father, had somehow managed to postpone his death for a matter of weeks. He might never have moved to Crossmaheart at all and thus avoided all the heartache.

Things only really clicked when his father asked him to take a few days off work to look after him, and then when the doctor called to inject him with morphine and commented incredulously, ‘You mean they didn’t tell you? Dear, dear, that’s bad.’

The realization that the house was a mess only struck him when the minister visited. Tommy was back, of course, but wouldn’t stay in the house of death, despite the fact that the body was at the undertaker’s. He’d come for the hooley – there was something much too Catholic about ‘wake’ – but he wouldn’t stay overnight. Miller hadn’t been bothered by ghosts yet, although he had been rendered completely unconscious by a different kind of spirit.

The minister, a tall, emaciated figure in his fifties, tried to be philosophical about his father’s sudden passing. Or perhaps theological. He quoted extensively from the Bible. Miller Senior, in his day, had wavered between the Church of Ireland and its near neighbour Catholicism – he thought the difference between them wasn’t worth spit, though he never specified if this was the actual spit of Christ or some sort of symbolic saliva – before falling back on an intemperate Orangeman’s interpretation of the straightlaced Presbyterianism of his youth. Boiled down, what the minister said was, ‘It was for the best.’

The lounge, with curtains drawn as much for the piles of empty beer cans and chip papers lying about as out of respect for the dead, seemed an unlikely place to be getting theological, and the minister was soon unsettled by it. He was wary of Miller’s sallowness, deeper and more distressing than his own, disturbed by the pale, staring eyes of the young man which he interpreted not as an awkwardness in the face of death, but an embarrassment in the presence of a man of God.

‘He was a civil servant then?’

He had a cup of tea by then, which he sipped tentatively, aware even in the gloom of the spots of turned milk swirling before him.

‘I don’t know so much about the civil,’ Miller replied. ‘He had a bit of a temper on him. I mean, he wasn’t a violent man. He never hit me. When I was a kid and I did something wrong he’d talk it through with me, explain how I’d transgressed and how my actions affected other people.’

‘Commendable, I’m sure.’

‘Then he’d take me outside and throw me in the nettles.’

‘I …’

A playful smile slid onto Miller’s lips, which only served to unnerve the minister more. He took another thin-lipped sip of his tea and regarded the room. There must have been thirty empty cans. Musty newspapers were piled in one corner. A film of dust above the TV. Spiders’ webs in the four corners. Where he looked, Miller looked, and realization dawned on the orphan. Before, minutes before, he had not been aware of the dust, of the cobwebs, of the grit on the carpet, of the sunlight weakly piercing the age-thin curtains, of the smell of decaying food and stale air. It had been his father’s job to clean the house, to cook, to provide. He was newly retired. He was a widower. He had the time. Miller had his job, friends to meet, drinks to drink. He could have done them all, he could have helped do them all, but it wasn’t his job. His dad had had to do it in the same way that his mother had to do it before him. It’s what parents were for.

‘We had a bit of a hooley last night,’ Miller said by way of explanation, being careful not to let any hint of apology creep in.

The minister nodded, and began: ‘The nettles?’

Miller shrugged. ‘Were you ever stung by nettles? The only cure for them was docken leaves. Dock leaves. You’d rub the sting with them. Did you ever do that?’

The minister shook his head.

‘One of the ancient remedies – dates back to the Romans, you know. Get stung back then, rub it with a docken leaf. It’s where the word doctor comes from, dock, you know?’

The minister nodded slowly, the way the nervy doctor had nodded when he examined his dad at the hospital. Tommy had arrived that morning and they sat together by the bed as the doctor examined the yellowed flesh and bones of his father, asking questions he must surely have known the answers to already. Had he been sleeping, had he been eating, a history of cancer? His father nodding, answering each question for him, at his most lucid in three days. And then the bubbling in the lungs started and when the doctor heard that he hurried them outside and a nurse took them down to a waiting room while they got him stabilized again. There wasn’t much in the waiting room, a few split plastic chairs, a selection of crumpled paperbacks, a young man in a wheelchair. The nurse nodded at the man. ‘Never mind Norman, he was in an accident.’

After ten minutes the nurse came back, this time carrying a tray with tea and biscuits, and they knew, because it had been the same with their mother, as if a cup of hot tea would make things all right. They ignored the tray, the doctor arrived, nodding, perspiring, as if he was about to make a meal of it, but when he had to say it he was admirably abrupt. Miller had expected him to say his father had been promoted to glory, like it was a good thing. Or that he had lost him, as if his skeletal frame had bounded off and was hiding in the nether regions of the hospital. But as it was it wasn’t much beyond, ‘I’m sorry, he’s dead,’ and it was a relief. The doctor left. Tommy put his arm round him and they cried together, their first physical contact since he had decamped to England.

Norman said: ‘Why don’t you give him a kiss, you bastard?’

They held onto each other.

‘Look at yees, ye poofy fuckers.’

The nurse appeared again and wheeled him away quickly. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said without looking at them.

Later his brother said, ‘It’s for the best.’

It was a Friday afternoon. It was raining heavily outside and the wind rattled branches against the downstairs windows of the Fitzpatrick Funeral Home. A young girl, long blonde hair, tied back, white shirt, black skirt, showed them the coffins. She seemed ill at ease. She left them alone to make up their minds.

‘What do you think?’ Miller asked.

‘I think she’s on a Youth Training Scheme.’

‘She must have been sent here. Nobody chooses to become an undertaker, do they? It’s all families.’

Tommy rapped the side of a coffin. ‘Five hundred. Six hundred. They all look the bloody same.’

‘You’re only paying for the brass. What do they do, burn the coffin as well? Or do they turf the body out and get the coffin back?’

‘Like you get a return on the empties?’

Miller shrugged. ‘God knows.’ He tapped one himself, a hollow, lifeless sound. Apt. ‘It should say somewhere, non-returnable.’

Tommy laughed. ‘Silly this, isn’t it?’

‘Daft.’

‘He’s gone now.’

‘Aye, I know.’

‘Dead as a doornail. Doesn’t much matter whether we buy a coffin or have him stuffed and mounted on casters, it’s all the same.’

Miller nodded. ‘So what do you think, go for the cheap?’

‘There’s none of them cheap. People will think we’re cheap if we go for the cheapest.’

‘What does it matter what people think?’

‘It would have mattered to Dad.’

‘You think?’

‘Well, it would have mattered to Mum.’

‘What did we do for her?’

‘I don’t know, Dad did all that.’

‘So what do you think?’

‘I don’t know.’

Tommy started tapping again.

‘When in doubt go down the middle of the road,’ Miller suggested.

‘Or go the whole hog and get a mahogany one, spend a fortune and destroy the rain forest at the same time. He couldn’t stand all that shite about conservation, remember?’

‘He couldn’t stand a lot of things,’ said Miller. ‘He couldn’t stand you a lot of the time.’

‘We got on a lot better after I left home.’

‘On the phone, yeah. Once in a while. I remember when Mum first brought you back from the hospital, Dad took one look at you in her arms and said, “Where’d you get the monkey, love?” She didn’t speak to him for weeks.’

The girl came back and led them into a small office. A desk, three chairs, an austere oil painting on the wall facing them as the brothers sat down. They discussed the details. Miller reached for his cheque book but she waved it away sharply. He thought idly about asking for a cash discount. For hire purchase terms. He wondered if she accepted Green Shield Stamps, and then if they still existed.

‘I’ll just see if there’s an opening,’ she said quietly, picking up the phone. She really was quite pretty, he thought, but there was something odd about her make-up, thick and pale, as if she had perfected its application on her quieter customers. He wondered if undertakers had office parties at Christmas.

‘Hello,’ she said into the heavy black mouthpiece, ‘I’d like to book a cremation for 11 am on Monday, please.’ She nodded her head, slowly. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said politely, ‘I must have a wrong number.’ She replaced the receiver, took a deep breath and dialled again.

The funeral came, the funeral went. He saw it all through a blur of alcohol. He shook hands. He ate smart triangular sandwiches and devoured iced pastries. He shook hands and tutted a lot. Nobody came back to the house. They all went to the pub and drank his father’s health, which he found surreal. The few relatives there remarked upon how controlled the young Millers were. They’re putting on a brave face, they said. Their own friends, their own age, rallied round, made sure they always had company, had enough to eat. But, the funeral over, there was little more they could do. They had their own jobs, their own families. Come the weekend they could be supportive again.

Tommy went home on the morning after the funeral. Miller gave him a lift to the airport and made a vague promise about calling him once he heard anything about the will, if there was one. They shook hands perfunctorily, another first. And then he went home to the quiet house.

Too quiet, too quiet to think. He argued with himself over how to cope with death, believing that it should come naturally, but equally aware that although he felt a sense of loss he was more acutely aware of how he should be seen to be behaving rather than how he genuinely felt. And he had felt nothing beyond that immediate, tearful sense of loss at the hospital. He felt a lack of depth. As a child he had once voiced concern about drowning in the bath and his mother had reassured him with, ‘Don’t worry, love, you’re much too shallow to drown in three inches of water.’ It was a phrase that came back to haunt him, in much the same way as his father had thus far failed to. He resented the fact that bereavement leave from work was only one week, when paternity leave was a month and maternity six. He resented the fact that German biscuits had not increased in size in keeping with the enlargement of the Fatherland, but he could do nothing about that either. Then again he had no wish to wallow in self-pity and began to contemplate an early return to work, where he could wallow in group pity, but they wouldn’t hear of it, and he was angry with himself because he imagined they’d think he was just being the martyr by coming back early.

Marooned at home – his home now surely, half a home at least, shared with his brother – he threw himself into sloth. He failed to clean the house from top to bottom with an intensity which left him breathless. He made a point of not dumping his father’s clothes or selling his valueless mementoes. He failed triumphantly to excise the fifties decor and coped with the accumulated rubbish and accelerating decay by ignoring it. He sat for days watching the TV, listening to his records. He barely ate, drank a little, but only alcohol.

A week after his father’s death he got up in the afternoon and looked at himself in the mirror. Dank hair. Red-rimmed, sleepless eyes. A half-beard. He used words for a living, but for the life of him, for the life of his father, he couldn’t decide on the words to describe his complexion – was it pasty-faced or pastry-faced? He thought it was probably pasty, but he liked pastry better; there was an air of potential about it. Later he thought of that as a half-baked idea, and the thought pleased him because it made him realize his mind was working again and the old playfulness was coming back. That night, washed, shaved, dressed, if not ironed, he stood in the garden breathing deeply in the sharp winter air and thought about getting back to the land of the living.

Or, indeed, the land of the dead. It had been another rough week in the city. A bomb had exploded in a crowded department store in Royal Avenue, killing thirteen people. Six men had been shot dead in a bookmaker’s office in revenge for the bomb. And in revenge for the killings in the bookmaker’s office two off-duty policemen enjoying a quiet drink had been shot in a country pub. Everyone expected the next piece of action would involve a young IRA terrorist being shot dead on the way to a possible hit, but no gun to be found near his body. It worked in cycles like that.

Miller returned to work at the paper. The Post was an evening paper, but the first edition was on the streets not long after 11 am, which meant the staff were mostly in as early as 6 am, which made it a morning paper. Miller didn’t object to this particularly because he never required much sleep and nobody ever answered their phones before nine o’clock anyway and it left him plenty of time to tinker with his own column – and that line would be edited for a start – before he had to do any proper work. His column was a weekly one, occasionally a weakly one, and it made a lot of people laugh and a lot of people cry and it made him quite well known, if not across the city at least across the newsroom. Apart from the column he was a senior reporter and he covered for the most part activities in the city centre, mostly courts and killings. Since the city had been pedestrianized to try and stop the car bombs Miller raced about town on a battered mountain bike, armed with a bike phone, a notebook, a tape recorder and a small camera loaded with black and white film. His bike was known in the newsroom as the Cycle of Violence. When, occasionally, Miller fell into a drinking spree and failed to return to the office, the bike was known as the Endless Cycle of Violence. If he was respected for anything, it was because he always came back with his story, or at least phoned it in, even while in the depths of inebriation, and it was always accurate and always fair. His spelling was rarely accurate and his complexion was rarely fair, but in his own way he cut a dashing figure racing across the city and he was popular with the ladies and gents alike, sexually with the former and socially with the latter.

Miller was greeted with a mixture of sincere sympathy and hardly concealed embarrassment when he arrived in the newsroom. The duty editor, Frank Galvin, shook his hand and asked him if he wanted to skip his column for that week, but Miller shook his head, his own head, and his hand, Galvin’s hand, and assured him that he was well on the road to recovery.

‘Well, we’ll ease you in anyway. Wasn’t that long ago I lost my dad.’

Lost him, Miller thought. Misplaced. Forfeited. Mislaid. ‘Thanks.’

‘Do you want to stick around the office or are you up to going out? Things are pretty tight out there.’

‘Yeah. So I hear. No, I’m okay. I’ll go out. Fresh air’ll do me good.’

‘Not much fresh out there. It stinks. Stinks of death.’ Galvin was one for the stirring phrase, always had been, but then he looked at Miller with suddenly sad eyes and said, ‘I’m sorry. Nothing personal.’

Miller laughed. ‘Never worry.’

And, as so often after a storm, there was another one, and, literally, in a teacup. The Teacup, to be precise, a small, untidy, traditional snack bar on the corner of Cornmarket. Miller had been there a hundred times as a youngster, eating a big fry while his dad picked out losers from the paper and his mum did the shopping. He still liked to pop in occasionally for a late breakfast if he could get away with it. It still served old-fashioned fatty food. There was always a spillage of salt or sugar on the table and a steady rattle of gossip from the old aggies behind the counter. On his third day back, he found himself outside the Teacup on the way back to work from the law courts. It wasn’t strictly on the way back to work, unless you were nuts, but he’d filed his story, the deadline was past and he felt like a rest. Few of the shops in the city centre still adhered to the old half-day closing on Wednesdays, pressed to open by the encroaching national chains, but with the rain and a frosty wind the centre was as empty as he could recall it. He had pottered round a record shop and a book shop, buying nothing, carefully securing the Cycle of Violence outside before entering each shop, before making his way to the Teacup. He ensconced himself at a table by the window so that he could keep an eye on the bike and ordered a fry and a pot of tea. They arrived together within five minutes, and he was just about to tuck in when he noticed a man outside taking more than a passing interest in the bike. He was an old man, to be sure to be sure, with frizzled grey hair and a red face. He wore a mac and white-to-grey sneakers and he had the wild blue eyes of a man of the streets. As Miller watched, the old man reached out and ran his hand along the wet saddle, onto the plastic bar and up onto the handlebars. His fingers, thick and dirty, rested on the bell. He looked suddenly up from the bell into Miller’s eyes. Miller shook his head, raised his thumb and signalled for him to move on. The old man smiled back – surprisingly good teeth – and raised his hand to the glass. He dried a little portion of it by swirling it with the end of his sleeve and then pressed his nose against it so that it bent upwards into a pig snout. As his breath massaged the glass into mist, the old man’s face began to disappear. Miller looked away and tried to concentrate on his food. When after a few moments his eyes involuntarily darted back to the window he was relieved to see that the man had gone, leaving only the impression of his nostrils at the centre of a slowly dissipating cloud, but his relief was short-lived. The door opened and the nightmare was doddering towards his table, the loose sole of one of his gutties slapping on the yellow linoleum floor.

Miller pulled his plate protectively towards him and cast a helpless glance across at the waitresses who stood chatting, aware but unmoved, by the till. The tramp stopped opposite him.

‘Do ye mind if I sit down, sonny?’

‘No,’ Miller lied with the honesty of politeness.

‘You’re sure?’

‘Of course.’ The second question was redundant, as he was already sitting, eyeing the food. Miller bent his eyes to the plate. Bent eyes, he thought, a good phrase. He could no longer smell the unhealthy sweetness of the fry; he smelt sweat and stale alcohol and could almost feel the chill of winter exposure off his guest. He sliced off some sausage, dabbed it in the egg and, without looking up, put the fork in his mouth. As he did so the old man let out a sickening, throaty rattle, which seemed to roll across the table towards him like a breaker on a polluted beach. Miller clamped his mouth shut around the food and began to chew rapidly, gerbil-like, staring at his plate, willing himself to swallow without being sick. As he forced it down he glanced up at the waitresses again but they were still chatting and he knew that he had lost.

He put his knife and fork down and looked up at the old man. ‘Do you want to finish this?’ he asked. ‘I have to go.’

It was just a few moments before he realized the man was dead.

They called the ambulance. A crowd formed around the Teacup, alerted by the odd spectre of the emergency vehicle in the pedestrian zone. Inside, the old man lay stretched out on one of the tables while the paramedics examined him. The waitresses, six or seven of them in all, were grouped around the table like anxious competitors at a catering competition. Miller leant against his bike. His legs felt shaky. He was cold.

‘Do you know his name?’ a policeman asked.

Miller shook his head. ‘Is that what they call natural causes?’ he asked.

‘Is what?’

‘Him in there. Natural causes.’

‘You have to be dead to die of natural causes,’ said the constable, wisely.

‘No, you have to be alive to die of natural causes.’

‘That doesn’t make sense.’

‘Yes, it does. You have to be alive, before you can die.’

‘A subtle difference. You don’t get extra points for being pedantic, you know.’ The constable nodded, satisfied with the mild admonishment, his biro still poised to make his first note. ‘So you don’t know him?’

‘Didn’t.’

‘Don’t.’

‘Didn’t.’

‘Don’t.’

‘What are you saying?’

‘He’s not dead. Therefore your natural causes are irrelevant. I’m not saying he’s not going to die very soon, but as of this moment in time, or that moment of time when I was in there looking at him, the old man is still alive. He is very sick, possibly of natural causes. It could, of course, be self-inflicted. He smells like a brewery. Worse, turps.’

Miller nodded slowly. ‘I thought he was dead.’

The constable shook his head. ‘Not yet.’

And, unasked for, tears began to run down Miller’s face.

The constable looked at him for a second, then flipped his notebook closed. ‘Are you okay, sir?’

Miller nodded. He tried to say something but nothing would come. He had a big lump in his throat and he was scared to open his mouth in case it burst out.

The constable put a hand on his shoulder and said: ‘Is there anything I can do?’

Miller shook his head, mentally screaming because he could not control himself. A woman, big, old, gruesome, emerged from the crowd which had now switched its attention from the old man lying flat across the restaurant table to Miller. She put her hand on his other shoulder. ‘Is it yer da, love?’ she asked and he tried to scream back, no, of course it isn’t my fuckin’ da, you think I’d have a da like that mangy ol’ bastard, but still nothing would come and all he could do was cry some more and shake his head some more. I’m mortified, I’m absolutely mortified, please, God, give me my body back, he pleaded, but all he could do was lean back against the Cycle of Violence and weep some more as the ambulancemen brought the old tramp out on a stretcher and placed him carefully in the back of the ambulance. The policeman left him and began ushering the crowd back, waving his machine gun left and right. The woman, kind heart, gave him a little squeeze and faded away. The ambulance gave a brief blast of its siren, then began to move silently between the shops. Within a few moments Miller was left mostly on his own. With the departure of the spectators and the return of the casual, blissfully unaware shoppers, his body at last responded to his commands and he quickly wheeled the Cycle of Violence away.

Drunk, very drunk, Miller arrived back at work. He slumped against the back of the lift, then stumbled out on the news floor. He weaved his way between the desks silently, but there was something about the hideousness of his deportment, all hunchbacked and left-footed, that drew stares as he passed and by the time he had located his desk and sat down all eyes were upon him.

He switched on his computer, shuffled some papers, tried to read a press release, but he couldn’t focus. He looked up suddenly, caught Alec Webb watching him. Webb turned away quickly. He nervously ran a hand through his thinning hair.

‘Hey.’

Webb pretended not to hear.

‘Hey, Kojak.’

Webb looked up. ‘What?’

Miller’s voice was thick. ‘You won’t answer when I say, “hey”, but you look up when I say, “hey, Kojak”. Have you got a complex about your hair?’

‘No, Miller, I haven’t.’

Webb ran his other hand through his hair.

‘That’s all right then.’

Webb nodded and returned to his work. He told himself to relax.

‘Hey.’

Webb flicked a page of the report he had been reading.

‘Hey, baldy.’

Webb looked up. ‘What?’

‘See? You have got a complex.’

Miller started laughing. He thumped the desk with his hand. ‘Sorry, like, no offence.’

‘No offence taken.’

Miller was suddenly aware of a presence behind him and swivelled in his chair. Frank Galvin stood there, hands on hips, mouth open, brow furrowed.

‘From the sublime to the ridiculous,’ Miller said.

‘Miller?’

‘Yes, ginger-bap?’

‘I’m sorry?’

‘I said, it must be a real pain having to go through life with ginger hair. Not being liked by anyone.’

‘I …’

‘My dad had a theory that people with ginger hair were taken out of the womb too soon. That they weren’t done properly. What do you think? Were you premature, Frank?’

‘Miller, I …’

‘I, I, I, I.’

Miller stood, pushing his seat backwards, and set off across the newsroom. Halfway across, a telephone line, snaking out from beneath a desk, caught his foot. He stumbled forward, clutched at a desk, then slowly righted himself. He glanced down at the offending flex, still coiled round his foot, and after a moment’s hazy reflection yanked at it. The phone came shooting off the desk and hit him square in the groin. With a wail he collapsed to the ground.

He lay there for about a minute, foetally curled round the phone. Reporters all over the newsroom stood by their desks watching. Galvin crossed to where he was lying and stood above him, shaking his head.

Miller opened one eye and watched him; the eye swivelled round the room, taking in as many faces as it could from its lowly position. Miller’s hand moved slowly to his crotch and gently traced its outline. ‘God,’ he whispered, ‘take away the pain, but leave the swelling.’
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The door was closed, but unlocked. Marie Young pushed it open, stepped into the gloom and then closed it softly behind her. She leant back against it. No exertion, but her heart was beating fast with memory. Three weeks he had been gone, but it was still his room. It still smelt of him – no, smell was the wrong word, aura perhaps; it gave off an impression of him. His stuff was still all there. The police had been through it, of course. They’d left it in such a mess that Mrs Hardy had had to come and tidy it up herself, something Marie thought she would never have done for any of her other guests. It would have been bundled up, and out the door.

Marie pushed herself off the door and crossed to the bed. She sat down on its edge and ran her hand over the quilt. Here they had lain together. Here they had argued playfully over who would sleep on which side. It was a single bed and he had found it difficult to sleep when she was there, but he never complained; in the nights he huffed and puffed and sighed, but he never said a word. She drifted in and out of sleep herself, but she’d always been like that. In fact she slept better with him than with anyone she could remember.

She wondered who it was that had told the police. She didn’t think Mrs Hardy knew; certainly she had never mentioned it, not even hinted at it, and she was a big, honest woman. Perhaps it was Tom O’Hanlon, the insurance man, on the top floor, who had taken a shine to her himself, been rebuffed, and now only glared at her over his newspaper on the few occasions he made it down for breakfast. Or the McCauleys, the unemployed couple in the room next to hers. They were friendly enough, in a reserved way. They carried their resentment at being unemployed very publicly; they were both teachers at the local secondary school until they were made redundant because of falling numbers of pupils. Education was never a big priority for the denizens of Crossmaheart. Most likely, though, it was Mrs Brady, the retired headmistress. She held the McCauleys in contempt because they were unemployed, barely registered the existence of Tom O’Hanlon and regarded Marie as little more than a hussy because she worked in a pub. Mrs Brady had not exactly caught them on, but she had seen her outside his room early one morning. They had passed each other in the hall without speaking but Marie knew that her face had burnt red, there, and later at breakfast too. Nothing was said, of course.

When he failed to return, the police spent longer with her than with anyone else in the house. They made it clear they knew the nature of their relationship, made it clear with their suggestive eyes and barely masked innuendo. They certainly hadn’t accused her of anything, of any involvement, nothing of the kind.

Patting the bed, Marie rose, blew a kiss to the room and left. She went down to the breakfast room and sat opposite Tom O’Hanlon. He pulled the corner of the News Letter back for a second, but didn’t acknowledge her. In a moment Mrs Brady and the McCauleys arrived together and sat around the table. The Radio Ulster news drifted in from the kitchen. They had long since given up listening for any word of him. He was no longer news, even though it had only been a few weeks. The empty seat spoke up for him. Sometimes she felt it was screaming at her. Sometimes she would reach under the table and run her foot down one of its dark legs, as she had done when he had sat there. Sometimes she had gone further, running her foot up into his crotch, she carrying on a conversation with Mrs Hardy or the McCauleys the whole time and he bursting red.

Mrs Hardy emerged from the kitchen laden with a hefty wooden tray and wished them all a hearty good morning. She set it down on the table and puffed out a blow of air from her flushed cheeks. ‘I hope you don’t mind having porridge this morning,’ she said.

‘I don’t mind so long as it wasn’t done in the microwave,’ said Mrs Hrady. ‘I always think it’s never cooked all the way through.’

Mrs Hardy turned away, winking at Marie as she did. ‘I don’t think anyone’s ever been killed by a raw oat, Mrs Brady,’ she said as she disappeared into the kitchen, the door swinging to before Mrs Brady had a chance to respond.

‘I’ll be mother then,’ said Mrs McCauley, lifting the first of the bowls and passing it to Mrs Brady who accepted it without comment. Everybody called her Mrs McCauley, but Marie found it difficult. She was only the same age as her and, she thought, less intelligent. She thought of Mrs as a term of respect for an elder and better, not just something you used freely on any married person.

‘Did you get started then?’ Mr McCauley asked Marie.

Marie shook her head quickly.

‘Started what?’ Mrs Brady asked.

‘Didn’t you know, our Marie is going to be a writer?’

Mrs Brady snorted into her porridge. ‘Of course, she’s a regular polymath. Waitress, writer, goes without saying. Whatever next?’

‘I am too,’ Marie said and immediately regretted it. It made her sound like a petulant twelve-year-old. I am a petulant twenty-five-year-old, she told herself.

‘What went wrong? You’d big plans to get started last night.’

Marie shrugged. She hadn’t actually sworn him to secrecy, but there was no need to bring it up in public, embarrassing her like that. Still, he probably meant no harm. Poor unemployed sod, she thought maliciously, and smiled keenly at him. ‘I went out to buy a word processor yesterday, but I got drunk at lunch time and bought a food processor by mistake. I lost three fingers trying to type in the first sentence.’

Mrs Brady spluttered into her porridge. Tom O’Hanlon put down his paper at last, smiling in spite of himself.

‘There’s absolutely no need for that,’ Mrs Brady admonished. She reached over and began to shovel heaped spoonfuls of sugar onto her porridge. Then she repeated the exercise for her tea.

‘I see you’re still on your calorie-out-of-control diet, Mrs Brady,’ said Tom O’Hanlon, glancing surreptitiously at Marie for approval.

The McCauleys grinned at each other. Marie wanted to laugh but bit her lip, not so much to avoid giving offence to Mrs Brady as to withdraw her approval from anything O’Hanlon might say or do. The stupid, sulky man.

‘My dear young man, I’m sixty-nine years old and I haven’t had a day’s illness in my life. Sugar may rot the teeth, but I fail to see what other damage it could possibly do to your body.’

‘Excuse my ignorance,’ asked Mrs McCauley, who had been biting her own lip for some moments, ‘but what is a polymath?’

Mrs Brady shook her head slightly. Tom O’Hanlon studiously examined the remains of his porridge. Mr McCauley looked to Mrs Brady.

‘It’s someone who’s an expert in more than one field, dear,’ said Mrs Brady.

‘Like a farmer,’ added Marie, helpfully.

‘Don’t listen to her, dear. I was using the term sarcastically. If that girl ever produces a novel I’ll eat my hat.’

‘Get some fibre in the diet,’ murmured Tom O’Hanlon.

Mrs Brady was many things but she wasn’t deaf and she gave O’Hanlon a look that could cook porridge. ‘It’s my son’s the deaf one,’ she snapped hotly, ‘and I don’t need you to remind me of it …’

‘I never mentioned …’ Tom began.

‘And how is young Brendan?’ interjected Mrs McCauley, attempting to defuse the situation.

Brendan was far from young, touching forty, and had built a promising career for himself in a prominent charity for the deaf. He didn’t visit his mother very often. Rarely, in fact. He wrote her a lot of letters. Always neatly typed. Mrs Brady liked this. It showed how efficient and businesslike his attitude to life was, qualities she had always admired and which she had attempted to instil in him as a boy. Normality was the key to dealing with a disadvantage, she believed. She didn’t know that he dictated the letters to his partially deaf secretary which meant that what he planned to say rarely made its way into the finished product. For example, when he would dictate wearily of his latest brain-storming session over budgets, she would read of his barn-storming exploits with budgies and grow concerned over his extra-curricular activities. When he wrote angrily of show-downs with his boss, she would hear of hoe-downs and think what a wonderful, relaxed job he had. When they did meet, annually usually, they had some wonderfully bizarre conversations. Brendan didn’t like to travel to Crossmaheart; most everyone he met made fun of him because he was deaf. Even perfectly respectable adults. It was a strange town. It was never personal, which he didn’t appreciate. They didn’t mean any harm by it. They called a spade a spade and sometimes a shovel. Crossmaheart people made fun of everyone. Normal or disabled. Crossmaheart still had a Cripples Institute. There were no special people in Crossmaheart. There were no intellectually or physically challenged people. There were mentals and cripples. There were no single-parent families, there were bastards and sluts. There were natural-born mentals and mental cases, nuts who had made themselves crazy through wielding a gun in the name of one military faction or another. There were natural-born cripples and those who had brought it on themselves, gunmen who had been shot, gunmen who had shot themselves, bombers who had blown their hands off, thieves who had been shot in the legs by terrorists because they (the thieves) were a menace to society, and you could see them hopping down the streets, wearing their disability with pride like it was some red badge of courage.
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