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For My Father, Albert

With Memories of Sunshine, Suds & Splinters

And for Anthony Lake

With gratitude ill expressed in letters...

"A LITTLE LEARNING IS a dangerous thing;

Drink deep or taste not the Pierian spring;

There shallow draughts intoxicate the brain,

And drinking largely sobers us again."

—Alexander Pope
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CHAPTER ONE
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"Bless Me Father, For You Have Sinned"

––––––––
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THE INTERIOR OF THE confessional smelled faintly of Old Spice and older sin. The solid oak walls had proudly withstood the barrage of dark secrets foretold within their confines for almost a century now, and they would hold a century more. Tim Quinn stood on the threshold, the door held open in one clammy hand, a haze of dust dancing around him, spotlighted by the single shard of afternoon sunlight streaming through the arched stained-glass window at his back, upon which St. Peter's eyes were ruby-red from weeping over a mosaic rose.

An old woman coughed into her fist at the head of the church and the sound staggered back through the rows of empty pews to reach him. Prayers were offered up to the vaulted ceiling in frantic whispers.

Tim hesitated. Inside the confessional a small red cushion—meant only, it seemed, for the knees of young children—was shoved snugly against the right wall so that the face of the penitent could reach the wooden hatch, through which the priest would listen and pretend not to look. It was dark in there, as if nothing so pure as light would be welcome in a room reserved for sin.

But Tim was not here to confess. Not today. Today he had come to listen, and the thought of what he might hear, what he would have to hear, almost sent him hurrying toward the exit.

"Are you going to stand there deliberating all day?" There was a scraping sound as the hatch inside the confessional was drawn back. "You've made it this far, you might as well come inside." A small square of murky light had appeared in the darkness. Through it, a face, made sinister by the poor light and the wire screen, peered out at him. It looked aged, withered, much like the faces Tim had seen emerging from behind the dreaded Curtain for much of his life.

"Timmy," the priest said. "Come inside. Please."

A hiss from the nave as a match was struck and touched to a candle, igniting the wings of grief and illuminating a soul for as long as the light would last.

The rattle of beads thumbed by shawl-shrouded women, their faces upraised to the dimly lit effigy of eternal agony suspended over the altar.

The faintest trace of smoke as a soul was extinguished by a draft from the entrance.

Tim stepped inside, and closed the door.

"Thank you for coming," said the priest.

Tim didn't respond. Already he felt awkward. With nothing but a narrow pew there was nowhere to sit, and to remain standing in a confessional felt oddly disrespectful to forces higher than the priest behind the screen, despite Tim having abandoned his faith years ago. With a sigh, he knelt on the pew's hard cushion and placed his elbows on the small ledge beneath the screen. He did not, however, raise his head to study the priest.

"Why now?"

"You promised sanctuary," Tim replied, coldly. "And I need it."

"You risked a lot in coming here. Did you see any of them on the w—"

"It doesn't matter," Tim interrupted. "You said you know some place. Tell me where it is and we can be done."

"Just like that?"

"Yeah."

He didn't want to meet the priest's gaze but he could feel the man's stare boring through the top of his skull, spreading out across his mind with furtive fingers, searching for an ounce of pity to fuel the feeble hope that this meeting might lead to a reconciliation.

"It's a place called Blackrock Island," the priest said, after a deep sigh. "Just off the coast of Dublin."

"Ireland?" Something dark and unpleasant crept up Tim's throat at the thought of what had happened the last time he'd been there. People had died, and his father...

"Don't worry. It's not a heavily populated area. There are roughly forty people living there, most of them fishermen. There's a daily ferry service if you need to visit the mainland, or if you decide you need to leave. There's one bar, a chapel, a small school, a police station, and not much else. The locals are clannish, as you might expect given their distance from proper civilization, but they shouldn't give you any trouble."

Tim looked up, only enough to see the small pamphlet the priest had slid under the screen. On the front of the brochure was a colorful picture of a rugged cliff towering over the tide that had eroded it. In another, smaller picture, a cloudless azure sky spun vertiginously out over the slumbering peaks of a series of low hills, in the shadow of which dark green fields were separated by gray stitches of old stone. Small cottages with thatched roofs huddled together at the side of a narrow meandering road. It looked quiet, which was precisely what Tim was looking for.

Before he looked away, he caught a glimpse of silver light bouncing around inside the priest's side of the confessional, reflecting off something held in the man's hand. A crucifix, no doubt. The irony of it filled him with bitterness.

"Have you been there?" Tim asked.

"A long time ago."

"Then it could have changed. It could be a miniature New York now for all you know."

"I called, checked everything. You'll be safer there than anywhere else I can think of."

"Famous last words."

"There wasn't much information available on the mainland about the history of the place, but it is, and apparently always has been, relatively crime-free."

"Relatively?"

"No murders on record. Accidental deaths, mostly. Fishermen lost at sea; children wading out too far and drowning; people falling off cliffs. The kind of things you'd expect on any island."

"But you can't say for sure that there haven't been any murders."

"No, I can't." A rasp as a hand was rubbed across stubble. "Blackrock has a fair tourist trade in the summer. It wouldn't be in their best interests to promote past murders, assuming they had any, now would it?"

"So in other words all you know is what the brochure and your own undependable memory tells you?"

"Unfortunately, Timmy—"

"It's Tim. Just Tim now."

"Tim. I haven't been able to spend the last ten years researching remote locations in the hope that every single murder ever committed there will be clearly advertised. Every place has its secrets. I don't need to tell you that." Another glimmer of silver. "I can't conjure up a sanctuary for you. You have to find it, or let it find you. And if your haven turns out to be a hell, then blame whoever made it that way, not me for being unable to read minds."

Tim felt anger surge through him. "That's not good enough."

"Oh?" The priest shifted in his chair. "Then why don't you tell me exactly what it is you want me to do for you? What superhuman feat can I pull off to finally make you forgive me? Or do you intend to make me pay for my sins forever?"

At last Tim looked up, and almost gasped. The man looking back at him was not someone he knew, and it made him falter, the sea of anger forced abruptly back as if by the hand of Poseidon himself.

He swallowed. The priest was old. No, more than old—ancient. Bags of wrinkles hung around his eyes as if intended to collect tears; deep lines radiated from the sockets, stretching out almost far enough to infiltrate the thinning field of silver hair that cradled the gaunt, bony skull. No man could have aged so much in ten years, not without suffering.

"What happened to you?"

Crinkled lips fashioned a smile. "Didn't you ever wonder about that day in the churchyard? Why they didn't kill me there and then? It was, after all, what they'd come back for, wasn't it?"

Tim nodded.

"I murdered a child," the priest said, visibly pained by the memory, or the long-delayed confession of it. "I didn't mean to, but I don't need to look at your feelings for me to know that doesn't cut it. It's still murder, still a heinous sin no matter what way you look at it. That I wasn't in full possession of my faculties means nothing. It happened, and you knew it that day at the pond when that dead kid came back, when he asked you if you'd die for me. You knew he'd come back, to kill me and set things right. But he didn't, and all those years later the others came to try again. But again, I survived."

Tim remembered: the sudden cold breeze at their backs, the whispers of murder. Remembered turning, dread in his heart, and seeing them all, a legion of the dead, staring with malevolent eyes at the man who had killed Darryl Gaines, a boy Tim had come to call The Turtle Boy. He remembered the slow deliberate movements as they drew closer, the air shimmering around them as they emerged from behind the Curtain. In one terrifying moment, Tim realized how successful he'd been in repressing the obvious truth about what had happened in Delaware. His father had murdered a child and let a dead man take the blame. And in that cold gray churchyard, the Curtain had parted again. They had come to exact revenge on behalf of that child.

But they were stopped by a voice.

For the second time in Tim's life, something unseen had spoken, turning the crowd away, their frustration seething from them in tangible waves, their eyes burning with hate. Tim and his father had been left unharmed, and with the disturbing realization that their survival would forever depend on the intervention of whoever or whatever it was that had such awesome power over the dead.

"They left me to my own guilt," the priest said now. "And it was...is worse than anything they might have done to me. Worse than that, you knew what I'd done, accepted it, and the moment you let the truth in, I stopped being your father."

Tim frowned. "You didn't help anything by running away."

"What else was there to do? You of all people should understand the need for escape, the need for solitude, the need to be away from anything that might hurt you, the need to be away from people you love who might get hurt because of you."

"And it brought you here, to Los Angeles, and an all-cleansing collar?" Tim made no attempt to hide the disdain in his voice. "How has the holy life helped your soul, Dad? Did you find the penance you were looking for? Handful of Hail Mary's and an Our Father and you're golden?"

"You don't understand."

"Fucking right I don't."

"Watch your mouth."

Tim stood. "I think I'd better go before I start saying all those lovely things I swore I wouldn't when I finally faced you. Thanks for the brochure." He snatched up the leaflet and jammed it in his pocket.

"I'm still your father."

"You're still a murderer."

"Listen to me, Timmy."

The anger burned within him now, a hot tide pouring from old forgotten fissures. "Goddamn it. It's Tim. Tim. T-I-M! 'Timmy' was a dumb old kid who didn't know any better than to trust you."

"Please..."

"This was a mistake. You think that costume absolves you from anything? From all the pain you've caused?"

"No, I don't."

"Think it makes you innocent?"

"No."

"Then what good is it? What good is any of this?" he demanded, gesturing at the dark walls of the confessional. "But another way to fool people into believing you're worth a damn. Like you fooled me and Mom."

"Wait..."

"No, I won't. I'm sorry, Dad. Really, I am. I'd love to be able to give you the peace you're looking for, but I can't. I won't. It's too late, for both of us."

Insides in turmoil, Tim yanked open the confessional door and stormed out into the church, narrowing his eyes against the shaft of sunlight and ignoring the worshipers, who had turned in their seats to scowl at him. No doubt they'd heard the last few words he'd said to their beloved priest.

Despite the rage, despite the disgust that had colored his view of his father for so many years that he couldn't remember ever having felt any different towards him, he slowed his pace and waited for the sound of the confessional door opening, waited for a voice to disregard the reverential quiet of the church and hail him. Waiting.

You're being ridiculous. When are you finally going to give up on him?

At length, with the cloying scent of incense offending his nose and the narrowed eyes of the annoyed worshipers still on him, he continued toward the door, firmly resigned to the fact that he would never see his father again.

If he was honest with himself, the thought saddened him, and he felt more than a little guilty at how today's meeting had gone, but over time, he had mastered the art of suppressing his emotions. In a week or so, maybe less, this would all be just another bad memory to be added to the collage in his head.

His fingers touched the front door's cold brass handle and a sudden inexplicable draft made the candles behind him flutter. An odd, slow, grinding click turned him around. Sour faces continued to regard him. Gnarled hands counted off prayers on dark beads. His imagination suggested it was the latch on the confessional door he'd heard and he waited a beat, eyes fixed on the oak box nestled under the gallery alcove at the rear of the church.

For the briefest of moments, the perfect quiet was allowed to settle around his shoulders, smothering the foolish notion that his father would sacrifice his pride to come try to talk sense into a son who hated him.

But then that quiet was shattered by the sound of a single gunshot, deafeningly loud even with the heavy oak door of the confessional trying to keep it contained.
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CHAPTER TWO
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"Swaddled In Her Verdant Finery, What A Seductive Witch She Makes..."

––––––––
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THE ENDLESS OCEAN SURROUNDED him on all sides, except where the low dark green hills rose to obscure it from view. But even when it was out of sight, he was conscious of it—a thing of monstrous power, a shape-shifting creature with an awesome command over mankind, a great leveler deceptive in its complacency, capable at any given moment to rise up and erase the blemish of humankind from the earth. He feared its secrets, the spawn of tragedies that might swim beneath it, the remains that might be waving up from the depths, desperate to catch the eye of just one living thing or caring god. It was a massive womb, a vault of secrets, and today, it had delivered a boat to the shore.

Tim had never seen a craft quite like it. It was closer to a kayak than a regular rowboat, clad in a skin of dark-colored hides, prow raised to saw through the tides. The inside was latticed with bowed wood, vaguely intestinal in color, and, coupled with the dark oily hide, made Tim think of a dolphin shorn in half. Brackish water and clots of seaweed had pooled in the bottom.

This, he assumed, was the boat he'd heard the locals refer to as a curragh.

It drifted up to the shore on a remarkably sure course, as if guided by knowledgeable hands, but it had only the wind as a master until the wet sand stalled it a few feet away from where Tim stood. He expected it to tilt, to list until it lay on its side, but it did not. It stayed upright, a queer aura of expectancy surrounding it.

He shivered. It was if he'd summoned it himself, as if he'd donned the role of lost soul waiting for the ferryman on the banks of the river Styx. When he tried to scoff away the thought, it persisted. His eyes roved over the prow and down into the guts of the boat. It was empty but for a single oar.

He looked along the beach, at the dark craggy cliffs, the gulls trying to balance the air beneath their wings, the curving shore steadily vanishing beneath hungry waves that swelled at the thought of a storm. The houses, small and silent, huddled along the cliff-top, houses that had not appeared in the brochure his father had given him. As he'd suspected, much had changed over time. The brochure was no longer an accurate guide, but that didn't matter. There was peace here and Tim had been basking in it for two months without a sign of a disturbance.

But the boat made him uneasy.

He aimed a gentle kick at it, the resultant hollow thunk swallowed by the thickening air. A glance upward showed bruised clouds tumbling restlessly, the light dimming as the sun was smothered beneath their skins.

As he turned and hunched his shoulders against the wind, Tim told himself that the crimson buttons of color he had seen on the oar of the curragh had been nothing but old paint.

* * *
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DESPITE THE SPARSE population on Blackrock, Tim had discovered that solitude was not easy to obtain. But he managed as best he could, avoiding the well-trodden paths and sticking to the fields for his daily walks. The reticence of the islanders aided him in his cause. On the few occasions when he did encounter one of them, they seldom acknowledged his presence, and that suited him fine, negating the need for conversation he was ill prepared and unwilling to initiate.

But as he ascended the concrete steps set into the cliff-face, one hand clamped around the steel rail to quell the vertigo, he felt a twinge of unease at the thought of entering Madigan's Inn. There would be people there. He suspected the fishermen confined to shore by the coming storm would be gathered around their drinks, laughing and discussing things incomprehensible to Tim. On some distant level, he missed the fraternity of it all, the security companionship provided, but the reality of the dangers friendship brought with it quickly dissolved all regrets.

The inn was a short walk from the top of the cliff, but there was time enough for him to consider, not for the first time, veering off and over the fields to his own small cottage and forgetting all about the boat. But he reminded himself that if the craft was valued by any of the island men and he left it to the tide, he might be held accountable, particularly if someone had seen him from the cliffs. And while he cared little for whatever opinions the islanders might hold of him, he didn't want to needlessly provoke them or engage their animosity. Such things could only make living on the island that much harder.
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