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				This is a novel. The characters in this book are fictitious and any resemblance with any real person is coincidental and unintended. Some characters in the story interact with real events and people. Such interactions are fictionalised and are not intended to be in any way true or accurate depictions of events that actually occurred. They are the product of the author’s imagination.

	
				For Trish

	
				Part One

				Summer in Dublin, 1981

	
		
			
				prologue 

				Dick Roche parked up in the corner of the back yard of the Hunter’s Lodge. He sat waiting bolt upright, constantly checking his rear- and side-view mirrors. This place was out of town, suitably off the beaten track. But you could never be too careful – it was popular with couples in the first flush of dating, or lads who were playing away. A cop in the company of a criminal here would stand out.There’d be serious, probably terminal, consequences if word got out.

				In due course the passenger door opened and Jimmy Daly, or Source 17, District 6, as he was officially known, sat in. Daly was a thin reedy man with a receding hairline who Roche suspected was prone to ulcers. He always seemed to be chewing spearmint gum or Bisodol. He was a dapper fella – his shoes were always polished and he smelled of cologne. Daly scrunched himself down into the seat to make himself smaller with his hands in the pockets of his bomber jacket.

				Jimmy made a living providing hardware and other logistical backup to serious criminals. He also made money on the side being a tout, Roche’s tout. Sure, his motive in providing information was usually suspect – jockeying for position or to settle an old score. He was no altruist. But he was tried and tested. He’d been the first informer that Roche had ever recruited and he’d run him with great success down through the years.

				Daly had recently sold Christy Clarke two short arms for a job. Clarke had stipulated that the weapons had to be still in the box. This was to ensure ballistic analysis of any spent casings or bullets wouldn’t yield a forensic history. He’d dump the guns afterwards. The target was believed to be a payroll drop at a tyre factory. Harry Brown and Liam Kinsella – Clarke’s lieutenants – had been spotted timing the security van on the day of a drop. Clarke himself had been seen in the vicinity in the small hours, head down hoodie up, his outline a wispy silhouette on the horizon. Roche had been staking out the yard for the last few weeks.

				‘Morning boss,’ Daly said, ‘anything for me?’ 

				Roche handed him an envelope containing five crisp £10 notes, paid out of the Secret Services Fund, the name given to the slush monies paid to touts. Every week, Roche completed the form in triplicate, had a Chief Superintendent countersign it and waited three working days for the monies to be sent by special courier from the Department of Justice. From the start of their arrangement, Daly had insisted on being paid up front. Roche approved: it lessened the need to perform.

				Daly held the envelope lengthways in his hand, tore a strip off the side of it, concertinaed it, and squinted so as to satisfy himself that he was looked after. It was a ritual.

				‘It’s getting close, that’s all I can say,’ Daly kicked off. 

				‘What’s that mean?’ 

				‘Harry Brown and Liam Kinsella picked up the two shorts from a hide yesterday.’ 

				‘Go on.’

				‘That’s it. Nothing more. But you know yourself Christy doesn’t put his boys at risk unless there’s a pretty good reason for it.’

				Roche considered the information. It was hard and specific. His cop’s nose told him that Daly was probably right. Something was about to happen. Brown and Kinsella didn’t have the brains or vision of their leader, but they were serious street thugs. It’d be a coup to take them all out of circulation. Maybe Clarke was just moving stuff around. He trusted no one. But sometimes the reason for things was more prosaic: if it looked like a duck, walked like a duck and quacked, it was probably gonna fly in some shape or form.

				‘Thanks Jimmy. Thanks for that. Talk soon.’

				

			

		

	
		
			
				one

				Roche crawled into the roof space of the Ford Commer van. He withdrew his Smith and Wesson .38 revolver from his shoulder holster, let off the safety catch, and placed it by his side, muzzle pointing away from him. He pulled back the leather peephole cut into the roof – the single modification that justified the vehicle being known as the surveillance van – and confirmed that the entrance to the wages office was in his line of sight. He took a few moments to compose himself and settled down to wait.

				Boredom was the enemy now. He’d impressed upon the younger men that Christy Clarke had the knack for picking a moment when complacency had set in. But he wasn’t sure he’d made them understand how nasty and dangerous a little fuck Clarke was.

				Clarke had plugged a security guard in the chest at close range with a sawn-off shotgun during a previous robbery. The entry wound, the size of a golf ball, was as big as a grapefruit by the time it had exited through his back. He’d haemorrhaged pints of blood into his lungs and suffocated. He’d died in less than a minute. 

				They’d come across Clarke puffing and panting a short distance away wearing only his underpants, washing his hands and face in a dirty puddle of rainwater. Clothes were strewn around the ground. He’d arrested Clarke and brought him to the station. Clarke had steadfastly ignored all questions put to him during interviews. They’d swabbed his hands for residue. Tests had failed to detect any traces. Particles consistent with firearm residue were found on the cuffs of the shirt abandoned close by.

				Pat Flannery, who’d been heading up the investigation, lost patience. He’d moved the interrogation down to the locker rooms. There, he’d repeatedly ducked Clarke in a bath of ice-cold water. Flannery had apologised in advance but said that he had to protect society from people like him. At first, Clarke had just laid back on the floor of the bath, his cold blue eyes staring back at them. But when he couldn’t hold his breath any longer he’d kicked like a donkey. 

				Flannery had roared at Roche to help, and so he’d leaned with all his weight on Clarke’s chest to pin him down. They were soaked through, but Roche could tell the wet rings under the arms of Flannery’s shirt were sweat. Clarke had called them a bunch of cocksuckers and, looking at Roche, had stamped the ground and muttered, ‘Cockroach.’ He’d sprayed graffiti on the station wall after he’d taken up his present posting: ‘Sgt CockRoche is a Dick and a pervert.’ 

				It’d been obvious to everyone that Clarke had killed the security man. Flannery had meticulously assembled the case against Clarke into an investigation file and send it off to the office of the Director of Public Prosecutions in Merrion Street. No charges were directed. The pen pusher who was in charge of the file concluded that there was no evidence to connect Clarke to the shirt with residue on the cuffs. Like some other robber might have thrown it there and it was entirely normal for a middle-aged man to be in his jocks washing his face in a puddle in the middle of a cold November afternoon. 

				Roche had been a rookie back then. But he hadn’t been too judgmental – he’d understood how easy it was to blow some poor fucker to kingdom come when the adrenalin was coursing through your system. He’d shot people himself in the intervening years. You were only allowed fire when your own life was at stake. It’d been drilled into him on the range to fire at the upper torso, into one of the vital organs, but he had still shot people in the legs when it came down to it. Today, he’d be following procedure to the letter. One neat shot to the head would do the trick. 

				He closed his eyes and pictured Clarke lying supine on the ground, blood congealing around his mouth, his cheeks the dull pallor of a dead pig. He’d just be an inanimate object then, and you’d be left wondering what all the fuss had been about. The thought of it made him want to believe in an afterlife. It didn’t seem right that everything would just stop without any repercussions. But what were the chances that there was a man with a tail and a fork ready to roast him for eternity? 

				The distinctively coloured navy blue armour-plated security van drove into the yard. 

				He saw the proprietor scurrying across the yard into the factory. Roche had paid him a courtesy call to warn him that they’d intel that Christy Clarke and his crew were targeting his payroll. A small fat man, he’d stared quizzically across at Roche from his big desk, his nose twitching in disapproval as he explained that it’d be safer to pay staff by cheque. He’d assured Roche that the firm would happily write cheques in the morning. It’d free up half a dozen people making up the wage packets for starters. He’d then said something about a lot of the workers not having bank accounts and that it wasn’t practical. 

				There had to be more to it. And sure enough, when Roche had poked and prodded, it had emerged that the union would only allow it if staff were allowed half an hour off to cash their cheques. 

				‘Have you any idea how much that would cost us?’ the man had asked incredulously. Roche didn’t, but he’d still wondered how many tyres would be lost in half an hour’s production that would have this man risk his own life and that of his staff. He’d noticed that the man made sure that he was always on the factory floor whenever the wages were due. 

				A security guard jumped out of the front passenger seat and walked to the rear of the vehicle. A chute opened from the back door and he picked up a bag containing the money. It was surprising how £83,000 fitted into such a small bag.

				Roche strained his eyes to follow the security guard’s progress as he walked across the yard, in the door and up the stairs to the cash office. He watched the gate at the entrance to the yard. Every man in the unit was watching, waiting, hoping. 

				The security man returned less than a minute later, empty-handed. He stepped into the front passenger seat of the van and it drove on to its next drop. 

				And that was it. Roche reversed out of the roof space. He put the safety catch back on his revolver and re-holstered it. The static from his radio crackled as units were told to stand down. He’d be back next week. In the long run the odds favoured the guards over the career criminal. Clarke’s greed would inevitably get the better of him: he’d be standing in front of his van, five foot eight of sinewy muscle, a pistol in his hand, looking around for his prey and Roche would be there within a split second. He’d be justified in topping him. He wouldn’t be found wanting when it came down to discharging his duty.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				two

				Fr Brendan quickened his stride. The noise from the bell was shrill and incessant. He was right on the edge of a temper by the time he got the door open. Lillian Clarke stood before him, a pack of John Player Blue and a plastic lighter clasped in her left hand, and a pair of pink-rimmed sunglasses tucked into her ample cleavage. He noticed faded bruising on her arms, a signature tune no doubt hammered out by Christy when he came in full from the pub. 

				You could see that she’d been a bit of a looker in her day. She’d have lit up the flats alright: a pretty Scouser must have been as rare as an exotic bird back then. She was still attractive in a coarse sort of way. But childbirth, a hankering for cod in batter, and living with a psycho like Christy had taken a toll.

				Wayne was stood beside her, hands in his pockets, face set in its permanent look of defiance. With his cherubic face and long hair he almost looked a bit girly. But he was the Under 12 champion at the local Francis Xavier boxing club and played cornerback for St Joseph’s GAA team, who hadn’t lost a match in years.

				He motioned them across the threshold with an exaggerated wave of his hand. They trooped down in single file to the living room. They all stood for a moment in front of the empty marble fireplace, unsure where to sit down. She began to fuss over her hair on seeing her reflection in the large gilded mirror over the mantelpiece. 

				A large colour television, which had been given to him as a present by his parents when he’d been moved here, sat on the cabinet in the corner. He’d been watching an episode of Jim’ll Fix It and had decided to invite Savile to do a fundraiser here when the bell had rang. He went to turn it off but Lillian said that it should be kept on for Wayne. He suggested they go into his study but she made a gesture with a shake of the head that it was unnecessary. 

				Instead, they sat down in armchairs facing off against each other. 

				‘Bastard!’ There was no need to explain that she was referencing Christy. In Scouse it almost sounded like a term of endearment. 

				‘Sorry about the language, Father. He’s doing my head in.’

				Invective gave way to diatribe: Maurice spent his time blagging with Christy and it was only a matter of time before he was caught and got a big sentence. Orla wasn’t going to school and didn’t listen to a single word she’d say. The wardrobes and ceilings were covered in a black mould. Wayne was getting one chest infection after another. She’d sued the Corpo and got £1,200 in damages. 

				‘Well that must have made things a bit easier?’ he said in an attempt to quell the wave of negativity. 

				‘You must be joking! When he found out, he took the money off me, and then gave me a hiding for not telling him about the case.’ 

				She took a cigarette out and tapped it off the pack to compact the tobacco. He’d only seen men do that before, auld fellas at that. It looked odd to see someone with such petite hands doing it. She lit up, blew the smoke upwards and her shoulders sagged. He pushed an ashtray under her nose. He hated smoking, especially in the presbytery. Fr Peter had told him to stop being so precious and to get a life when he’d complained to him. 

				‘But where do I stand, Father? I really need to know. Do you get me?’ 

				Yes he did, but they both knew that the answer was part of the problem. Christy, it had to be acknowledged, was a ne’er-do-well, a recidivist robber. Banks, payrolls, and cash in transit were his favourites. He also had a hatred for authority. Unusually – in Fr Brendan’s limited experience career criminals were extraordinarily inept – he excelled at it. Not that it made any lasting difference to how they lived. What Christy didn’t spend in the pub he soon lost in the bookies or at the dog track. But that didn’t mean that she was entitled to turn back the clock just because she’d made a bad bargain. They were man and wife, joined not by the hip, but by God himself. 

				‘The solicitor says that I can get a barring order and that the court can rule a separation agreement.’

				‘The solicitor says that, does he?’ 

				It was happening more and more: left-wing politicians, newspaper columnists, and vocal minority interests were relentlessly pushing their own secular agenda. If the priest in the presbytery couldn’t hold the line, the game was up. 

				‘Well I don’t know a huge amount about the law. But I do know that marriage is for better and for worse.’

				‘Fuck that! He’s melting my brain.’

				‘Now, Lillian, if you are asking me to give my blessing to breaking up your marriage?’

				‘Christ! So, the next time he is sticking my head down the toilet I just go with the flow?’

				Again, the answer was perfectly clear. She should call the gardaí. But the last time he had given that advice the errant husband had confronted him on the church steps and told him that if he ever stuck his nose into his business again then, priest or no priest, he’d batter him. 

				‘The Church runs a perfectly good counselling service. Maybe the pair of you could try to talk it out.’ 

				Lillian snorted and he saw Wayne smirking, no doubt rehearsing how he’d play it all back in the schoolyard. He’d already overheard Wayne doing a very passable impression of him lecturing on the importance of treating girls with respect and ‘not turning them into shop-soiled goods’. Wayne had squirmed his nose up for effect when he’d trotted out that line.

				‘Look, Father!’ and here she paused, and ostentatiously looked over at Wayne. Whatever was she going to say that could be any worse than what had gone before? Jimmy Savile was fixing it so that a boy with leukaemia could drive a Formula One racing car. Wayne was sitting up straight, hands clasped together down between his thighs, chewing gum, feigning disinterest in the conversation going on behind him. 

				Lillian leaned forward right into him and whispered: ‘I caught Christy coming out of Orla’s room twice last week. He’s at her. When he has got drink on him and wants to do something he can’t be stopped.’

				Her warm moist breath gently ruffled the hairs in his ear. The intimacy of it caught him off guard, and even though the sensation wasn’t exactly unpleasant, it caused him to involuntarily shudder.

				‘Yes, well, that’s an appalling state of affairs. But it’s not enough to bring about the dissolution of your marriage,’ he replied brusquely. 

				‘What about an annulment? I was sixteen, up the duff, scared shitless.’ 

				‘Well, maybe if you had made that case back then. But what is it now, twenty years?’ 

				There was a lull in pace but then she came alive again. Lately, it turned out, Christy had started staying out all night, and she couldn’t get a straight answer out of him.

				‘He saunters in at twelve o’clock in the day smelling of some cheap tart.’ 

				He was struck by the fact that the irritation previously noticeable in her voice had given way to bitterness.

				Despite her apparent directness, he’d known it’d take time to get to what was really bothering her. She could put up with the beatings, the drinking, the chaotic living, even that he might be interfering with her daughter. But she wasn’t prepared to tolerate Christy being with another woman. The real bugbear had now been vented. The meeting, he sensed, was drawing to its natural close. 

				He saw the pair of them out. Lillian, he noticed, was buoyed by the chat even though he knew that he had said nothing that could be of any practical assistance to her. Sometimes, articulating frustration acted as its own release, even if the listener was an adversary. 

				‘Wayne is doing a grand job with the piano,’ he remarked.

				Fr Brendan had taken up his post as a curate and vice-principle of the school on the day of the annual concert. The performances had been woeful. But Wayne had brought the house down, taking off Máistir Lillis, right down to rubbing his snot into the hair of his charges. And the memory of Wayne falling to his knees waving out to the audience as the curtain fell still made him smile. 

				One of his first initiatives had been to start up piano lessons. Fr Peter had, as usual, scoffed but Wayne had been his vindication. Wayne only had to be shown how to play any piece once. In class, Wayne was disruptive, easily distracted and adept at winding up his teachers. But he could happily spend hours working out how to play his favourite pop song on a guitar. 

				Fr Brendan hated pop music. It was so empty and venal. He was teaching Wayne sheet music, guiding him through the works of Beethoven, Wagner, Brahms and Mozart in the hope he’d instil something in him. He hadn’t charged him a penny: seeing a real talent like his was payment enough. 

				‘Let me tell you, Father, that one is my future: Wayne’s as bright.’ 

				She spoke with that unmistakeable pride which a mother reserves when talking about her favourite. 

				‘Will you come on, Ma?’ Wayne said impatiently, catching her arm. But behind his obvious embarrassment there was a hint of a smile breaking through. That he could smile at all while living in the midst of such dysfunctionality was a testament to the resilience of human nature, Fr Brendan thought. 

				

			

		

	
		
			
				three

				Wayne watched his Ma spread the jersey out on the counter so that Kenny Dalglish’s autograph, written in blue marker just below the number 7, could be fully appreciated. It was the one he’d been wearing when he’d scored the winning goal in the European Cup Final and was his Da’s pride and joy. Liverpool had squandered so many chances that night. And then Graham Souness had taken the ball down on his chest right on the edge of the box, slipped it through the legs of the Bruges defender to Kenny, who’d then chipped the keeper. His Da, who had been close enough to see spittle around Kenny’s mouth, often said that it had been the happiest moment of his life. Wayne didn’t doubt this was actually true. 

				His Ma then stacked a large pile of match programmes alongside. They included pre-season friendlies with oddball teams, which were collector’s items. His Da had paid a grand for the jersey at a charity auction. The other bits and pieces had been accrued over a lifetime. To him they were priceless.

				‘£475. Take it or leave it, Ned,’ Lillian said. 

				God loves a trier, was all Wayne could think. The time his Ma had come with the bag of sovereigns, left to her by her Nan, you could see that he’d been itching to get his hands on them but the negotiations had still gone on for days. Ned Gearty skinned everyone. The chrome and glass cabinets crammed with jewellery, cameras, Walkmans, televisions and hi-fis were testament to his knack for knowing how to best capitalise on the misery of others. 

				‘Done, Mrs Clarke.’ 

				He counted the money out in twenty-pound notes and a single fiver. He ran his bony finger along the terms and conditions stencilled in neat black ink on the back of the ticket. 

				‘You can redeem the items within ninety days if you repay the money plus accrued interest.’

				They all knew that wouldn’t be happening. Gearty followed Leeds United. He was fanatic. He wanted the stuff for himself. He was just making sure that Wayne’s Da would have no comeback when he found out. Clearly Gearty didn’t know his Da very well if he thought that he’d be the slightest bit impressed with words written on a bit of paper. If the stuff were still on the premises his Da would simply walk in and take it. If it wasn’t, he’d probably burn the place down. 

				Outside, his Ma put the money in her purse, patted it before putting it into her bag and said they were heading into town. 

				They strolled along in silence. 

				‘Da will beat you,’ he said. 

				‘Your Da is a prick, son. He might be stronger than me, and a bully too, but he is gonna rue the day he crossed me. Just you watch.’

				‘Get it back, Ma. Now. You’ll be sorry if yah don’t. We all will.’

				She wasn’t for turning. But Wayne kept at her, begging her to be smart.

				‘Here, look at this,’ she said. 

				They stopped to look at the display window of Waltons music shop on Parnell Square. There was a grand piano, a load of fiddles or maybe violins, he didn’t know which, a couple of double basses and a drum kit surrounded by loose sheet music strewn haphazardly around the floor. He saw banjos and bodhráns and electric and acoustic guitars on display on the shop floor. This was a shop where the customers all probably knew how to read music, a place parents brought their children to buy cellos or recorders. They probably sold guitars to showbands and didn’t do rock ’n’ roll. 

				‘Come on!’ she said to him. He followed her in the door. Wayne stopped in front of a rack of guitars. He ran his fingers along the steel strings.

				‘Can I help you, madam?’ The man’s accent was snobby. 

				‘Set up that guitar and amp for him,’ his Ma answered, pointing at a Gibson Les Paul. It was dark red with flashes of orange around the F holes that looked like seahorses. The fretboard was decorated with mother of pearl inlay on the third, fifth, seventh, ninth, and twelfth frets. 

				The assistant eyed her up suspiciously like they didn’t belong here. But the steel resolve in her voice made it hard to refuse. 

				The care and veneration with which the assistant held the guitar both impressed and intimidated Wayne. He spent a bit of time adjusting the guitar around Wayne’s midriff. He plugged in a Marshall amp, leaned over Wayne’s shoulder strumming strings and adjusting the bass and treble. After what seemed like ages, he gave Wayne the thumbs up. 

				Wayne strummed a few chords to warm up his fingers. The sound was crisp but very full too. His whole body was tingling at the idea of letting it rip. 

				‘Do your stuff,’ his Ma said. 

				He played ‘Hurricane’ by Neil Young. Its length meant he could have more time on the Gibson. The notes in the lead guitar sequence shot forth all effervescent like bubbles in a fizzy drink. Customers had, by then, stopped what they were doing and gathered around him in a circle. He saw his Ma glaring at him when his face contorted into machinations. 

				‘No orgasms,’ she silently mouthed. 

				When he finished there was a warm spontaneous round of applause. 

				A man who must have been manager of the store stepped forward. ‘How old are you, son?’

				‘Eleven,’ Wayne answered.

				‘That’s quite a talent your boy has there,’ he said, turning to his Ma. ‘Nurture him.’

				‘At £650 for a bloody guitar and amp? Are yah havin’ a laugh or what?’ 

				He stroked his chin with his hand and then asked, ‘How much have you got?’

				‘£450.’ 

				‘Take it. If he does well don’t forget us.’

				They paid up as quickly as they could in case he changed his mind. They were a sight going up the road, she carrying the guitar and him pushing the amp. The wheels jarred on the uneven pavement; he hoped they wouldn’t break. 

				She still had £25 leftover. His Ma insisted that they stop for a celebration drink. It was still early and the fresh sawdust scattered around on the floor gave off a sweet cloying aroma. The air smelled sour and musty from beer, piss and fags. He saw Tony and Maud sitting in the corner; he drinking whiskey, she brandy and port. They were brother and sister and lived on the balcony below them. Tony drank mostly on tick and the story was that he’d drawn up a will that made sure the publican would get paid when he died. Others were drinking alone, filling in dockets from the bookies next door. They’d periodically get up and leave and return a few minutes later, all smiles if they’d picked a winner.

				His Ma ordered a vodka and lime. He had a Coke and a packet of Tayto. He didn’t enjoy it. Being the principle beneficiary of her crime made him feel like an accomplice. His Ma sat there, very quiet, smoking and rubbing the twenty pound note between her thumb and forefinger, already anxious to get in another round.

				‘Another vodka ’n’ lime,’ she shouted to the barman, ‘and whatever the young fella is having.’ He could never understand how his Ma and Da, usually so tight, were prepared to shell out for endless bottles of Coke and crisps provided it was in the pub. 

				The barman put the drinks and Tayto up on the counter. A man sitting on a stool wearing a dirty raincoat stared at Wayne when he went to collect it. He was drinking a glass of Guinness and a small one. He had wavy oiled hair with red tufts growing out of his ears. 

				The man looked over at his Ma and smiled, revealing a set of yellow and black teeth. He insisted on paying for their drinks and then sitting at their table. He winked at Wayne and produced a ferret from the inside pocket of his raincoat. First, he allowed it to drink a bit of the stout that’d spilt on the table. He then picked it up by the scruff of the neck and dangled it in front of them. Its cold pink eyes glowered with rage as its legs threaded air. Wayne noticed a small hammer-shaped black blemish under its left leg. He saw a single long white hair growing out of it. 

				Its fur was the same colour as the ceiling in the living room at home, stained yellow by all the smoking. ‘She’s a good un,’ the man was saying, ‘put her down a rabbit hole and you’ll have the whole place clear in no time.’ 

				It was obvious the moment he spoke that he was a knacker. 

				Wayne was shocked that his Ma not only accepted the drink from him but also was now chatting away, asking him questions about the ferret. She always referred to tinkers in her thick Liverpool accent as ‘pikeys’. His Ma was rightly acting the maggot. 

				Wayne was glad when after a while his Ma said that he should go home. His Da would freak if he heard that she had been drinking with some geezer. But if his Da ever found out that she’d been drinking with a knacker, and did so in Wayne’s presence, there’d be war. Tony and Maud had surely picked up on it and Wayne hoped and prayed that one of them didn’t say anything to him. 

				Wayne picked up the case containing his new guitar and slung it over his shoulder. He lined up the wheels of the amp facing the direction of the door and whispered to her, ‘Thanks Ma – love yah.’ 

				‘You learn everything you can from the priest, do you hear me? He’s your passport out of here.’ She poked his chest for emphasis. ‘Do yah hear me?’ 

				Wayne didn’t like the priest. But he knew that she didn’t like him saying that, so he said nothing. He just nodded.

				He hurried home and got playing. By bedtime his fingertips were raw. The endorphins blocked out any pain. It’d felt like he could measure the exact level of tension in each string to the nearest millimetre, feel every separate individual coil of steel, and each vibration of sound reverberating around the fretboard. He’d read that some of the world’s greatest guitarists had stopped playing a Les Paul for fear that it would end up playing them. Having felt the connection with it, he understood why. 

				He heard his Ma come in. She’d be well-oiled and he was glad that she went to bed before his Da came home. 

				How long would it be before he sussed out his stuff was missing? And what would he do? 

				Last Christmas was the worst. Christy had arrived in full of vim and stout. His Ma had complained that he should have come home earlier. He’d grabbed her left arm and, using it as a lever, repeatedly bashed her face into the doorframe. The action was so mechanical he hadn’t even removed the fag from his mouth.

				Ma had spent Christmas in the Mater with her jaw wired shut. She’d lived on Knorr soup and Bird’s custard for six weeks, sucking it up in a straw. His Da didn’t seem embarrassed. He said that he’d never known such peace and quiet. But he also told her she wasn’t to set foot outside the door. So maybe he’d cared more than he was letting on. 

				What would happen when his Da actually had a real reason to be angry? Wayne felt tightness in his chest just thinking about it. 

				

			

		

	
		
			
				four

				The shop assistant parcelled up his shirts in brown paper that she tore from a large roll, bound it with string and tied it off in a handle. ‘Have a good day, Father,’ she said as she handed it over the counter. As a child he had traipsed around here after his mother for shoes, communion outfits, curtains and furniture. Back then, he had found it a forbidding place but the sense of familiarity and continuity an old-fashioned department store like Clerys offered was now very reassuring. 

				Outside, men and women stood in front of the large display windows. Some looked up and down the street; others tried to look nonchalant. People had been meeting on dates under Clerys clock for as long as anyone could remember. 

				The pharmacies, jewellers and banks that had been the backbone of O’Connell Street had all moved out to the new shopping centres in the suburbs. The discount stores selling garish knick-knacks and slot machine arcades with their neon lights were ruining what remained of the ambience. Even the Gresham Hotel had opened up a nightclub that drew in the dregs. 

				Outside the GPO, he saw four young men and a woman standing to attention in front of posters of dead hunger strikers. Fr Brendan silently mouthed the names: Bobby Sands, Francis Hughes, Raymond McCreesh, Patsy O’Hara, Martin Hurson, Joe McDonnell, Kieran Doherty and Thomas McElwee. Mickey Devine was at death’s door. 

				The Iranians had already renamed the street in Tehran where the British Embassy was housed as Bobby Sands Street. But that was just get-up-your-nose politics. How many would be able to name Sands’ compatriots in years to come? People still remembered Terence MacSweeney, the former Lord Mayor of Cork who had fasted to death in 1920. But the three other men who died with him barely registered a footnote in the history books.

				The gang of five wore black berets, white shirts, skinny black leather ties, drainpipe trousers and shoes. Any expression of humanity that might have existed was masked behind dark sunglasses. Even though large tricolours bookended the group and softened up the monochrome effect, he still thought the term ‘colour party’ a misnomer.

				A man refrained through a tinny megaphone: ‘Thatcher is a murderer, support the five demands.’ Activists fanned out, handing leaflets to passers-by. One attempted to thrust one into his hand. Fr Brendan put his hand firmly up to indicate both his disapproval and rejection of the offer. The man defiantly stared straight into his face to emphasise his lack of respect for the cloth, and then moved on without even formally acknowledging him. 

				Fr Brendan recognised him from the flats behind the presbytery. He didn’t go to Mass. He hung around the stairwell drinking cans and smoking fags. Today he was somebody and anxious to let the world know it. 

				Hawks, like Adams and McGuinness, had ousted the old-style republicans Ó Brádaigh and Mac Stiofáin. The secularisation of the State was now as much part of their campaign as a thirty-two county socialist republic. The new breed of volunteers openly despised the clergy and there was a hardness about them.

				

				Mrs Hendricks had left him out a tray with corned beef sandwiches with neatly trimmed crusts. The heat had turned the scrolls of butter runny and yellow. A freshly starched white napkin stood out like a miniature tepee. The nickel silver plating on the Edwardian salt- and peppershakers had worn away, probably, he concluded, from Fr Peter grasping it with his greasy fingers.

				He liked having the presbytery to himself. It had originally been built as a townhouse by a wealthy linen merchant who had then promptly lost all his money after the Act of Union put tariffs on trade between Ireland and England. Soon after, the great Georgian houses in the area had descended into tenements. The house had apparently once operated as a busy brothel when parts of Dublin boasted the largest number of prostitutes per square mile in Europe. The dark-stained parquet flooring and insipid cream-coloured walls broken up by religious paintings and icons combined to make the place dreary. He’d installed a little writing desk in his room where he liked to sit in the evenings writing letters and homilies. For all its faults the house was tranquil, a cocoon, a place in which he felt protected. 

				Afterwards he did his post. A letter from the executive council of Life Before Death, a pro-life group, informed him that he had been appointed to a steering committee chaired by Cora Jameson to agitate for a referendum to outlaw abortion. Cora was a heavy-hitter: he must be doing something right. The news that he’d been paired with her cheered him up no end. 

				Pro-life groups were portrayed by the media as being a right-wing rump, the thin end of the wedge of fascism and intolerance. 

				Nothing could have been further from the truth. This was a grassroots organisation. There was far less ideology than the media reports suggested. Members were for the most part law-abiding middle-class types with a social conscience. In his experience meetings were lively gatherings where people were wholly engaged with an issue that troubled them. For him it was a relief to mingle with others who shared the same sense of commitment and foreboding as he did. 

				The dangers of secularisation and the hush puppies in Sinn Féin who fronted for the men of violence were underestimated. He’d mentioned it to Fr Peter several times. Fr Peter had initially urged him to concentrate on issues that were relevant to the parish, and had then become quite angry when he persisted, warning him not to bring politics into the presbytery. 

				Meantime, Sinn Féin was getting organised; they were onto the Corporation over every broken drainpipe. Organising marches on drug dealers’ houses, and then, Ku Klux Klan-like, going about evicting them. Insinuating themselves into the community by osmosis. And slowly but surely it was transferring into votes. It was just a couple of council seats so far. But the momentum was with them. The Church would get left behind if it were not careful. 

				

			

		

	
		
			
				five

				Wayne followed his Da up the back stairs onto the roof of the block. Maurice brought up the rear, dragging along a couple of pigeon boxes. Today was Chinwag’s first race. His Da had paid mega money for her from a champion breeder in Yorkshire. He’d a big bet on. There’d be trouble if she didn’t perform. His Da would go off on one and Ma or someone else would pay. 

				Some owners paid for their birds to travel in the transporter that was hired by the Dublin-based clubs but his Da liked to be there at the moment they were released. Wayne marvelled at the way the birds flocked together and flew hither and thither for several minutes before striking out for home. His Da said that they were checking out the earth’s magnetic fields so that they could work out which was the way home. When they got closer to the city they’d go their own ways. His Da said at that point they used things like railway lines or big buildings as visual aids to make their way back to the lofts. 

				Wayne did a three hundred and sixty take on the view from the rooftop. He could see the copper dome of the Four Courts in the distance and the Cusack and Hogan stands in Croker. Many was the time he’d watched from Hill 16 Heffo’s Army beating the culchies, even though Kerry had got the better of them in the last few years. 

				He walked over to the parapet and stared down. The sight of the ground so far below always made him a bit queasy and he took a step back. He often imagined himself jumping off and what that moment would be like when he hit the ground. Sometimes he’d think about his funeral and what everybody would be saying. ‘A great lad, Wayne, a powerful boxer and he was mean on the guitar,’ they’d be saying, ‘I was so sure he was destined for great things.’ He’d picture his Ma crying and his Da feeling bad about the way he’d behaved. It was sick but he couldn’t help it. Sometimes he wondered was he right in the head. 

				He could just make out the tiny plume of smoke coming from a woman smoking a cigarette below. He spotted the Cassidy girls, linked together, heading over to the Mater hospital. Marie, their mother, was riddled with cancer, and had gone as thin as a matchstick. The word was that she wouldn’t see out the weekend.

				He saw a group of lads weighed down by their kit bags boarding a minibus. It’d be great to play for a team that travelled in their own bus to play matches. You’d feel like a proper footballer then. 

				‘Fucking bastards – cunts!’ The voice belonged to his Da. 

				The sheer venom of the invective told him that something was terribly wrong. He saw his Da emerging from the loft dangling a ferret by the scruff of its neck. Maurice was looking into the loft, shaking his head in disbelief. Wayne ran over to get a proper look. 

				The ferret was a nicotine yellow colour, except for its mouth, which was covered in a ring of fresh blood. His cold black eyes darted rapidly in all directions seeking an escape. He’d probably have recognised it even without the confirming hammer-shaped black mark under his left leg. It threaded the air even more intently than the last time he had seen it, correctly sensing that its whole existence was at stake.

				The floor of the loft was covered in pigeons, their still eyes staring out from limp necks. There were lots of loose feathers floating around. They must have come off when the birds panicked or were caught by his sharp teeth. The ferret hadn’t needed to kill all of them for food. He’d nibbled on a couple, taking lumps out of their throats or chunks out of their bellies. There were drops of congealed blood where they’d bled from their wounds. But he’d just kept going until he’d gone through the lot like a regular killing machine. He wondered why no one had heard the squawking and how long it’d taken to wreak this carnage. 

				Wayne picked out Chinwag in the corner. In life you could tell by the way Chinwag had comported himself that he came from a good line. His eyes gave off a beady inertness now but the brightness of his plume still cut him out as regal. 

				His Da walked to the edge of the roof and flung the ferret off. Wayne waited for the splat like in a cartoon. But the ferret actually hit the ground running, scarpered out the gate across the road and then ran under the gate of the builders’ yard. That made his Da even madder: he jumped up and down, his face contorted into a spasm of rage. 

				‘Who did this? It’s fuckin’ one of Roche’s crew!’ He had his fists in the air, looking upwards. ‘I’ll fucking kill whoever it was. Pig or no pig! Do you know anything?’ 

				Maurice shook his head and shrugged. ‘No, Da, I haven’t a clue. I left out feed last night around eight and they were grand.’ 

				Wayne walked into the loft making sure he kept his back to his Da. He was planking. What if his Da asked him did he know anything? His Ma had come up with a story that the priest had loaned him the guitar. That had shut down any further inquiries for the time being. He was sure that his denial wouldn’t be convincing. His Da would sniff it out of him. And that would set off a chain reaction. His fear wasn’t just on his own account: the ferret and the knacker would inevitably lead back to his Ma and from there to the pawn. 

				His Da began stuffing the pigeons into a black plastic bin bag. 

				He’d a way with animals. Once during the snow they’d come across a pup on the back stairs. It was only a couple of weeks old, far too young to be weaned. Wayne had bent down to touch it. It was ice cold to the touch. No breathing. He’d just touched his first dead thing. He was upset and had wanted to cry. 

				His Da had took it up in his hand and cupped it under his jumper. When they got home he’d sat down in front of the fire and put the pup on the hearth. He’d stroked the back of its head with the underside of his forefinger. Wayne thought his Da was mad. But within a short while the dog stirred. Then it opened its eyes and after a few minutes was sitting up drinking a saucer of milk. Wayne had heard all the stories about his Da and seen his viciousness at first hand. But what had struck him so forcibly during the whole event was how gentle his Da had been. Wayne had no doubt what he’d witnessed was a miracle.

				His Da knew the personalities of every one of his birds. They reacted to his presence and his voice. He let out a string of curses when he came across Chinwag. He stuffed it in the bag with the others and kept at it.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				six

				The bell rang shortly after midnight. Fr Brendan was in bed reading his scriptures. He put on his dressing gown and went downstairs to answer the door. 

				‘It’s time, Father,’ Siobhain Cassidy said. 

				‘Come in.’

				She hesitated, anxious no doubt to get back to her mother’s bedside, before stepping into the hall. 

				‘Has she spoken to everyone?’ he asked. 

				She nodded and then added, ‘Except Darren. The Governor said that he’d get him over first thing in the morning.’ 

				‘I’ll put in a call to the chaplain, see what he can do.’ 

				Her face softened and the impatience knit into her brow receded. 

				There were plenty of young men from the parish in choky. He’d made a point of calling down to Fr Harris when he’d first come here to find out whether any of the lads were in need of a visit. The older priest had appreciated the gesture. Fr Brendan got through to Fr Harris within a couple of rings. He explained the dilemma. Fr Harris said he’d ring the Governor and get straight back to him. 

				The Cassidys were a big Republican family. Old man Cassidy had fought in the 1956 Border campaign and been interned in the Curragh. Seamus had served time for IRA membership and being in possession of an AK-47 and bomb-making equipment. He’d also been a spokesperson for the wing in Portlaoise prison. Rumour had it that he’d been involved in kneecapping various drug dealers. Seamus had spoken at a number of rallies called to promote the five demands of the hunger strikers. 

				Darren had got into gear in his mid-teens. He’d gone on a spree of jump-overs in every shop in the neighbourhood and beyond. Seamus’s stock had soared after he went to prison; Darren’s robbing to fund his habit hadn’t gone down as well. But Marie stilled doted on him. He was the special one.

				Siobhain’s chap was serving a sentence in Mountjoy for armed robbery. He remembered Fr Peter saying that Siobhain had convictions for shoplifting. You’d never have guessed it. He’d seen at first-hand how well Siobhain and her sisters had looked after Marie throughout her illness. They were a credit to her. In the short time he’d been here, he’d been deeply impressed by how much better the poor coped with death. There was less melancholy and melodrama. They were much less attached to possessions. There was less fear too. Life and death weren’t seen as competitors here.

				He got dressed, gathered up the oils for the sacrament of extreme unction and said a few prayers that Marie might have a gentle passing, while they waited for Fr Harris to ring back. 

				He answered the phone on the first ring.

				‘That’s great news, Fr Harris. We’re indebted to you.’ He smiled at Siobhain to communicate the call had been a success.

				‘How long do you think that’ll all take?’ 

				‘Well it’ll take as long as the officers want it to take. He could be there in half an hour if they put their mind to it.’ 
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