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To Pauline Förster, who will appreciate, more than most, the quality of the lies
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PART ONE






The Narrative



My father had died unexpectedly.


In the car, squirming uncomfortably on the dampened seat and gasping for breath after running through the heavy rain, I switched on the mobile phone and listened to my sister’s voice, recorded two hours earlier, trembling with the news. He’s gone, she said simply. Will you be coming down for the funeral? For a long time afterwards, until I was startled by a voice and a knocking on my side window, the network messages droned on in loops, asking if I wanted to save or delete this information, exit or repeat the sequence. I paid no attention to them. I sat staring into the darkness beyond me, through the rain cascading down the windscreen.


Hello! I heard then. It was faint. Like a summons from a distant world. Hello! And then that rapping on the glass to my right.


I turned to look. Outside, her head covered by a plastic rain jacket that she held above her like the wingspan of a bat, leaving her shirt and jeans exposed to the driving rain, a young woman named Mary Corbett stooped, mouthing her concerns against the window. Was I all right? she wondered. Had anything unpleasant happened?


Perhaps she has a bad conscience, I thought. And not without reason. After all, it was she who had brought me to Glencree that winter’s night, deep into the heart of the Wicklow Mountains, to deliver a lecture on, of all things, The Trivialization of Death in the Modern Detective Story.


She wasn’t responsible for the foul weather, of course. And no one had leaned on me to accept her invitation. But she might have done more to expand or enliven our audience. And who knows? With a livelier crowd, I might have warmed to the topic. As it was, in a cramped and chilly room at the village’s Centre for Peace and Reconciliation, surrounded by an exhibition of grim photographs from the religious conflict in Northern Ireland and in no mood to encourage cosy exchanges, I had coldly dissected the genre’s faults to eight of its stony-faced aficionados. Of course the detective story trivializes death, I had scoffed. What else can it do? Its conventions insist that a corpse is never a lost human being, mourned by a shattered community of relatives and friends, but always merely a device to start or to keep the plot moving, a cold convenience on a mortuary slab, consisting – depending on the author’s research facilities – either entirely of cardboard or entirely of ligaments and abrasions, stomach contents and exit wounds. And this is inevitable. Death, after all, is only significant as a corrupter of what is living. And what the detective story really trivializes is life itself. Think of it. What value can be claimed by a genre where to pause for depth is always fatal to the plot, where people communicate only by a series of inane questions and answers, where the subtlest of stylistic devices is the paraphrase, where the element of surprise is already built into the package and therefore keenly anticipated, where the manipulation of feeling by crude invention leads ultimately to the death of feeling and to its replacement by sentiment, and where the investigator, the reader’s only companion, the author’s only confidant, is always the same character, always obsessed and alienated, always driven by despair and fuelled by drugs and alcohol, and still far more perceptive than anyone else? Life is cheap in the modern detective story. So cheap that in many cases the only reliable internal guide for distinguishing between the just and the unjust taker of life is the doe-eyed loyalty of the investigator’s lover, who constantly directs our moral judgement from between the creases of sweat-stained sheets. You’re a good man, Dave, she applauds. You’re a good woman, Hetty. As if we wouldn’t otherwise know.


The irony.


Lowering my window to Mary Corbett, who had diligently noted all these sour observations on life and death and the crime novel during my contentious lecture and who was now painfully concerned about my welfare, I suddenly decided to share with her the news of my father’s unexpected death. His corpse, in effect, became a device to start a dialogue between us. And since she had never met the man, her response was to a cold convenience. I’m sorry, she sympathized.


She wasn’t an unattractive young woman, Mary Corbett. Her complexion was a little paler than I usually allow in my fantasies. Her blonde hair was a little thinner and wispier. But her figure was good. Under the wet shirt which, despite the heavy rain, was still unbuttoned at the top, I could see both the outline of her breasts and the soft white flesh below her collarbones. She wore no brassiere. Her nipples were erect from the cold. She had a brown leather belt, fastened by a silver buckle, around her slim waist. Her hips were full, accentuated by very tight jeans. And I particularly liked the firm curve of her bottom whenever she leaned forward.


Where do you live, Mary? I asked her.


I was too old to interest or excite her, of course. She was a young student, in her early-twenties. I’m an embittered old man, already pushing fifty, thinning on top and spreading in the middle. But still, although my teeth are decaying and my joints are stiffening, I also know that suffering animates something in the female. A warmth. A protectiveness. It distorts their vision. And the most potent of these stimuli is the news of another’s personal loss.


I know all this because in the past I’ve often used the death of a parent as a storyline to seduce a reluctant woman. Despicable? Of course. But also understandable. Because in this respect – the manipulation of feeling by invention – I suggest that I’m taken after my mother. She too can never be believed. If it had been my mother’s voice on the mobile’s answering service, for instance, telling me that my father was dead, I would have rigorously checked the story before responding to her news. But it wasn’t her, of course. It was my sister. And let me assure you that you can always believe my sister, who has nothing to gain from such fictions.


I live in Enniskerry, Mary told me.


Enniskerry was the nearest town, nine or ten kilometres to the east, and mention of it brought a moment of indecision. It wasn’t on the route back to my apartment on the north side of Dublin city, but it was actually closer to my family’s home in the south, somewhere I had to pass through to get back home for my father’s funeral. So was it worth it, I wondered, returning to my apartment just to pack an overnight bag? After all, it was already past ten-thirty by then.


Are you driving? I asked Mary Corbett.


She shook her head. No.


How are you getting home? I asked.


There’s a bus, she said.


Would you mind, I suggested, if I drove you there? I think I’d appreciate a little company right now.


Nursing is irresistible to most women. Nurture is in their nature, so to speak. While the male’s aggression inflicts untold carnage on the world, expressing itself in wars and tribal conflicts, rapes and homicidal driving, the female sadly picks up the shattered pieces and lovingly knits them together again, never the assailant but often the victim, driven to violence, in extreme cases, only by the need to protect herself and her children.


Do I exaggerate? Am I being unfair, to either gender?


Within three minutes of accepting my invitation, Mary Corbett had tidied up the loose ends back in the lecture room, pulled on her lightweight rain jacket and was settling into the front passenger seat beside me. She smiled as I started the engine. Turn right, she directed anxiously when we climbed the slight hill to the exit from the centre.


On the road we passed a quartet of dripping aficionados, their heads lowered against the driving rain as they struggled homewards through the wind. Neither of us suggested stopping to rescue them. There are parameters to charity beyond which the gesture is no longer enjoyable.


Because of the dangerous conditions, we drove slowly along the narrow twisting road. At first Mary was quiet. Perhaps she was overawed by the presence of death. Perhaps the poor visibility made her nervous.


Your father, she asked then. What did he do?


I suppose it’s still acceptable, even in an age of such diversity as ours, to define members of the older generation solely in terms of a stable occupation. But I have other memories of my father’s limitations. He reared chickens in our back garden, I told her.


She may have laughed nervously, although very quietly as well, before she said, That was nice.


No, Mary, I assured her. It wasn’t nice at all. In fact, it was intensely embarrassing. Although to appreciate why you’d have to understand the local lifestyle.


Which was what? she wondered.


A road, I said, named after one of the French expressions for the grace of God, but crowded with working people to whom a foreign language and a benevolent deity were equally distant realities. Tiny houses that were too cramped to contain anything larger than the family arguments, with front doorsteps that led directly to the street, but also with enormous back gardens that seemed to stretch away forever from the small yards and into private dreams. And when I was a child, most of those dreams were carried, not on the coxcombs of absurdly strutting chickens, but on the hunched shoulders and bobbing heads of racing greyhounds.


Aren’t we always disappointed by our parents? Mary suggested.


On the same road, I said, only seven doors away from us, but still occupying alien territory as far as my father was concerned, because of some bitter feud I could never understand the reasons for, my two uncles kept racing greyhounds. You’d think the relationship between a dog and a twelve-year-old boy was too innocent, wouldn’t you, too harmless, to be used as a weapon in a war? And yet, my resourceful mother somehow managed it. From the beginning, she was the one who encouraged my involvement with the greyhounds’ arduous training. How was I to know that every hour I spent walking or grooming or feeding an animal was yet another propaganda victory for the forces lined against my father? He himself had nothing to say on the matter. If he experienced my enthusiasm as betrayal, then his resentment was lost among his other silences.


Men, Mary suggested, are not good at expressing their feelings.


Should I have pointed out that women are experts at inventing them? But no. I was wary of digression.


You’re right, I agreed. But even in an age of taciturn men, my father was unusually distant. He always ate his meals alone, for instance, separated from the rest of the family, poring over the black, leather-bound album in which he collected Irish stamps or lost in the latest blockbuster he had bought from the second-hand store. He and my mother never spoke to each other, except to argue. A bitter, ongoing dispute. A tense stand-off that frequently, unpredictably, erupted into violence, and that strained our vulnerable nerves. I’ve always thought of it as an unexploded bomb. Sitting down in its vicinity was unwise. Speaking was particularly dangerous. And to express an opinion or a feeling was inevitably fatal. The only sane thing to do was to minimize the risks. Strangle your emotions, in other words. Pretend to be mute. Bolt your meals and escape as quickly as possible from the house. Do you know what the most efficient form of flight is, Mary? I wondered.


She started slightly. Listening so intently, she hadn’t anticipated another question so soon. Flight? she repeated.


The most efficient form, I said again.


She thought about this. I don’t know, she admitted then. Travel, I suppose.


I shook my head. No, Mary, I told her. The most efficient form of flight is absorption. My dedication to greyhounds, although rich and enjoyable in itself, was really an escape. This is how I am. I always throw myself into things with such initial vigour, such singular focus, that I quickly become good at them. By thirteen, for instance, I was long past the basics and already master of the scams that colour greyhound racing: holding a dog back by over-feeding it before races and then slimming it down to romp home at generous odds, or rigging a puppy’s time trials so that it goes into its first competitive race showing a vital tenth of a second slower than it has actually run. But the downside of flight is that it has its roots in unfaithfulness. And, ultimately, this is where it always returns for inspiration.


I’d intended developing this theme a little further, but the rain was so heavy by then, swirling around our headlights and covering the windscreen, that it was impossible to distinguish either the white markings in the centre of the road or the grass margin to our left. It was probably too dangerous to continue the journey, but for a while, through a series of sharp bends, stopping seemed even more hazardous. There were looming trees on both sides. Occasionally the overhanging branches swayed and flicked against the windows of the car, cracking violently like whips.


I slowed to a crawl. Mary anxiously held her breath. And then, quite suddenly, just as we thought we were past the worst, we came upon another vehicle, stalled in the middle of the road. Its tail lights reared at me, like a monster’s eyes. I swerved immediately, struggling not only to avoid it, but also to keep free from the hedges on our right. Somehow I squeezed through the narrow gap. In the rear-view mirror, as I straightened the car again, I caught a glimpse of a young couple standing in the rain in front of their bonnet, arguing violently with each other. And then we’d negotiated another bend and their headlights had disappeared again behind us. As if they’d never existed.


Do you play any sports, Mary? I asked.


I played hockey for my school, she confirmed.


Then you’ll understand, I said. Because greyhound racing is like every other sport. It’s mostly dedicated preparation. Mostly slog. The long daily walks in all weathers to build up a dog’s stamina. The uphill gallops to increase its strength. The careful diet to keep its weight steady. Hard work. Repetitious. And humdrum. And to justify it, you need the intoxication, the forgetfulness, of frequent victory. Perhaps I was already tiring of the grind. Perhaps we hadn’t enough success. Perhaps there were wider forces at work.


In the spring of 1968, when I was sixteen years old, when Paris was buckling under student rebellion, when the campaigns for personal liberation and social freedom were advancing everywhere, my uncles handed me a dog to take to the local abattoir. A mild-tempered brindle bitch, she had broken her leg too often to retain the hope of racing and she wasn’t considered good enough to breed from. I walked her, past Gallows Hill, and out to the abattoir, where a fat man in a blood-soaked apron took her from me. And I stood outside, looking in through the open door, while he held a gun to her head and drove a bolt through her brain.


When I got back, my uncles were no longer at home. They’d also taken the rest of the dogs with them, presumably to spare them the trauma of wondering what I had done to their mate. I stood alone in the empty garden, still holding the dangling lead and collar, and I became irritated by the seedy values at work, by the casual abuse of my own labour and by the callous disregard for my feelings.


Beyond the low hedge that separated us from the neighbouring garden, I noticed the clothes line jerking up and down, as if it was being plucked like a guitar string. I thought a bird had settled on it. Something heavy and macabre, I reckoned, like the grim crows I’d often seen feeding on carrion in the country. But then I remembered that I’d actually removed that clothes line some time before. The house next door had been vacant for almost a year. The old man who’d lived there, a veteran of the War of Independence, had recently died in a nursing home, and one of his last, more surreal requests had been for that length of hemp from his garden to be brought to his bedside.


I walked across and looked over the hedge. The garden on the other side was badly overgrown, although a narrow path had been trodden through the weeds and thistles directly under the clothes line. At one end of this, closest to the house, a woman was pegging sheets to the line. I couldn’t see her face. The wind was blowing a sheet against her, almost wrapping it around her. But I could immediately tell from her appearance, not only that she was a stranger, but that she wasn’t even Irish. She was American. She had long blonde hair, very light in colour, very fine in texture, that was being lifted from her shoulders by the breeze. She was wearing a yellow T-shirt and blue cut-away denim shorts, a pair of white sneakers but no socks. Her long bare legs and elegant arms were evenly tanned. Glistening. Golden.


She was, quite simply, the most stunning woman I had ever seen.


But she was more than just a mysterious and sexually attractive woman. For me, she also held the promise of everything our grey and ordinary little lives denied us. Mentally, I compared her to my uncles, those massive working men, slaughterers and boners in the nearby bacon factory, with their hob-nailed boots stuck firmly in the conventions of their generation. Those rough bachelors, who made a political statement out of their inability to boil an egg, a manifesto out of their refusal to learn, and whose attention to personal grooming was, at best, restricted. My dour father, already a laughable figure with his derisory fowl and worthless stamps, his cloth cap and unravelled cardigans stained with flour dust from the mills where he worked, declined now to a burden, a liability. More importantly, I measured her against the local women, against their personal sacrifices to the sentence of bearing and raising children, their weariness, their wariness of beauty, their dull, repetitive complaints.


The headlights picked out a road sign indicating a parking area a hundred metres ahead. If anything, the rain was even heavier now than it had been earlier. A fork of lightning suddenly lit up the darkness and, almost simultaneously, a roll of thunder crashed above us. We were at the centre of the storm. And I no longer felt safe.


Would you mind, I asked Mary, if we pulled into the car park for a while? Until the worst of this blows over.


She laughed anxiously. I think you’d better, she agreed.


I turned left at the opening, into a circular clearing that was surfaced with loose gravel. A carved wooden sign told us that we were in Cloon Car Park, one of the halting points along a popular tourist trail that took hillwalkers through the Wicklow Mountains in summer. Beyond the sign, I passed a steel gate, a barbed-wire fence, and then a narrow clearing that led to the approved footpath, which was muddy and waterlogged now, and almost impassable. I parked facing the road and left the engine idling to run the heater in the car. And there we sat, listening to the rain pelting against the bodywork.


Did you ever see her again? Mary asked eventually. Your American.


Yes, I said. Actually I met her on the street the next day. I was returning to school after lunch. She was walking towards me, ambling up the hill, wearing a bright red summer dress and carrying a shopping bag from one of the city’s department stores. She seemed to recognize me, although we hadn’t greeted each other the previous day. As we talked, she explained that she needed someone to clear and re-seed her garden and she asked if I was interested in the job. I felt uncertain. I simply didn’t know what she was suggesting here. My own hopes, of friendship, of romance, perhaps of intimacy, were probably a crude distortion. And what I dreaded most with this sophisticated, educated woman was appearing provincial. I hedged.


I’m studying for exams, I said. They’re only two weeks away.


I meant in your vacation, she explained. When you’re free.


I don’t know …


I became awkward, tongued-tied. Suddenly I was aware of my age, my inexperience, the high colour and uncomfortable warmth in my cheeks.


She smiled. But only for herself, I think. Ruefully. My name is Sarah, by the way, she said. Sarah Kleisner.


In the end, I changed my plans that summer. A group of friends, most of them still at school, but some already working in the local bacon factory, had the use of a large caravan that was pitched at a seaside resort, about eight miles south of the city. The idea was to swim, lounge, chat up girls and play football on the beach by day, eat and drink by a camp fire at night. As relaxation after my exams, and as a break from the tension in the house, it would have been ideal. Instead, I stayed at home.


I was bored a great deal, irritated the rest of the time. The heat raised tempers among those still trapped in the city and imprisoned in their overcrowded houses. My parents intensified their eternal conflict. His silence against her garrulity. My father was constantly goaded by noise, by taunts, by sly insults, all meant for him but not directly addressed to him, and all prodding him towards the error of response. My mother, on the other hand, threatened with exhaustion from her own unceasing efforts, and with a fatal collapse into resting for a breath, was infuriated by his stoicism. But above all, with both of them, there was the terrifying sense that even victory would be worthless, or defeat insignificant, a sense that their world was already declining, that life had passed them anyway and that they had fallen too far behind.


It was a fear that was shared by my uncles. Throughout the summer, they argued with the living and the dead. Intolerant of each other and impatient with the dogs, they were also dangerously short-tempered with me. They seemed to forget that I was doing them a favour, that I was working for them without pay.


Late in July, I simply abandoned the greyhounds, walked out of my uncles’ front door, took a single step to my right, and rang Sarah Kleisner’s doorbell.


Your back garden is still overgrown, I said. And repeated. Until the words finally struck a chord in her memory.


Right, she recalled. The garden. You still want the job of clearing it?


Yes, I said.


When can you start? she asked.


Any time, really, I insisted.


Monday? she suggested. Is Monday okay?


Monday?


Is it too soon?


I had no talent for gardening, no interest in acquiring the skills. My great-grandparents, on my mother’s side at least, had once been subsistence farmers, but they clearly hadn’t torn their fingertips on stony soil, slaving to establish their children in more profitable occupations, only for their descendants to pervert their torment into a hobby. Under a baking sun, I hacked away crudely at the thistles and nettles and brambles in Sarah’s garden, mostly in poor humour. It took me four weeks to clear the space. And since destruction was the limit of my abilities and I was reluctant to admit it, I passed another week just raking over the turned soil.


That Friday afternoon, in mid-August now, I waited anxiously for Sarah to return from her work. Anxiously, because she’d promised to discuss the design and character of the new garden. Usually, she came straight through the house to greet me, still dressed in one of the expensive business suits of which she seemed to have an unlimited wardrobe.


The back door was already wide open that day. Through it, a little after five-thirty, I heard her unlock the street door and close it behind her again after entering. I imagined her picking up the post from where I’d left it that morning on the old mahogany stand in the hallway. There were three local letters, I remember, and one with a New York postmark and an American stamp.


Leaning against the trunk of an apple tree, one of the few surviving features of the old garden, I watched her pass by the large kitchen window. She was absorbed, reading one of the letters. She didn’t notice me. Even when she stopped at the window, facing the garden, she didn’t look out. Because her head was lowered, her blonde hair kept falling across her eyes and she kept lifting it with her right hand and folding it again behind her ear.


There was only a single sheet of paper in her other hand. Later I discovered its envelope, along with the unopened other letters, on the floor in the front hallway. She seemed to have gathered the entire bundle, but then dropped everything else while reading the first letter. She stared at this single page, or re-read it, for perhaps three or four minutes. And then, quite calmly and deliberately, she folded it and tore it repeatedly into small pieces. I’m not certain where she left the fragments. She moved towards the open back door and possibly threw them on the surface of the old pine table that was placed next to it, but I didn’t see her doing this. She may also have burned most of them on the gas cooker or washed them away in the sink.


I expected her to step out, into the narrow yard between the house and the garden, if only to let me know that she was home. She didn’t. Perhaps she intended to. A second or two after I lost sight of her through the window, her front doorbell rang. When she answered this, she must have stood for a while in the hallway, talking to the caller, because the draught between the two open doors whipped up the surviving fragments of the torn letter and blew them into the yard and garden, before the back door itself slammed shut. Some of the pieces stuck on the rough stone surface of the yard. Most fluttered into the exposed soil in the garden. None was large enough to contain more than a few hand-written or typewritten characters, meaningless in themselves.


At this stage, some instinctive apprehension made me retreat behind the cover of the apple tree, transforming myself with a single step from participant to spectator. It is, perhaps, the role contemporary western man is now most completely comfortable with, a role which began, for me, with the television coverage that year of both the riots in Paris and the civil rights disturbances in Northern Ireland, and with the death of Sarah Kleisner.


When I saw Sarah again, through the kitchen window, she was backing away, clearly from someone who was advancing on her, and clearly frightened by the approach. I couldn’t see who was there. I waited for them to reach the window and reveal themselves. But Sarah stopped. She gestured, at first uncertainly, helplessly, throwing her hands in the air and shrugging her shoulders, but then angrily, pointing her finger aggressively, warning, threatening. It was only when she suddenly swivelled, turning her back on the caller, rejecting any further discussion, that the other, a small unshaven man, finally came into view, stepping forward to lay a hand on her right shoulder.


Instantly recognizing my father, still in his working clothes, with the steel bicycle clips pinning the trouser legs to the tops of his heavy black boots and the soiled cloth cap tugged low on his forehead, I felt as if an abrasive cord was sharply tightened around my stomach, a distinctive band of pain that has stayed with me throughout all the other shocks and traumas of my life.


Naturally, I assumed that he was there because of me. Like Adam cowering from his displeased God in the biblical myth, I desperately tried to shrink out of sight, even though I was already crouched behind the only decent cover in the garden.


I have no idea how much time passed. Perhaps none at all. Perhaps as soon as my father laid his hand on her shoulder, Sarah swung back towards him and struck out, slashing her long nails down his left cheek and leaving him with the trail of scratches that would mark the rest of his life. At the time, he didn’t even raise his hand to protect himself or to wipe the blood from his face. He stared at Sarah. He said something to her. As with all their other exchanges, the meaning was lost to me.


When my father turned to leave, I ducked out of sight and waited for him to come to the garden and argue with me. He never appeared. And by the time I risked checking again, I found that Sarah too had vanished.


I stepped out and cautiously approached the back door, watching for any signs of movement inside the house, listening for the sound of voices. I opened the door, still wary. The draught I immediately felt indicated that the street door was still open, and suggested that there was no one left in the house. I stepped in. In the front hallway, the three unopened letters and the envelope with the New York postmark and American stamp all lay on the floor. I picked the last item up. Sarah’s name and address were typed on the front. Above them, in the centre of the envelope, the sender’s name was pre-printed: Robert Kleisner, Lamson & Luetgerr, Park Avenue, New York.


A relative’s letter? Carrying news of some personal loss, some family tragedy?


I put the envelope in the pocket of my jeans. I went through the front door, into the street, and looked up and down. In the distance, descending from Gallows Hill, a man was walking eight greyhounds, guiding four with each hand. Closer to me, outside the entrance gates of the jute factory, a group of young girls were skipping. In the opposite direction, where most of the houses lay, a few labourers were walking or cycling home from work. There was no sign of my father or Sarah.


My father, I learned later, drank with some friends in a local pub until closing time that night. Precisely what time he first entered the pub and with whom would soon become critical questions.


As for Sarah …


A little less than five hours after the quarrel with my father, shortly before eleven o’clock, her body was discovered by a courting couple at the foot of the cliff that lay about two kilometres to the north, across the fields at the back of our houses.





The Profile



On a Thursday night in mid-January, at exactly eight o’clock, a middle-aged man named Michael Elwood draws his chair a little closer to the piano in the front room of his house. He’s about to play. He coughs self-consciously a number of times. He flexes the muscles in his right hand and then repeats the exercise with his left, totally unaware that the cracking of his bones is setting his companion’s teeth on edge. She’s Laura Ashwell, a woman of thirty-eight, who works as a cashier in a national bank. And she’s sitting directly behind him, out of his vision.


Elwood is extremely nervous. You might think that this recital he has organized, in his own home and for an audience of one, is on too small a scale to carry any pressure with it. But there’s a history. As a child, Elwood studied classical music and was considered a talented soloist, before a disaster in some public competition destroyed his confidence. It’s almost thirty years since he last risked playing for acceptance and applause. There’s also a wider agenda. Elwood intends proposing tonight. In fact, given the strategies this awkward, reclusive man has developed over the years, the performance is the marriage proposal.


So naturally, he’s hesitant. Shuffling his seating back and forth, he struggles with the memories and the doubts, while desperately trying to keep his tentative hopes in check. Until finally, after returning the chair to its original position, he settles into the first item on his programme.


This is Debussy’s étude, Pour les sonorités opposées.


His playing is technically correct. It always was, even in childhood. But now, in his mid-forties, it’s almost completely stripped of feeling. There’s no passion. No emotion, even. No involvement. No more than the rest of his life – he works as a wages clerk for a supermarket chain, he dresses in dark suits and has plain, almost anonymous features – his music retains nothing that is personal or spontaneous.


Even so, it’s an expression of love.


Somewhere in the middle of it, however, a youth outside the front window of the house starts calling drunkenly to some mate of his in the distance. ‘Yammo! Yammo! Yammo!’ The effect is like that of a crazed drummer in the background, repeatedly hammering the same discordant beat from his instrument. ‘Yammo! Yammo! Yammo!’


Elwood misses a note. He recovers. He struggles desperately for a while against the interruption. But then, frustrated and angered, he slams his hands on the keys and leaves them there, inactive.


Ironically, the youth on the footpath outside simultaneously falls silent. Not because he’s made contact with his friend, but because he’s just reinserted his nose in the plastic bag full of glue he’s carrying.


‘I’m sorry, Laura,’ Elwood says tensely, but without turning to look at her.


‘Well,’ she sympathizes, ‘you can hardly expect them to appreciate Chopin in this place, I suppose.’


She means it as a joke, to show that she’s more amused than troubled. But …


‘That was Debussy,’ Elwood mutters. ‘Was it that bad?’


‘What did I say?’ she laughs. ‘Did I say Chopin? Debussy, of course. And it was delightful.’


Stupid word. She knows it as soon as she says it. Even though she can’t see his face, she also knows that Elwood is making an effort to ignore it.


He manages this by changing the subject.


‘There’s nothing wrong with this place,’ he says, although this is a situation he remembers from his own childhood rather than one that still exists. Like most local authority estates in south County Dublin, this one, at the foot of the mountains, about ten kilometres north of Enniskerry, has suffered from drugs and neglect. ‘I live here,’ he advances as evidence. ‘You live here.’


‘They live here, too,’ Laura Ashwell observes.


‘No, no,’ Elwood cries impetuously. ‘I don’t care who lives here. I don’t care whether or not they appreciate Debussy, or Chopin, or Ravel. You have certain preferences, certain ideas about how things should be done, but they’re for yourself, you can’t force them on everyone else. All I ask is the same consideration in return. That’s all. But why am I saying this to you? You already agree with me. I should be saying it to the lout in the street outside.’


‘Except that he seems to be gone now,’ Laura points out.


Elwood listens for a while with a doubtful expression on his tense face. But all he can hear is traffic, far in the distance. He’s relieved. Despite the rhetoric, he doesn’t want to confront anyone.


‘Will we try again?’ he suggests.


Laura Ashwell has no particular affection for either Debussy or Chopin. She likes the Rolling Stones and the Doors, and, among contemporary groups, Oasis and Catatonia. She has never mentioned this to Elwood. And now is not the time to start. ‘Yes,’ she says with apparent eagerness. ‘Please.’


But it seems, this evening, as if there’s some conspiracy to sabotage Elwood’s dreams. All through the preliminaries, while he’s clearing his throat and shuttling his chair back and forth, while his fingers, anticipating an interruption, are playing tentative scales, the quietness holds outside. But as soon as he settles seriously into the étude again, someone switches on a ghettoblaster in the street, turns the volume up to an unbearable level and greets the rap tune that blares out of it with a wild yelp.


Elwood crashes his hands on the keys and slams down the lid. His chair topples and crashes to the floor as he rises suddenly.


‘Michael!’ Laura cries.


‘Excuse me for a moment,’ he says.


‘Now, don’t go out there, Michael!’


‘It’s all right,’ he snaps. ‘I’m only going to look, that’s all.’


He sweeps past her and opens the front door. On the small green opposite the house, there’s a group of ten or twelve youths. Fifteen, sixteen year olds. Some are attempting to dance, others are wrestling with each other, a few are stretched on the grass. They’re all drunk. When they finally notice Elwood and see that they’ve disturbed him, they express their delight by shouting obscenities at him and inviting him to do something about it.


Realizing that his appearance has only added to their enjoyment, Elwood turns and goes back inside.


‘Cider party,’ he says between his teeth.


He goes to the telephone and dials the seven digits of the local Garda station. The line is engaged. His hand shoots out to break the connection and to dial again, but it loses its impetus along the way and drifts off to make a pointless gesture. It’s just occurred to him that he doesn’t want to call the guards. He has no need of allies, he tells himself, because he has no intention of making or maintaining enemies. Allies, even the ones who are paid for their services, inevitably make counter-claims on your life.


And then Elwood makes a significant connection. It’s actually his girlfriend’s presence that’s confused him, he decides. If he was alone he’d just retreat to a back room and read a book until the party exhausted itself. He wouldn’t persist with his music. He wouldn’t advertise his distress by opening the front door. He wouldn’t broadcast it by phoning the guards.


While still brooding on this, he becomes aware that Laura Ashwell is now looking at him quizzically and he realizes that he must be holding the receiver for a long time without doing anything with it.


‘My name is Elwood,’ he tells the dead instrument, where no one is listening to him. ‘I want to complain about a disturbance …’


Afterwards, while they’re waiting for the guards who’ll never come, Elwood and Laura Ashwell say nothing to each other. Something distasteful has happened between them. And they both know it. They feel awkward. Apprehensive. They risk nothing. They sit in silence, in separate armchairs, waiting for their separate worlds to fall back into place.


Ten minutes pass. Fifteen. Laura Ashwell starts glancing at her watch. At first it’s surreptitious, just to check the time. But it quickly becomes more obvious. It becomes a crude signal.


‘I’m sorry, Michael,’ she says finally. ‘I’ll have to get back soon.’


It’s a relief, for both of them.


‘I’ll drive you home,’ Elwood offers.


‘I can walk, Michael. It’s not very far.’


‘No, I’ll drive.’


Laura Ashwell pays no attention to the catcalls and wolf whistles from the kids opposite as they’re leaving the house. She can’t be hurt any more than she already is. But the jeering infuriates Elwood. He hurries her away from it, forcing her to walk to the car at a pace she finds uncomfortable in her new dress and new shoes. Both bought especially for this evening, unfortunately. From behind the wheel of his Opel Astra, he hustles her into the passenger seat beside him. And before she can even lock the door or fasten her seat belt, he starts the engine and pulls sharply away from the kerb.


Once they’re well out of range, however, midway between their two houses, it occurs to him that he’s only in flight. He doesn’t want to visit Laura Ashwell’s house. Her father, once an active trade unionist but now too old and too disillusioned for anything but preaching, will inevitably lecture him on the causes of delinquency without offering any relief from individual delinquents. But he doesn’t want to go home, either, and sit as a prisoner in his own front room. He wants to continue driving, he realizes. He wants to be alone. He’s really known this, without admitting it to himself, since pretending to have called the guards. Laura’s presence in his life makes him vulnerable. So does the ownership of a piano and the musical pretensions and the need for an audience. He imagines himself driving alone through the darkness, secretly discarding his burdens, until there’s nothing left to be protected any more. It’s only then, he convinces himself, when he’s stripped of them all, that he’ll be comfortable again.


He parts from Laura without getting out of the car to walk her to her door. ‘I’ll have to sort this thing out,’ he says vaguely. ‘There’s no point in arranging anything until I’ve sorted this out.’


‘No,’ she agrees, although she knows that they’re actually saying goodbye.


While Laura Ashwell goes to her bedroom and puts a record on the turntable of her hi-fi system – it’s Exile on Main Street by the Rolling Stones, an LP she bought as a twelve year old against the outraged objections of her parents but hasn’t played for more than a decade now – Michael Elwood pulls away, leaves the housing estate and turns left at the next major junction, heading into the mountains to the south of the city.


It’s 8.45 p.m.


An hour and a quarter later, around ten o’clock according to most witnesses, he walks into Johnnie Fox’s pub in Glencullen, a small settlement in the Wicklow Mountains, on the road between Glencree and Enniskerry. This is no more than fifteen kilometres from his starting point. Why has he taken so long to reach it? Although the landscape is wild and breathtaking, it’s too dark to go sightseeing. And it’s impossible to believe that the driving itself exhilarates him. He’s not the type to find abandonment, or himself, on the road. Is he lost? But when he walks through the door of the pub, after leaving his Opel Astra in the car park, he’s not agitated in any way. He doesn’t ask for directions. He stands inside the door for a few seconds, jingling his car keys and glancing around, and then he sits at an empty table. He leaves his jacket on a chair, reserving the place, and goes to the bar. He orders and pays for a bottle of Budweiser beer and returns to the table.


It’s Thursday night. At ten o’clock, the pub is doing good trade, but isn’t yet overcrowded. The place is popular with the young. The affluent young. Business professionals. Academics. Students. Tourists. It’s a fashionable pub, full of old wood and new money. A middle-aged man, dressed in a dull navy suit and drinking alone, is bound to attract some curiosity. It’s a fleeting interest, however. People have their own concerns. And Michael Elwood has no talent for socializing. He lacks any presence. He has no confidence. In fact, whenever he watches people, they get an uncomfortable feeling from it. His eyes are dead. His look is unsettling. It’s actually described as dirty, or creepy, by more than one of its victims.


Tonight, Michael Elwood seems particularly interested in a group of young women who are noisily enjoying themselves in a cosy corner of the pub. They’re all just a little drunk, in a relaxed sort of way. Their inhibitions are loosened. Two of them, both blondes, are wearing very short skirts. Another is showing a bare midriff, brightened by a massive stud in her belly button. There’s a lot of flesh on show. The women are not aware of it, however. It’s a girls’ night out. They’re not interested in men. At least, not until one of them catches Michael Elwood staring at them and draws the attention of the others to this. They all stare back. Elwood blushes and averts his eyes.


In turn, all of this is noticed by a group of young men in the opposite corner, who have been monitoring the women with a view to joining them. They’re on the verge of intervening, certainly to rescue the females, perhaps even to batter the pervert. For a few minutes, the mood in the pub is volatile. Nobody else quite knows what the source of the violence in the air is. But it’s tangible. Everybody feels it.


And what finally dissipates it again? Nothing in particular. It just fades, like most of these things. More people crowd into the bar, obscuring lines of vision, raising the level of the noise again, and changing the composition of the gathering. The young men’s resentment, and the young women’s unease, get lost in this new mix. Some of the newcomers take chairs at Michael Elwood’s table. They ask him if the spaces are free. He nods without speaking. He nurses his beer.


Over the next thirty minutes, the pub becomes extremely crowded, very noisy and very lively. No one notices Michael Elwood any more, whether he has another drink, whether he moves. He sinks into the mass without trace.


At another table, across the room, there’s a man called Gary Gaynor. He’s thirty-six years old, but he’s sitting with a large group of mates, all of them under twenty-five. They’re a football team, and they’re relaxing after finishing a training session. He’s their player-manager. The younger lads are arguing about girl bands. This is outside the range of Gary’s enthusiasms. He’s much more interested in a woman he’s noticed, who’s sitting alone at the bar.


Because Gary is still pretending to be part of the discussion, and because he doesn’t want to be rude, he’s restricting himself to glancing up every now and again to check on the woman. Afterwards, therefore, his memories of her are like a collection of photographs shown in sequence. The first five are all the same. The woman is sitting at the bar, alone, drinking a gin and tonic and reading from a black folder. She’s in her early-thirties, he thinks. She’s very attractive. She has thin-framed glasses and auburn – possibly titian – hair, clipped to her head in a bun. She’s wearing casual clothes: denim jeans and a purple sweater. The only slight variations in the images concern the position of the woman’s head. In most of Gary’s memories, her face is averted, turned downwards towards the pages she’s reading. In at least one, however, she’s looking directly into Gary’s eyes, and possibly smiling a little.


It’s encouraging. But at this point, someone nudges Gary in the ribs and demands his attention to a joke. He turns away from the bar. He doesn’t understand the joke and has to rely on the laughter of the others to convince him that it’s finished. He looks back. But now the spot at the bar is empty. Or it’s crowded with other people, which is the same thing as far as Gary is concerned. The titian-haired woman is no longer in the frame.


Gary stands up and searches around. And, finally, he sees her. Caught in the centre of the last snapshot he has to offer, she’s squeezing through the exit, past a young couple trying to get in, and she’s accompanied by a dull little man in a navy suit whose right hand appears to be on her arm.


Oh, well, Gary thinks disconsolately to himself as he slumps back in his seat, they must be on a date. They must have arranged to meet in Johnnie Fox’s





The Investigation



My name is Kristina Galetti. I’m twenty-seven years old, of distant Italian descent, 170cm in height, medium build, with black hair and hazel-brown eyes, most frequently seen wearing denim jeans and dark shirts.


You might guess, I was trained as a detective.


I joined the guards straight out of secondary school, when I was eighteen years old. They told me I breezed through the training college. The truth is, I nearly died in there. The guards is a man’s world. There are a few institutions still like that. The guards, the army, and the cabinet rooms in government buildings. Women have colonized the newspapers, television, the arts and the social services. Men still rule the physical world, in other words, while women have taken over the emotional and intellectual ones. By and large. That’s the way I see it, anyway.


What I mean by the guards being a man’s world is that the treatment you get in there is very rough. There are no niceties, no allowances, no respect for softness. Instead you get constant slagging, constant comments about your weight, your shape, your sexuality, your availability, your family or your accent. Anything you might be sensitive about.


In my class in training college there were twenty-five men and four women, so you can imagine the volume of the banter. But you learn to give as good as you get. Or you learn to ignore it. If you don’t, you’re not going to survive on the streets. Out there, the abuse will simply break you. I know a couple of female guards, for instance, who’ve had male prisoners masturbate in front of them after an arrest. That’s the level of contempt you’ll have to deal with.


I must have learned quickly. After a few years in uniform, on the beat in Dublin, I was given plain-clothes work, as an undercover surveillance officer in a unit tackling street crime, and after that I was made a detective garda. Those first couple of weeks back in civvies I was so pleased with myself that I bought a new outfit, a light-coloured trouser suit that I picked up in a sale at Brown Thomas. Two days later it got stained, scuffed and torn during a chase, after a handbag thief slashed a tourist’s arm with a Stanley knife and ran into a block of flats to escape. Which is why I’m mostly seen wearing jeans now. Like I said, you learn quickly.


The year I made detective, the force was facing a major crisis. Morale was low. Resources were poor. Political support was non-existent. And the public were losing confidence. We were accused of incompetence. Big-time criminals became so cocky and contemptuous that a drugs gang murdered a crime journalist in broad daylight.


That was one of the two main challenges to our authority at the time. The other was the long list of women who had recently disappeared in Dublin and the neighbouring counties. Fifteen of them in less than ten years. Sixteen-year-old schoolgirls, twenty-year-old students, thirty-year-old secretaries and forty-five-year-old housewives. When you wrote them down, all together like that, and looked at the list, you could understand how it reflected so badly on the professionalism of the force. Ireland is a small country. Its social problems are still manageable. Theoretically, it should be easy enough to police. But none of those missing women was found by the guards. The corpses of three of them were dug out of shallow graves in the Wicklow Mountains, but even these were first discovered by accident, by families out walking or by a workman cutting turf. The investigations into the murders led nowhere. No one was charged. There were no suspects in the frame. The stories made the newspapers and television reports for a few days after the bodies were found, but then dropped out of sight again. As for the twelve other women who were officially listed as missing, no one other than their immediate families seemed to care about them. To be honest, the feeling shared by the various teams investigating the disappearances was that the women had simply taken lovers and legged it abroad. But then, as I’d have to point out, all the members of these investigating teams were men.


You might think that such constant failure would lead to tough questions and harsh criticism of the guards in the media. You’d be wrong. The idea of the crusading crime correspondent was a popular joke within the force. The fact was, the flow of information to most of these correspondents was controlled by the Garda Press Office, so the spin the public always got on the force was the favourable one the guards themselves wanted. We weren’t only ineffective, in other words, we were unaccountable as well.


But then, predictably I suppose, a woman with social and political connections finally disappeared. That’s how it still is in Ireland. Even as a crime statistic, it’s not what you are as an individual that’s most important, it’s who you know. This young woman, part of a rich set that was into polo, motor racing and yachting, happened to be a relative of a newspaper magnate. For weeks afterwards, the case was never out of the papers. And the media were never off the case. Suddenly, the disappearance of vulnerable young women was a major issue, central to the type of society we wanted to build. The resulting pressure, and the public outcry that followed it, forced the authorities to do something. Their response was a special unit, based in headquarters in Dublin, dedicated to re-examining the files of the unsolved murders and disappearances.


I’ll be honest, I didn’t know at the time what I’d achieved to merit being picked for this team. I could live with my own uncertainty, of course. The trouble was, nobody else knew either. There were twelve of us initially: an inspector, a sergeant and ten detectives, although only five of that bunch – a wild young fella named Jimmy Coyne, two older men we called The Twins, Sergeant Mullery and myself – were still there at the end.


I was the only woman. I was resented as the token female, dismissed as just a political appointment. The others not only had longer service, they also had much more experience of murder investigations. I felt I had to prove myself at every step.


In the beginning, the inspector in charge of the unit was Carl McCadden. This was a lucky break for me. Because of his record, McCadden was respected by the others. And because he treated female officers as detectives, not as women, the rest had no option but to follow his lead. It gave me the breathing space I needed.


Great things were expected of us. We expected great things of ourselves. Although hanging over our every move was the dread that we were dealing with an extremely clever, extremely resourceful sequential killer, but one who should really have been caught in the early stages.


McCadden, though, had a totally different perspective on this. Once he said to us, ‘Probably there is no serial killer. Personally, I don’t think there is. Probably the serial killer explanation is just a lazy mental groove, all too easy to slip into these days. Probably there are fifteen separate killers. Probably the slaughter and depersonalization of women is just a widespread social phenomenon, an extreme expression of a common prejudice. Given the type of world we’d all like to live in, which do you think is the better option? I’m not sure I know the answer to that question. I’m not sure if there is an answer.’


If he was trying to keep our minds open, he definitely succeeded in doing it.


The commissioner, in his much-publicized address to us, had instructed us to search for links between the cases when re-examining the files, links that might have been previously overlooked, because the original investigations were run by different divisions, because information wasn’t shared, because there was no central data bank, no computerized comparisons. We did all that. We also sent samples from the various crime scenes for DNA-profiling, a facility that hadn’t been available for some of the earlier cases. We re-interviewed witnesses. We trawled through every item of evidence. Almost immediately, we had our first success. Forensic analysis linked a convicted rapist to one of the murdered women. Encouraged, we pushed ourselves harder.


And then, less than a month into the work, McCadden was suddenly transferred to another high-profile case. The daughter of a government minister, fooling around with Satanism and devil worship, had been butchered in a city-centre apartment.


When I heard the news that McCadden’s replacement was going to be a woman, Inspector Sharon Taafe, my first reaction was one of relief. An ally, I thought. Or at the very least, someone who wasn’t going to downgrade my status within the unit. When I met her, though, I have to admit that what I really felt was envy. For a while, professionalism went right out the window. She was the kind of woman who seemed to have everything: good looks, style, a stunning career, brains, a flat stomach, a healthy family, a genius of a hairdresser, confidence, a devoted husband, the culinary skills of a celebrity chef, and time left over for herself.


I think she was in her late-thirties. She looked a decade younger. What I couldn’t believe was that the lads in the unit weren’t twice as impressed as I was. Instead they were resentful. They took to calling her Inspector T. Very soon this became Iced Tea, because she was supposed to be frigid, the theory being that any woman who craves power is automatically frigid, while any man who does so has a permanent hard-on. In turn, this was the source of a lot of crude jokes in her presence that she couldn’t possibly get. ‘Iced tea,’ one of the lads would say. ‘Now there’s something I wouldn’t touch, no matter how thirsty I was.’ Until I got to thinking would they ever grow up and get some sense? Do boys ever grow up, anyway?


Right from the start, therefore, there were rumblings about the appointment, accusations that it was just a cynical public relations exercise, a knee-jerk reaction to a campaign the feminists were running at the time. As you might expect, Sharon Taafe looked very good in all the newspaper photographs and television footage. Her appointment reflected very nicely, thank you, on the image of the force. She was flavour of the month. With everyone except the people she had to work with.


Probably the worst of her critics on the team was a detective named Tommy Dennison, a big, red-faced country lad, with the build and manners of a rugby forward, who was particularly bitter about women. I had no idea why he was so angry. He’d given me a rough time at the start and we hadn’t mixed since then.


I didn’t know whether Dennison was right or wrong about the new inspector. I didn’t know whether or not she got her appointment purely on merit. She hadn’t the same track record as McCadden, for instance, but she was no novice. She’d worked on most of the major murder investigations in Dublin over the previous decade. What I did know was that there were two things weighing against her chances of success with the unit. One, obviously, was the prejudice of the men on the team. The other was her own prejudice.
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