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            Further praise for Christine Falls:

            ‘A ripping detective yarn with the template to follow in the golden bootprints of Rebus … The plotting is watertight, the setting crackingly criminal and the language a cut above your usual potboiler.’ Scotsman

            ‘An absorbing plot, beguiling characters and evocative settings … [Banville] has quickly learnt the essentials of crime writing: his pacing is impeccable, and the story is replete with shocks and surprises.’ The Times

            ‘Atmosphere fairly reeks from every page. Banville’s control and pacing cannot be faulted, and the final outcome is bleak, creepy and almost unbearably moving.’ Guardian

            ‘This is a literary thriller that merits the name.’ Daily Telegraph

            ‘A breath of fresh air … a potently involving and deftly evolving intrigue … A dark pleasure.’ Sunday Times

            ii‘The sense of futility and desolation comes off the pages like the reek of corruption … Compelling.’ Independent

            ‘Banville writes beautifully, and his sense of time and place seems immaculate. He is very good indeed at describing pain, loneliness and fear.’ The Spectator

            ‘Superb, infinitely superior … [the] novel has all of Banville’s trademark “unrelieved bleakness” but its air of menace, and its evocation of damp, smoky, 1950s Ireland, lend it a pageturning compulsion.’ Evening Standard

            ‘There is a sensitive and intelligent evocation of 1950s Dublin that gives great pleasure.’ Good Book Guide
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         She was glad it was the evening mailboat she was taking, for she did not think she could have faced a morning departure. At the party the night before one of the medical students had found a flask of raw alcohol and mixed it with orange crush and she had drunk two glasses of it, and the inside of her mouth was still raw and there was something like a drum beating behind her forehead. She had stayed in bed all morning, still tipsy, unable to sleep and crying half the time, a hankie crushed to her mouth to stifle the sobs. She was frightened at the thought of what she had to do today, of what she had to undertake. Yes, she was frightened.

         At Dun Laoghaire she paced back and forth on the pier, too agitated inside herself to stand still. She had put her luggage in the cabin and had come back down to the dock to wait, as they had told her to. She did not know why she had agreed to what had been asked of her. She already had the offer of the job in Boston, and now there had been the prospect of the money as well, but she suspected it was more that she had been afraid of Matron, afraid to refuse when she had asked if she would bring the child with her. Matron had a way of sounding the most intimidating when 2she spoke the softest. Now, Brenda, she had said, looking at her with those goggle eyes of hers, I want you to consider carefully, because it’s a big responsibility. Everything had felt strange, the sick sensation in her stomach and the burning in her mouth from the alcohol, and the fact that she was not wearing her nurse’s uniform but the pink wool costume she had bought specially to go away in—her going-away suit, as if she was getting married, when instead of a honeymoon she would have a week of taking care of this baby, and not a hint of a husband. You’re a good girl, Brenda, Matron had said, putting on a smile that was worse than one of her glares, may God go with you. She would need His company, all right, she thought mournfully now: there was tonight on the boat, then the train journey tomorrow to Southampton, and then five more days at sea, and then what? She had never been out of the country before, except once, when she was little and her father took the family on a day trip to the Isle of Man.

         A sleek black motor car was edging its way through the crowds of passengers going towards the boat. It stopped when it was still a good ten yards away from her, and a woman got out at the passenger side with a canvas bag in her hand and a bundle in a blanket in the crook of her other arm. She was not young, sixty if she was a day, but was dressed as if she was half that, in a grey suit with a narrow, calf-length skirt belted tightly at the waist, her little pot belly sticking out under the belt, and a pillbox hat with a bit of blue veil that came down below her nose. She walked forward over the flagstones, unsteady in stiletto heels, her painted-on mouth pursed in a smile. Her eyes were small and black and sharp.

         3‘Miss Ruttledge?’ she said. ‘My name is Moran.’ Her fancy accent was as fake as everything else about her. She handed over the bag. ‘The baby’s things are in there, with her papers—give them to the Purser when you get on board at Southampton, he’ll know who you are.’ She examined Brenda closely, making slits of her little black eyes. ‘Are you all right? You look pale.’

         Brenda said she was fine, that she had been up late, that was all. Miss Moran, or Mrs, or whatever she was, smiled thinly.

         ‘The parting glass, eh?’ She held out the bundle in the blanket. ‘Here you are—don’t drop it.’ She laughed shortly, then frowned at herself and said, ‘Sorry.’

         What struck Brenda first about the bundle was the heat: it might have been a lump of burning coal that was wrapped in the blanket, except that it was soft, and that it moved. When she held it against her breast something in her insides flipped like a fish. ‘Oh,’ she said, a weak gasp of surprise and happy dismay. The woman was speaking to her again but she was not listening. From deep down in the folds of the blanket a tiny, filmy eye was regarding her with what seemed an expression of dispassionate interest. Her throat thickened and she was afraid the morning’s waterworks might start up again.

         ‘Thank you,’ she said. It was all she could think to say, although she was not sure who it was she was thanking, or for what.

         The Moran woman shrugged, pulling her mouth up at one side in a sketch of a smile.

         ‘Good luck,’ she said.

         She walked back rapidly to the car, her high heels 4clicking, and got in and pulled the door shut. ‘Well, that’s done,’ she said, and through the windscreen she watched Brenda Ruttledge, still standing where she had left her on the dock, gazing into the opening in the blanket, the canvas bag forgotten at her feet. ‘Look at her,’ she said sourly. ‘Thinks she’s the Blessed Virgin.’ The driver made no comment, only started up the car.
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         It was not the dead that seemed to Quirke uncanny but the living. When he walked into the morgue long after midnight and saw Malachy Griffin there he felt a shiver along his spine that was to prove prophetic, a tremor of troubles to come. Mal was in Quirke’s office, sitting at the desk. Quirke stopped in the unlit body room, among the shrouded forms on their trolleys, and watched him through the open doorway. He was seated with his back to the door, leaning forward intently in his steel-framed spectacles, the desk lamp lighting the left side of his face and making an angry pink glow through the shell of his ear. He had a file open on the desk before him and was writing in it with peculiar awkwardness. This would have struck Quirke as stranger than it did if he had not been drunk. The scene sparked a memory in him from their schooldays together, startlingly clear, of Mal, intent like this, sitting at a desk among fifty other earnest students in a big hushed hall, as he laboriously composed an examination essay, with a beam of sunlight falling slantways on him from a window somewhere high above. A quarter of a century later he still had that smooth seal’s head of oiled black hair, scrupulously combed and parted.

         8Sensing a presence behind him Mal turned his face and peered into the shadowy dark of the body room. Quirke waited a moment and then stepped forward, with some unsteadiness, into the light in the doorway.

         ‘Quirke,’ Mal said, recognising him with relief and giving an exasperated sigh. ‘For God’s sake.’

         Mal was in evening clothes but uncharacteristically unbuttoned, his bow-tie undone and the collar of his white dress shirt open. Quirke, groping in his pockets for his cigarettes, contemplated him, noting the way he put his forearm quickly over the file to hide it, and was reminded again of school.

         ‘Working late?’ Quirke said, and grinned crookedly, the alcohol allowing him to think it a telling piece of wit.

         ‘What are you doing here?’ Mal said, too loudly, ignoring the question. He pushed the spectacles up the damp bridge of his nose with a tap of a fingertip. He was nervous.

         Quirke pointed to the ceiling. ‘Party,’ he said. ‘Upstairs.’

         Mal assumed his consultant’s face, frowning imperiously. ‘Party? What party?’

         ‘Brenda Ruttledge,’ Quirke said. ‘One of the nurses. Her going-away.’

         Mal’s frown deepened. ‘Ruttledge?’

         Quirke was suddenly bored. He asked if Mal had a cigarette, for he seemed to have none of his own, but Mal ignored this question too. He stood up, deftly sweeping the file with him, still trying to hide it under his arm. Quirke, though he had to squint, saw the name scrawled in large handwritten letters on the cover of it: Christine Falls. Mal’s fountain pen was on the desk, a Parker, fat and black and shiny, with a gold nib, no doubt, twenty-two 9carat, and more if it was possible; Mal had a taste for rich things, it was one of his few weaknesses.

         ‘How is Sarah?’ Quirke asked. He let himself droop sideways heavily until his shoulder found the support of the doorjamb. He felt dizzy, and everything was keeping up a flickering, leftward lurch. He was at the rueful stage of having drunk too much and knowing that there was nothing to be done but wait until the effects wore off. Mal had his back to him, putting the file into a drawer of the tall grey filing cabinet.

         ‘She’s well,’ Mal said. ‘We were at a Knights dinner. I sent her home in a taxi.’

         ‘Knights?’ Quirke said, widening his eyes blearily.

         Mal turned to him a blank, expressionless look, the lenses of his glasses flashing. ‘Of St Patrick. As if you didn’t know.’

         ‘Oh,’ Quirke said. ‘Right.’ He looked as if he were trying not to laugh. ‘Anyway,’ he said, ‘never mind about me, what are you doing, down here among the deadmen?’

         Mal had a way of bulging out his eyes and drawing upwards sinuously his already long, thin form, as if to the music of a snake-charmer’s flute. Quirke had to marvel, not for the first time, at the polished lustre of that hair, the smoothness of the brow beneath, the untarnished steely-blue of his eyes behind the pebble-glass of his specs.

         ‘I had a thing to do,’ Mal said. ‘A thing to check.’

         ‘What thing?’

         Mal did not answer. He studied Quirke and saw how drunk he was, and a cold glint of relief came into his eye. ‘You should go home,’ he said.

         Quirke thought to dispute this—the morgue was his 10territory—but again suddenly he lost all interest. He shrugged, and with Mal still watching him he turned and weaved away among the body-bearing trolleys. Half-way across the room he stumbled and reached out quickly to the edge of a trolley to steady himself but managed only to grab the sheet, which came away in his hand in a hissing white flash. He was struck by the clammy coldness of the nylon; it had a human feel, like a loose, chill cowl of bloodless skin. The corpse was that of a young woman, slim and yellow-haired; she had been pretty, but death had robbed her of her features and now she might be a carving in soapstone, primitive and bland. Something, his pathologist’s instinct perhaps, told him what the name would be before he looked at the label tied to her toe. ‘Christine Falls,’ he murmured. ‘You were well named.’ Looking more closely he noticed the dark roots of her hair at forehead and temples: dead, and not even a real blonde.

         
            *

         

         He woke hours later, curled on his side with a vague but pressing sense of imminent disaster. He had no memory of lying down here, among the corpses. He was chilled to the bone, and his tie was askew and choking him. He sat up, clearing his throat; how much had he drunk, first in McGonagle’s and then at the party upstairs? The door to his office stood open—surely it was a dream that Mal had been there? He swung his legs to the floor and gingerly stood upright. He was light-headed, as if the top of his skull had been lifted clear off. Raising an arm, he gravely saluted the trolleys, Roman-style, and walked stiffly at a tilt out of the room.

         11The walls of the corridor were matt green and the woodwork and the radiators were thick with many coats of a bilious yellow stuff, glossy and glutinous, less like paint than crusted gruel. He paused at the foot of the incongruously grand, sweeping staircase—the building had been originally a club for Regency rakes—and was surprised to hear faint sounds of revelry still filtering down from the fifth floor. He put a foot on the stair, a hand on the banister rail, but paused again. Junior doctors, medical students, nurses beef to the heel: no, thanks, enough of that, and besides, the younger men had not wanted him there in the first place. He moved on along the corridor. He had a premonition of the hangover that was waiting for him, mallet and tongs at the ready. In the nightporter’s room beside the tall double-doors of the main entrance a wireless set was quietly playing to itself. The Inkspots. Quirke hummed the tune to himself. ‘It’s a Sin to Tell a Lie’. Well, that was certainly true.

         When he came out on to the steps the porter was there in his brown dustcoat, smoking a cigarette and contemplating a surly dawn breaking behind the dome of the Four Courts. The porter was a dapper little fellow with glasses and dusty hair and a pointed nose that twitched at the tip. In the still-dark street a motor car oozed past.

         ‘Morning, Porter,’ Quirke said.

         The porter laughed. ‘You know the name’s not Porter, Mr Quirke,’ he said. The way that tuft of dry brown hair was brushed back fiercely from his forehead gave him a look of permanent, vexed surmise. A querulous mouse of a man.

         ‘That’s right,’ Quirke said, ‘you’re the porter, but you’re 12not Porter.’ Behind the Four Courts now a dark-blue cloud with an aspect of grim intent had begun edging its way up the sky, eclipsing the light of an as yet unseen sun. Quirke turned up the collar of his jacket, wondering vaguely what had become of the raincoat he seemed to remember wearing when he had started drinking, many hours ago. And what had become of his cigarette case? ‘Have you a cigarette itself to lend me?’ he said.

         The porter produced a packet. ‘They’re only Woodbines, Mr Quirke.’

         Quirke took the cigarette and bent over the cupped flame of his lighter, savouring the brief, flabby reek of burning petrol. He lifted his face to the sky and breathed deep the acrid smoke. How delicious it was, the day’s first searing lungful. The lid of the lighter chinked as he flipped it shut. Then he had to cough, making a tearing sound in his throat.

         ‘Christ, Porter,’ he said, his voice wobbling, ‘how can you smoke these things? Any day now I’ll have you on the slab in there. When I open you up your lights will look like kippers.’

         The porter laughed again, a forced, breathy titter. Quirke brusquely walked away from him. As he descended the steps he felt in the nerves of his back the fellow’s suddenly laughless eye following him with ill-intent. What he did not feel was another, melancholy gaze angled down upon him from a lighted window five storeys above, where vague, festive forms were weaving and dipping still.

         
            *

         

         13Drifts of soundless summer rain were greying the trees in Merrion Square. Quirke hurried along, keeping close to the railings as if they might shelter him, the lapels of his jacket clutched tight to his throat. It was too early yet for the office workers, and the broad street was deserted, with not a car in sight, and if not for the rain he would have been able to see unhindered all the way to the Pepper-canister Church, which always looked to him, viewed from a distance like this down the broad, shabby sweep of Upper Mount Street, to be set at a slightly skewed angle. Among the clustered chimneys a few were dribbling smoke; the summer was almost over, a new chill was in the air. But who had lit those fires, so early? Could there still be scullery-maids to haul the coal bucket up from the basement before first light? He eyed the tall windows, thinking of all those shadowed rooms with people in them, waking, yawning, getting up to make their breakfasts, or turning over to enjoy another half-hour in the damp, warm stew of their beds. Once, on another summer dawn, going along here like this, he had heard faintly from one of those windows a woman’s cries of ecstasy fluttering down into the street. What a piercing stab of pity he had felt for himself then, walking all alone here, before everyone else’s day had begun; piercing, and pained, but pleasurable, too, for in secret Quirke prized his loneliness as a mark of some distinction.

         In the hallway of the house there was the usual smell he could never identify, brownish, exhausted, a breath out of childhood, if childhood was the word for that first decade of misery he had suffered through. He plodded up 14the stairs with the tread of a man mounting the gallows, his sodden shoes squelching. He had reached the first-floor return when he heard a door down in the hall opening; he stopped, sighed.

         ‘Terrible racket again last night,’ Mr Poole called up accusingly. ‘Not a wink.’

         Quirke turned. Poole stood sideways in the barely open doorway of his flat, neither in nor out, his accustomed stance, with an expression at once truculent and timid. He was an early riser, if indeed he ever slept. He wore a sleeveless pullover and a dicky-bow, twill trousers sharply creased, grey carpet slippers. He looked, Quirke always thought, like the father of a fighter pilot in one of those Battle of Britain films, or, better still, the father of the fighter pilot’s girlfriend.

         ‘Good morning, Mr Poole,’ Quirke said, politely distant; the fellow was often a source of light relief, but Quirke’s mood this early morning was not light.

         Poole’s pale, gull’s eye glittered vengefully. He had a way of grinding his lower jaw from side to side.

         ‘All night, no let-up,’ he said, aggrieved. The other flats in the house were vacant, save for Quirke’s on the third floor, yet Poole regularly complained of noises in the night. ‘Frightful carry-on, bang bang bang.’

         Quirke nodded. ‘Terrible. I was out, myself.’

         Poole glanced back into the room behind him, looked up at Quirke again. ‘It’s the missus that minds,’ he said, lowering his voice to a whisper, ‘not me.’ This was a new twist. Mrs Poole, rarely glimpsed, was a diminutive person with a furtive, frightened stare; she was, Quirke knew for 15a fact, profoundly deaf. ‘I’ve lodged a strong complaint. I shall expect action, I told them.’

         ‘Good for you.’

         Poole narrowed his eyes, suspecting irony. ‘We’ll see,’ he said menacingly. ‘We’ll see.’

         Quirke walked on up the stairs. He was at his own door before he heard Poole closing his.

         Chill air stood unwelcoming in the living room, where the rain murmured against the two high windows, relics of a richer age, which no matter how dull the day were always somehow filled with a muted radiance Quirke found mysteriously dispiriting. He opened the lid of a silver cigarette box on the mantelpiece, but it was empty. He knelt on one knee and with difficulty lit the gas fire from the small flame of his cigarette lighter. With disgust he noted his dry raincoat, thrown over the back of an armchair, where it had been all the time. He rose to his feet too quickly and for a moment saw stars. When his vision cleared he was facing a photograph in a tortoise-shell frame on the mantelpiece: Mal Griffin, Sarah, himself at the age of twenty, and his future wife Delia laughingly pointing her racquet at the camera, all of them in tennis whites, walking forward arm in arm into a glare of sunlight. He realised with a faint shock that he could not remember where the picture had been taken; Boston, he supposed, it must have been Boston—but had they played tennis in Boston?

         He took off his damp suit, put on a dressing-gown and sat down barefoot before the gas fire. He looked about the big, high-ceilinged room and grinned joylessly: his books, his prints, his Turkey carpet: his life. In the foothills of his 16forties, he was a decade younger than the century. The nineteen fifties had promised a new age of prosperity and happiness for all; they were not living up to their promise. His eye settled on an artist’s articulated wooden model, a foot high, standing on the low telephone table beside the window, its jointed limbs arranged in a prancing pose. He looked away, frowning, but then with a sigh of annoyance rose and went and twisted the figure into a stance of desolate abasement that would better suit his morning gloom and burgeoning hangover. He returned to the chair and sat down again. The rain ceased and there was silence but for the sibilant hiss of the gas-flame. His eyes scalded, they felt as if they had been boiled; he closed them, and shivered as the lids touched, imparting to each other along their inflamed edges a tiny, horrible kiss. Clearly in his mind he saw again that moment in the photograph: the grass, the sunlight, the great hot trees, and the four of them striding forward, young and svelte and smiling. Where was it? Where? And who had been behind the camera?
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         It was after lunch by the time he could get up the energy to drag himself into work. As he entered the pathology department, Wilkins and Sinclair, his assistants, exchanged an expressionless glance. ‘Morning, men,’ Quirke said. ‘Afternoon, I mean.’ He turned away to hang up his raincoat and his hat, and Sinclair grinned at Wilkins and lifted an invisible glass to his mouth and mimed drinking off a deep draught. Sinclair, a puckish fellow with a sickle of a nose and glossy black curls tumbling on his forehead, was the comedian of the department. Quirke filled a beaker of water at one of the steel sinks ranged in a row along the wall behind the dissecting table and carried it cautiously in a not quite steady hand into his office. He was searching for the aspirin bottle in the cluttered drawer of his desk, wondering as always how so much stuff had accumulated in it, when he spotted Mal’s fountain pen lying on the blotter; it was uncapped, with flecks of dried ink on the nib. Not like Mal to leave his precious pen behind, and with the cap off, too. Quirke stood frowning, groping his way through an alcohol haze back to the moment in the early hours when he had surprised Mal here. The presence of the pen proved it had not been a 18dream, yet there was something wrong with the scene as he recalled it, more wrong even than the fact of Mal sitting here, at this desk, where he had no right to be, in the watches of the night.

         Quirke turned and walked into the body room and went to Christine Falls’s trolley and pulled back the sheet. He hoped the two assistants did not see the start he gave when he found himself confronted with the corpse of a half-bald and moustached old woman, the eyelids not quite closed and the thin, bloodless lips drawn back in a rictus that revealed the tips of a row of incongruously white, gleaming dentures.

         He returned to the office and took Christine Falls’s file from the cabinet and sat down with it at his desk. His headache was very bad now, a steady, dull hammering low down at the back of his skull. He opened the file. He did not recognise the handwriting; it was certainly not his, nor that of Sinclair or Wilkins, and the signature was done in an illegible, childish scrawl. The girl was from down the country, Wexford or Waterford, he could not make out which, the writing was so bad. She had died of a pulmonary embolism; very young, he thought vaguely, for an embolism. Wilkins entered the room behind him, his crêpe soles squeaking. Wilkins was a big-eared, long-headed Protestant, thirty years old but gawky as a schoolboy; he was unfailingly, excessively, infuriatingly polite.

         ‘This was left for you, Mr Quirke,’ he said, and laid Quirke’s cigarette case before him on the desk. He coughed softly. ‘One of the nurses had it.’

         ‘Oh,’ Quirke said. ‘Right.’ They both gazed blankly at 19the slim silver box as if expecting it to move. Quirke cleared his throat. ‘Which nurse was it?’

         ‘Ruttledge.’

         ‘I see.’ The silence seemed a demand for explanation. ‘There was a party, upstairs, last night. I must have left it up there.’ He took a cigarette from the case and lit it. ‘This girl,’ he said, in a brisk voice, lifting the file, ‘this woman, Christine Falls—where’s she gone?’

         ‘What was the name, Mr Quirke?’

         ‘Falls. Christine. She must have come in some time last evening, now she’s gone. Where to?’

         ‘I don’t know, Mr Quirke.’

         Quirke sighed into the open file; he wished Wilkins would not insist on addressing him by his name in that crawlingly obsequious way every time he was called on to speak. ‘The release form,’ he said, ‘where’s that?’

         Wilkins went out to the body room. Quirke searched in the desk drawer again and this time found the aspirin bottle; there was one tablet left.

         ‘Here you are, Mr Quirke.’

         Wilkins laid the flimsy pink sheet of paper on the desk. The unreadable signature on it, Quirke saw, was the same, more or less, as the one in the file. At that moment he realised suddenly what had been odd about Mal’s pose here at the desk last night: although Mal was right-handed, he had been writing with his left.

         
            *

         

         Mr Malachy Griffin was conducting his afternoon rounds of the obstetrics wing. In three-piece pinstriped suit and 20red bow-tie he swept from ward to ward, stiff-backed, erect, his narrow head held aloft, a gaggle of students shuffling dutifully in his wake. On the threshold of each room he would pause theatrically for a second and call out, ‘Good afternoon, ladies, and how are we today?’ and glance about with a broad, bright, faintly desperate smile. The big-bellied women, torpid on their beds, would stir themselves in shy expectancy, straightening the collars of their bed-jackets and patting their hairstyles, thrusting hastily under pillows the powder compacts and the hand-mirrors that had been brought out in anticipation of his visit. He was the most sought-after baby-doctor in the city. There was about him a certain tentativeness, despite his great reputation, that appealed to all these mothers-soon-to-be. Husbands at visiting time sighed when their wives began to speak of Mr Griffin, and many a boy-child born here at the Holy Family Hospital was obliged to venture out upon the obstacle course of life bearing what Quirke was sure would be the not inconsiderable handicap of being called Malachy.

         ‘Well now, ladies, you’re grand, grand—all grand!’

         Quirke hung back at the end of the corridor, watching with sour amusement Mal making his stately progress through his domain. Quirke sniffed the air. Strange, to be up here, where it smelled of the living, and of the newborn living, at that. Mal, coming out of the last ward, saw him and frowned.

         ‘Have a word?’ Quirke said.

         ‘As you see, I’m on my rounds.’

         ‘Just a word.’

         Mal sighed and waved his students on. They walked a little way off and stopped, hands in the pockets of their 21white coats, more than one of them suppressing a smirk: the love that was not lost between Quirke and Mr Griffin was well known.

         Quirke handed Mal the fountain pen. ‘You left this behind you.’

         ‘Oh, did I?’ Mal said neutrally. ‘Thanks.’

         He stowed the pen in the inside breast pocket of his suit; how judiciously, Quirke thought, Mal performed the smallest actions, with what weighty deliberation did he address life’s trivia.

         ‘This girl, Christine Falls,’ Quirke said.

         Mal blinked and glanced in the direction of the waiting students, then turned back to Quirke, pushing his spectacles up the bridge of his nose.

         ‘Yes?’ he said.

         ‘I read the file, the one you had out last night. Was there a problem?’

         Mal pinched his lower lip between a finger and thumb; it was another thing he did, had always done, since childhood, along with the fingering of the spectacles, the twitching of the nostrils, the loud cracking of the knuckles. He was, Quirke reflected, a living caricature of himself.

         ‘I was checking some details of the case,’ he said, trying to sound offhand.

         Quirke lifted his eyebrows exaggeratedly. ‘The case?’ he said.

         Mal shrugged impatiently. ‘What’s your interest?’

         ‘Well, she’s gone, for a start. Her corpse was—’

         ‘I don’t know anything about that. Look, Quirke, I have a busy afternoon—do you mind?’

         He made to turn away but Quirke put a hand on his 22arm. ‘The Department is my responsibility, Mal. Stay out of it, all right?’

         He released Mal’s arm and Mal turned, expressionless, and strode away. Quirke watched him quickening his step, drawing the students into his wake like goslings. Then Quirke turned too and walked down the absurdly grand staircase to the basement and went to his office, where he was aware of Sinclair’s speculative eye upon him, and sat at his desk and opened Christine Falls’s file again. As he did so the telephone, squatting toadlike by his elbow, rang, startling him with its imperious belling, as it never failed to do. When he heard the voice that was on the line his expression softened. He listened for a moment, then said, ‘Half five?’ and put down the receiver.

         
            *

         

         The greenish air of evening was softly warm. He stood on the broad pavement under the trees, smoking the last of a cigarette and looking across the road at the girl on the steps of the Shelbourne Hotel. She wore a white summer dress with red polka dots and a jaunty little white hat with a feather. Her face was turned to the right as she gazed off towards the corner of Kildare Street. A stray breeze swayed the hem of her dress. He liked the way she stood, alert and self-possessed, head and shoulders back, her feet in their slim shoes set neatly side by side, her hands at her waist holding her handbag and her gloves. She reminded him so much of Delia. An olive-green dray went past, drawn by a chocolate-coloured Clydesdale. Quirke lifted his head and breathed in the late-summer smells: dust, 23horse, foliage, diesel fumes, perhaps even, fancifully, a hint of the girl’s perfume.

         He crossed the street, dodging a green double-decker bus that parped its horn at him. The girl turned her head and watched him without expression as he approached, stepping over the street’s dappled sunlight and shade, his raincoat on his arm and a hand thrust stiffly into a pocket of his double-breasted jacket and his brown hat at a perilous tilt. She noted his frown of concentration, the way he seemed to have difficulty walking on those improbably tiny feet of his. She came down the steps to meet him.

         ‘Do you make a habit of spying on girls like that?’ she said.

         Quirke stopped before her, one foot on the edge of the pavement. ‘Like what?’ he asked.

         ‘Like a gangster casing a bank.’

         ‘Depends on the girl. Have you anything worth robbing?’

         ‘Depends what you’re after.’

         They were silent a moment, watching each other, then the girl smiled. ‘Hello, Nuncle,’ she said.

         ‘Hello, Phoebe. What’s wrong?’

         She gave a grimacing shrug. ‘What’s right?’

         
            *

         

         They sat in the hotel lounge in little gilt chairs and had tea and plates of tiny sandwiches and tiny cakes on a tiered cake-stand. The high, ornate room was busy. The Friday evening horsy crowd was up from the country, all tweeds and sensible shoes and braying, overbearing voices; they 24made Quirke feel on edge, and when he squirmed the curved arms of the gilt chair seemed to tighten their grip on him. It was obvious that Phoebe loved it here, loved the opportunity it afforded her of playing the poised young lady, Mr Griffin the consultant’s daughter from Rathgar. Quirke watched her over the rim of his teacup, enjoying her enjoyment. She had taken off her hat and set it beside her plate, it looked like a table ornament, its feather languidly adroop. Her hair was so black the waves of it showed a bluish sheen in their hollows. She had her mother’s vivid blue eyes. He thought she was wearing too much makeup—that lipstick was altogether too garish for a girl her age—but he made no remark. From an opposite corner of the room an elderly fellow of military bearing, with polished bald pate and a monocle, appeared to be regarding him with a fixed, affronted glare. Phoebe popped a miniature éclair whole into her mouth and munched it, widening her eyes, laughing at herself.

         ‘How’s the boyfriend?’ Quirke said.

         She shrugged, and swallowed mightily. ‘He’s all right.’

         ‘Still at the law?’

         ‘He’ll be called to the Bar next year.’

         ‘Will he, now? Well, that’s simply spiffing.’

         She threw a cake crumb at him, and he sensed an outraged flash of that monocle come flying at them from across the room.

         ‘Don’t be sarcastic,’ she said. ‘You’re so sarcastic.’ Her face darkened and she looked into her cup. ‘They’re trying to make me give him up. That’s why I phoned you.’

         He nodded, keeping a level look. ‘Who’s they?’

         25She tossed her head, her permed waves bouncing. ‘Oh, all of them,’ she said. ‘Daddy, of course. Even Granddad.’

         ‘And your mother?’

         ‘Her?’ she said, a derisive snort. She pursed her lips and put on a reproving voice. ‘Now, Phoebe, you must think of the family, of your father’s reputation. Hypocrites!’ She glared at him, then suddenly laughed, putting a hand over her mouth. ‘Your face!’ she cried. ‘You won’t hear a word said against her, will you?’

         He did not respond to that, but said instead:

         ‘What do you want me to do?’

         ‘Talk to them,’ she said, leaning forward quickly over the little table, her hands clasped at her breast. ‘Talk to Daddy—or talk to Granddad, you’re his white-headed boy, after all, and Daddy will do whatever Granddad tells him to.’

         Quirke brought out his cigarette case and his lighter. Phoebe watched him tap the cigarette on his thumbnail. He could see her calculating if she dared to ask him for one. He blew a plume of smoke towards the ceiling and picked a flake of tobacco from his lower lip. ‘I hope you don’t seriously intend marrying Bertie Wooster?’ he said.

         ‘If it’s Conor Carrington you mean, he hasn’t asked me. Yet.’

         ‘What age are you?’

         ‘Twenty.’

         ‘No, you’re not.’

         ‘I will be, soon.’

         He leaned back in the low chair, studying her. He said:

         ‘You’re not planning to run away again, are you?’

         26‘I’m considering going away. I’m not a child, you know. This is the nineteen fifties, not the Dark Ages. Anyway, if I can’t marry Conor Carrington I’ll elope with you.’

         He sat back and laughed and the little chair gave a cry of protest. ‘No, thanks.’

         ‘It wouldn’t be incest—you’re only my uncle by marriage, after all.’

         Something happened in her face then, and she bit her lip and looked down and began rummaging in her handbag. In consternation he saw a tear fall on the back of her hand. He glanced quickly in the direction of the man with the monocle, who had risen to his feet and was advancing between the tables with an air of grim purpose. Phoebe found the handkerchief she had been searching for and blew her nose juicily. The monocle was almost upon them now and Quirke braced himself for a confrontation—what had he done to provoke it?—but the fellow marched past the table, displaying an equine grin and extending a hand to someone behind Quirke’s back and saying, ‘Trevor! I thought it was you …’

         Phoebe’s face was blotched and there was an oily black pierrot-smear of mascara under one eye. ‘Oh, Nuncle,’ she said, a muted wail, ‘I’m so unhappy.’

         Quirke ground the stub of his cigarette into the ashtray on the table. ‘Calm down, for heaven’s sake,’ he muttered; he still had a headache.

         Phoebe scowled at him through her tears. ‘Don’t tell me to calm down!’ she cried. ‘Everyone is always telling me to calm down. I’m sick of it!’ She snapped her bag shut and stood up, casting vaguely to right and left, as if she had forgotten where she was. Quirke, still in his chair, told 27her to sit down, for the love of God, but she ignored him. People at the tables round about were looking at her. ‘I’m getting out of here,’ she said, and strode away.

         Quirke paid the bill and caught up with her on the hotel steps. She was dabbing the handkerchief to her eyes again. ‘You’re a mess,’ he said. ‘Go in and fix your face.’

         Docile now, she went back into the hotel. Waiting for her, he stood in the railed-off area beside the glass door and smoked another cigarette. The day was almost done, the trees in the Green were throwing raked shadows along the street; it would not be long now until autumn. He was admiring the rich light on the brick fac¸ades of the houses over by Hume Street when Phoebe came out and stopped beside him and took his arm. ‘Take me somewhere,’ she said. ‘Take me to some low dive.’ She squeezed his arm against her side and laughed deep in her throat. ‘I want to be baad.’

         They strolled along the Green towards Grafton Street. People were out promenading, enjoying the last of the fine day that had started so badly. Phoebe walked close against him, her arm still linked in his; he could feel the warmth of her hip, the firmness of it, and, within, the smooth articulation of the joint. Then he thought of Christine Falls, waxen and wan on her bier. ‘How are the studies?’ he asked.

         Phoebe shrugged. ‘I’m going to switch,’ she said. ‘History is boring.’

         ‘Oh? And what will you do instead?’

         ‘Medicine, maybe. Join the family tradition.’ Quirke made no comment. She pressed his arm again. ‘I really am going to move out, you know. If they won’t let me live my life, I’m off.’

         28Quirke glanced down at her and laughed. ‘How will you manage?’ he said. ‘I can’t see your father financing this life of bohemian freedom you’re determined on.’

         ‘I’ll get a job. That’s what they do in America. I had a pen-pal who was putting herself through college. That’s what she wrote, I’m putting myself through college. Imagine.’

         They turned into Grafton Street and arrived at McGonagle’s. Quirke pulled open the big door with its red-and-green stained-glass panels, and a waft of beer fumes and cigarette smoke and noise came out to meet them. Despite the early hour the place was crowded.

         ‘Huh,’ Phoebe said, ‘call this low?’

         She followed after Quirke as he pushed his way through to the bar. They found two unoccupied high stools beside a square wooden column into which a narrow mirror was set. Phoebe hitched up her skirt to sit, smiling at him. Yes, Quirke told himself, she had Delia’s smile. When they were seated he found that he could see his reflection in the mirror behind her shoulder, and had her change places with him; it always made him uneasy to look himself in the eye.

         ‘What will you have?’ he asked her, lifting a beckoning finger to the barman.

         ‘What can I have?’

         ‘Sarsaparilla.’

         ‘Gin. I’ll have gin.’

         He raised his eyebrows. ‘Oh, will you, now?’

         The barman was elderly and stooped and of a priestly mien.

         ‘The usual for me, Davy,’ Quirke said, ‘and a gin and 29tonic for her ladyship here. More tonic than gin.’ McGonagle’s had been one of his watering-holes in the old days, the days of his serious drinking.

         Davy nodded and sniffed and shuffled off. Phoebe was looking about the smoke-dimmed room. A large, florid woman in purple, holding a glass of stout in a beringed hand, winked at her and smiled, showing a mouthful of gapped and tobacco-stained teeth; the man with her was lean as a greyhound, with colourless, flat and somehow crusted hair.

         ‘Are they somebody?’ Phoebe asked, out of the side of her mouth; McGonagle’s was famous as the haunt of self-appointed poets and their muses.

         ‘Everybody is somebody here,’ he said. ‘Or think they are.’

         Davy the barman brought their drinks. It was strange, Quirke reflected, that he had never got to like the taste of whiskey, or of any alcohol, for that matter; even in the wild times, after Delia had died, the sour burn of the stuff had always repelled him a little, though he had still managed to pour it into himself by the jugful. He was not a natural drinker; he believed there were such, but he was not one of them. That was what had kept him from destruction, he supposed, in the long, lachrymose years of mourning for his lost wife.

         He lifted his glass and tipped it to the girl. ‘Here’s to liberty,’ he said.

         She was gazing into her drink, watching the ice cubes writhing amid the bubbles. ‘You really are soft on Mummy, aren’t you?’ she said. Mummy. The word stopped him for a beat. A tall man with a high, smooth forehead went past, 30squeezing sideways through the crush. Quirke recognised him as the one from the hotel, the Trevor that the monocled old boy had crossed the room to greet. Small world; too small. ‘You were sweet on her,’ Phoebe said, ‘years ago, and still are. I know all about it.’

         ‘I was sweet on her sister—I married her sister.’

         ‘But only on the rebound. Daddy got the one you wanted, and then you married Aunt Delia.’

         ‘You’re speaking of the dead.’

         ‘I know. I’m awful, amn’t I? But it’s true, all the same. Do you miss her?’

         ‘Who?’ She struck him sharply on the wrist-bone with her knuckle, and the feather in her hat bobbed and the tip of it touched him on the forehead. ‘It’s twenty years,’ he said, and then, after a pause, ‘Yes, I miss her.’

         
            *

         

         Sarah sat down on the plush stool before the dressing-table and inspected herself in the looking-glass. She had put on a dress of scarlet silk but wondered now if it had been a mistake. They would study her, as they always did, pretending not to, searching for something to disapprove of, some sign of difference, some statement that she was not one of them. She had lived among them for—what? fifteen years?—but they had never accepted her, never would, the women especially. They would smile, and flatter her, and offer her tidbits of harmless chit-chat, as if she were an exhibit in a zoo. When she spoke they listened with exaggerated attention, nodding and smiling encouragement, as they would to a child, or a halfwit. She would 31hear her voice trembling with the strain of trying to sound normal, the sentences tottering out of her mouth and falling ineffectually at their feet. And how they would frown, feigning polite bafflement, when she forgot herself and used an Americanism. How interesting, they would say, that you never lost your accent, adding, never, in all the years, as if she had been brought back here by the first transatlantic buccaneers, like tobacco, or the turkey. She sighed. Yes, the dress was wrong, but she had not the energy, she decided, to change it.

         Mal came in from the bathroom, tieless, in shirtsleeves and braces, showing a pair of cufflinks. ‘Can you do up these blesse`d things for me?’ he said, in plaintive irritation.

         He extended his arms and Sarah rose and took the fiddly, cold links and began to insert them in the cuffs. They avoided each other’s eye, Mal with his mouth pursed averting his face and looking vacantly into a corner of the ceiling. How delicate and pale the skin was on the undersides of his wrists. It was the thing that had struck her about him when they had first met, twenty years ago, how soft he seemed, how sweetly soft all over, this tall, tender, vulnerable man.

         ‘Is Phoebe home?’ he asked.

         ‘She won’t be late.’

         ‘She had better not be, on this of all nights.’

         ‘You’re too hard on her, Mal.’

         He drew his lips tighter still. ‘You’d better go and see if my father has arrived,’ he said. ‘You know what a stickler he is.’

         32When was it, she wondered, that they had begun to speak to each other in this stilted, testy way, like two strangers trapped in a lift?

         She went downstairs, the silk of her dress making a scratching sound against her knees, like a muffled cackling. Really, she should have changed into something less dramatic, less—less declamatory. She smiled wanly, liking the word. It was not her habit to declaim.

         Maggie the maid was in the dining room, laying spoons out on the table.

         ‘Is everything ready, Maggie?’

         The maid gave her a quick, frowning look, seeming for a moment not to recognise her. Then she nodded. There was a stain on the hem of her uniform at the back that Sarah hoped was gravy. Maggie was well past retirement age but Sarah had not the heart to let her go, as she had let go that other poor girl. There was a knocking at the front door.

         ‘I’ll get it,’ Sarah said. Maggie did not look at her and only nodded again, squinting at the spoons.

         When Sarah opened the door to him Garret Griffin thrust a bunch of flowers into her arms.

         ‘Garret,’ she said warmly. ‘Come in.’

         The old man stepped into the hall and there was the usual moment of helplessness as she wondered how to greet him, for the Griffins, even Garret, were not people who accepted kisses easily. He indicated the flowers where she held them against her; they were strikingly ugly. ‘I hope they’re all right,’ he said. ‘I’m no good at that kind of thing.’

         ‘They’re lovely,’ she said, taking a cautious sniff of the 33blossoms; the Michaelmas daisies smelled of dirty socks. She smiled; the daisies did not matter, she was happy to see him. ‘Lovely,’ she said again.

         He took off his overcoat and hung it on the rack behind the door. ‘Am I the first?’ he asked, turning back to her and chafing his hands.

         ‘Everyone else is late.’

         ‘Oh, Lord,’ he moaned, ‘I’m always the same—always too early!’

         ‘We’ll have a chance to chat, before the others come and monopolise you.’

         He smiled, looking down in that cumbersomely shy way he had. She thought again, with faint surprise—but why surprise?—how fond of him she was. Mal appeared on the stairs, solemn and stately in his dark suit and sober tie. Garret glanced up at him without enthusiasm. ‘There you are,’ he said.

         Father and son stood before each other in silence. Sarah stepped towards them impulsively, and as she did so had the sense as of an invisible, brittle casing shattering soundlessly around her. ‘Look what Garret brought!’ she said, holding out the hideous flowers. ‘Aren’t they beautiful?’

         
            *

         

         Quirke was on his third drink. He sat sideways at the bar, leaning on an elbow, one eye shut against the smoke of his cigarette, half listening to Phoebe rehearsing her plans for the future. He had let her have a second gin, and her eyes glittered and her brow was flushed. As she talked, the feather in her little hat trembled in time to the beat of her excited chattering. The man next to them with the crusty 34hair kept shooting furtive glances at her, to the annoyance of his fat companion, though Phoebe appeared not to notice the fellow’s fishy eye. Quirke smiled to himself, feeling only a little foolish to be so pleased at being here with her, in her summer dress, bright and young. The noise in the place was a steady roar by now, and even when he tried he could hardly hear what she was saying. Then there was a shout behind him.

         ‘Jesus Christ in gaiters, if it isn’t Dr Death!’

         Barney Boyle stood there, flagrant, drunk and menacingly jovial. Quirke turned, assuming a smile. Barney was a dangerous acquaintance: Quirke and he had got drunk together often, in the old days. ‘Hello, Barney,’ he said warily.

         Barney was in his drinking clothes: black suit crumpled and stained, striped tie for a belt, and a shirt, which had once been white, agape at the collar and looking as if it had been yanked open in a scuffle. Phoebe was thrilled, for this was the famous Barney Boyle. He was, she saw—she almost laughed—a scaled-down version of Quirke, a full head shorter but with the same barrel chest and broken nose and the same ridiculously dainty feet. He grabbed her hand and planted on it a lubricious kiss. His own hands, she noticed, were small and soft and endearingly chubby.

         ‘Your niece, is it?’ he said to Quirke. ‘By God, Doc, they’re making nieces nicer every day—and that, my darling,’ turning his shiny grin on Phoebe again, ‘is not an easy thing to get your tongue around, with a feed of porter on you.’

         35He called for drinks, insisting against Quirke’s protests that Phoebe too must have another. Barney preened under the girl’s eager gaze, rolling from heel to toe and back again, a pint glass in one hand and a sodden cigarette in the other. Phoebe asked if he was writing a new play and he swept the air with a deprecating arm. ‘I am not!’ he roared. ‘I’ll write no more plays.’ He struck a histrionic pose and spoke as if addressing an audience: ‘The Abbey Theatre from this day forth must make do without the fruits of my genius!’ He took a violent draught of his drink, throwing back his head and opening his mouth wide, the cords of his throat pulsing as he swallowed. ‘I’m writing poetry again,’ he said, wiping his bulbous red lips with the back of his hand. ‘In Irish, that lovely language that I learned in jail, the university of the working classes.’

         Quirke could feel his smile slowly, helplessly congealing. There had been nights when he and Barney had stood here happily like this until closing time and long after, toe to toe, drink for drink, barging their pumped-up personalities at each other like a pair of boys fighting with balloons. Well, those days were long gone. When Barney attempted to order another round Quirke lifted a staying hand and said no, that they must be going.

         ‘Sorry, Barney,’ he said, stepping down from the stool and ignoring Phoebe’s indignant glare. ‘Another time.’

         Barney measured him with a soiled eye, chewing his mouth at the side. For the second time that evening Quirke anticipated an assault, and wondered how best to avoid it—Barney, for all his diminutiveness, knew how to fight—but then Barney shifted his glare on to Phoebe. 36‘Griffin, now,’ he said, screwing up one eye. ‘Are you anything, by any chance, to Judge Garret Griffin, the Chief Justice and Great Panjandrum himself?’

         Quirke was still trying to make Phoebe get down from the stool, tugging her by the elbow and at the same time gathering up his raincoat and his hat. ‘Different family altogether,’ he said.

         Barney ignored him.

         ‘Because,’ Barney said to Phoebe, ‘that’s the boyo that put me away for fighting for the freedom of my country. Oh, yes, I was with the squad that set off them firecrackers in Coventry in ’thirty-nine. You didn’t know that, did you now, Miss Griffin? The bomb, I can tell you, is mightier than the pen.’ His forehead had taken on a hot sheen and his eyes seemed to be sinking back into his skull. ‘And when I came home, instead of getting the hero’s welcome I deserved, I was sent to the boys’ jail for three years by Mr Justice Griffin, to cool your heels, as he put it, provoking laughter in the court. I was sixteen years old. What do you think of that, Miss Griffin?’

         Quirke had begun determinedly to move away, trying to draw a still unwilling Phoebe after him. The man with the bad hair, who had been listening to Barney with interest, now leaned forward, a finger lifted. ‘I think—’ he began.

         ‘You fuck off,’ Barney said, without looking at him.

         ‘Fuck off yourself,’ the woman in purple told him stoutly, ‘you and your friend and your friend’s tart.’

         Phoebe giggled tipsily, and Quirke gave her a last, violent tug and she toppled forward from the stool and would have fallen but for his steadying hand under her arm.

         37‘And now, I’m told,’ Barney bellowed, loud enough for half the bar to hear, ‘he’s after being made a papal count. At least’—more loudly still—‘I think count is the word.’
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         There was a low buzz of talk in the drawing room. The guests, a score or so, stood about in clusters, the men all alike in dark suits, the women bird-bright and twittering. Sarah moved among them, brushing a hand here, touching an elbow there, trying to keep her smile from slipping. She felt guilty for not being able to like these people, Mal’s friends, mostly, or the Judge’s. Apart from the priests—always so many priests!—they were business people, or people in the law, or in medicine, well-heeled, watchful of their privileges, of their place in the city’s society, such as it was. She had acknowledged to herself a long time ago that she was a little afraid of them, all of them, not just the frightening ones, like that fellow Costigan. They were not the sort she would have expected Mal or his father to have for friends. But then, was there any other sort, here? The world in which they moved was small. It was not her world. She was in it, but not of it, that was what she told herself. She must not let anyone else know what she was thinking. Smile, she told herself, keep smiling!

         All at once she felt faint and had to stop for a moment, pressing her fingers down hard on the drinks table for support.

         39Mal, watching from across the room, saw that she was having what Maggie the maid called, not without a touch of contempt, one of her turns. He felt a rush of something resembling grief, as if her unhappiness were an illness, one that would—he flinched to think it—kill her. He bowed his head and closed his eyes briefly, savouring for a moment the restful dark, then opened them again and turned to his father with an effort. ‘I haven’t congratulated you,’ he said. ‘It’s a great thing, a papal knighthood.’

         The Judge, fiddling with his tobacco pipe, snorted. ‘You think so?’ he said, with scornful incredulousness, then shrugged. ‘Well, I suppose I have done the Church some service.’

         They were silent, each wishing to move away from the other but neither knowing how to manage it. Sarah, recovered, turned from the table and approached them, smiling tensely. ‘You two are looking very solemn,’ she said.

         ‘I was congratulating him—’ Mal began, but his father interrupted him with angry dismissiveness:

         ‘Arrah, he was trying to flatter me!’

         There was another awkward silence. Sarah could think of nothing to say. Mal cleared his throat. ‘Excuse me,’ he murmured, and walked softly away.

         Sarah linked her arm through the old man’s and leaned against him fondly. She liked his staleish smell of tobacco and tweed and dry, ageing flesh. Sometimes it seemed to her he was her only ally, but that thought made her feel guilty too, for why and against whom did she need an ally? But she knew the answer. She watched as Costigan put out a hand and took Mal by the arm and began to talk to 40him earnestly. Costigan was a thickset man with heavy black hair swept straight back from his forehead. He wore horn-rimmed spectacles that magnified his eyes.

         ‘I don’t like that man,’ she said. ‘What does he do?’

         The Judge chuckled. ‘He’s in the export business, I believe. Not my favourite, either, I confess, among Malachy’s friends.’

         ‘I should go and rescue him,’ she said.

         ‘No man more in need of it.’

         She gave him a smile of rueful reproof and unlinked her arm from his and set off across the room. Costigan had not noticed her approaching. He was saying something about Boston and our people over there. Everything that Costigan said sounded like a veiled threat, she had noticed that before now. She wondered again how Mal could be friends with such a man. When she touched Mal’s arm he started, as if her fingertips had communicated a tiny charge through the cloth of his sleeve, and Costigan smiled at her icily, baring his lower teeth, which were grey and clogged with plaque.

         When she had got Mal away she said to him, smiling to soften it: ‘Were you fighting with your father again?’

         ‘We don’t fight,’ he said stiffly. ‘I lodge an appeal, he delivers a judgment.’ Oh, Mal, she wanted to say, oh, my poor Mal! ‘Where’s Phoebe?’ he asked.

         She hesitated. He had taken off his spectacles to polish them. ‘Not home yet,’ she said.

         He halted. ‘What—?’

         With relief she heard, beyond the voices in the room, the sound of the front door opening. She walked away from him quickly, out to the hall. Phoebe was handing a 41man’s hat and coat to Maggie. ‘Where have you been?’ Sarah hissed at the girl. ‘Your father is …’ Then Quirke turned from the door, with an apologetic smile, and she stopped, feeling the blood surge up from her breast and burn in her cheeks.

         ‘Quirke,’ she said.

         ‘Hello, Sarah.’ How youthful and gauche he looked, leaning down at her, still smiling; a big blond overgrown boy. ‘I’m just delivering this black sheep home,’ he said.

         Mal came into the hall then. Seeing Quirke he stopped, with that pop-eyed glare that made it seem as if something had become stuck in his throat. Maggie, grinning mysteriously to herself, made off for the kitchen without a sound.

         ‘ ’Evening, Mal,’ Quirke said. ‘I’m not staying—’

         ‘You most certainly are staying!’ Phoebe cried. ‘Since they wouldn’t let me invite Conor Carrington I can at least have you!’

         She glared defiantly from one of the adults to another, then blinked, her eyes swimming out of focus, and she turned, lurching a little, and stamped away up the stairs. Quirke was looking about for Maggie and his hat. ‘I’d better go,’ he muttered.

         ‘Oh, but wait!’ Sarah lifted a hand as if she would physically detain him, yet did not touch him. ‘The Judge is here, he’d never forgive me if you leave before you’ve at least said hello.’ Without looking at Mal she took Quirke’s arm and turned him, mildly resisting, towards the drawing room. ‘When is it you were last here?’ she said, speaking in a rush so that he might not interrupt. ‘—Christmas, was it? It really is too bad of you, neglecting us like this.’

         The Judge was standing with a group of guests, talking 42volubly and gesturing with his pipe. When he caught sight of Quirke he gave an exaggerated start, throwing up his hands and opening wide his eyes. ‘Well, will you look who’s here!’ he cried, and hurried forward, the abandoned guests smiling tolerantly after him.

         ‘Hello, Garret,’ Quirke said.

         Sarah released him and took a step back, and the Judge tapped him on the breast fondly with a fist. ‘I thought you couldn’t come tonight, you rascal?’

         Quirke rolled his shoulders, smiling and biting his lip. He was, the Judge could see, three sheets over, or two, anyway.

         ‘Phoebe insisted,’ Quirke said.

         ‘Aye, she’s a persuasive girl, that one.’

         The two men surveyed each other, watched by Sarah, smiling, and Mal, expressionless.

         ‘Congratulations, by the way,’ Quirke said, with restrained irony.

         The Judge flapped a hand before him bashfully. ‘Go on out of that,’ he said. ‘You wouldn’t want to take these things too seriously. Though, mind you, I’m hoping it will help my entry bid when I get to the Pearly Gates.’

         Quirke was tapping a cigarette on this thumbnail. ‘Count Garret Griffin,’ he said. ‘It has a ring to it.’

         Mal coughed. ‘It’s Garret, Count Griffin. That’s the proper form of address. Like John, Count McCormack.’

         A brief silence followed this. The Judge twisted his lips in a sour smile. ‘Malachy, my boy,’ he said, and laid an arm about Quirke’s shoulders, ‘would you ever go and fetch this thirsty man a drink?’
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