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One


There was no way of knowing what would happen.


Swords was its usual self that Monday. A steady procession of traffic along the curves of the main street, groups of office workers arguing about where to go for lunch, reggae music floating from the barber’s, the hiss of the number 33 as its doors opened at the bus stop.


As they approached the bank, Tara Bolton’s normally swift gait slowed and slowed until she wasn’t walking at all. She was standing still.


Martha Wilder was a full two strides ahead before she noticed. She turned.


‘Will you hurry the fuck up,’ she said to Tara.


‘Cursing at me is not going to help.’


‘What about whacking you with my bag?’


‘Can’t you be serious?’


‘I am being serious.’


‘This is not a good idea.’


‘You thought it was a good idea yesterday.’


‘But now it’s today.’


‘And the day after is tomorrow. What’s your point?’


‘I just ...’ Tara shrugged as passers-by altered their trajectory to pass her by. Martha strode towards her, a long stream of bright red hair tumbling down her back, tamed only by a single clip at the side in the shape of a treble clef, which brought scant order to the wildness of her hair. She folded her arms across her chest. ‘What?’ she said, looking down. She had always towered over Tara but had never considered her friend small. Today she looked small. And pale, despite the immaculate make-up that gave the – false – impression of hours of painstaking application.


Tara worried at a fingernail with her teeth, the polish coming away in long curls. She shook her head. ‘I ... I can’t do it.’


‘You can.’


‘Do you really think so?’ Even Tara’s voice was small now. It was difficult to see her as the wildly successful entrepreneur who bought companies the way some women bought shoes, then sold them for exorbitant prices after she’d given them what the financial media dubbed the Tara Touch.


Martha nodded. ‘I do,’ she said. ‘Think of it as a business meeting and you’ll be grand.’


Tara nodded without conviction but began to move forward. Martha did her best to match Tara’s reluctant pace.


The bank had seen better days. The white plaster of its facade was crumbling and, inside, the carpet was worn thin, bald in parts, from the march of so many feet across it over the years. A short line of people shuffled towards a counter, behind which two tellers worked. One of them waved at Tara. ‘I’ll tell your sister that you’re here,’ she said, reaching for the phone on her desk. Martha nodded towards a bench. They sat down.


The door of the bank opened again and an elderly man in a wheelchair appeared, pushed by a woman who seemed smaller than she was. Martha studied her without appearing to study her, as was her habit. The woman negotiated the chair through the door with little fuss and took her place at the end of the queue, making no sound. The skin of her face was taut, the colour a faded sallow, as if she didn’t spend much time out of doors. Her hands, resting on the handles of the chair, were dry and reddened and there were dark smudges beneath her careful, grey eyes.


The man’s nurse, perhaps? From behind the shade of her sunglasses, Martha’s eyes travelled towards the woman’s charge. He had close-cropped white hair, an impeccable navy suit, a little baggy across the shoulders, and blue eyes that some might consider cold and others arresting. Martha noticed the slackness around the left side of the old man’s mouth, the way his left hand lay limp in his lap while the right one gripped the arm of the chair before snapping open the locks on each side of the black briefcase that lay across his knees, attending to some paperwork inside.


‘Stop it,’ Tara hissed.


‘Stop what?’ said Martha.


‘You know what.’


Martha moved her line of vision from the old man. It was an occupational hazard, she supposed, even though it had been two years since she’d worked as a reporter for RTÉ. ‘You certainly went out with a bang,’ Tara had conceded when the dust – eventually – settled.


Martha shifted on the bench, glanced at the clock on the wall: 12.30 p.m. All going well, Tara would have told her news to her sister and, afterwards, her mother and be back on a plane to London by dinnertime. That was the plan and, because it was Tara’s plan, Martha never doubted it.


The queue shuffled forward. The wheelchair creaked as the woman manoeuvred it forward, while the man pulled at a heavy gold chain draped across his navy waistcoat, inspecting the face of the watch dangling at the end.


Someone coughed. A mobile phone chirped briefly. The tap-tap-tap of the tellers’ fingers on their keyboards. The click-click-click as Tara’s fingers worried at the clasp of her handbag.


The front door burst open and two men dressed in black, wearing balaclavas over their faces, rushed inside, locked the door, pulled the blinds.


Both were carrying guns.


At first, everything seemed to happen in slow motion, Martha felt. The door crashing open, the dark blur of the men racing inside, the reach of their hands inside their jackets, the guns now, the way they smashed the CCTV cameras with the handles, the forming of words around their mouths. No sound penetrated Martha’s head. Not at first. And then, when it did, it was a cacophony of sound, a solid wall of shouting and screaming and roaring. Beside her, Tara was stiff with stillness, her hands covering her face like a child counting to ten at the start of hide-and-seek.


‘Shut the fuck up, or I swear I’ll put a bullet in someone’s skull.’ The gunman was solidly built. The kind of solid that hinted at steroids. His breathing was laboured and he twitched from one leg to the other. Martha could almost see the furious flow of adrenalin around his body.


‘Calm down,’ the skinny one said and his low voice had an edge that was sharp as a razor blade and Martha knew at once that he was in charge. ‘Go and get the manager and the other two in the back,’ he said and his accomplice nodded and headed towards the offices behind the counters.


The other man advanced on the line of customers, who backed up until they were corralled into a corner. The two tellers stiffened behind the counter, their hands inching above their heads in a gesture of surrender. Martha knew they would have received training for this kind of scenario. Saw in their faces the inevitable clash of theory against reality. Was there an emergency button near their desks? Had they pressed it? If they had, how long would the guards take to get there? And what then? What would happen to them all then?


The man pointed his gun towards the semi-circle of customers in the corner and the two tellers moved, fluid as dancers, from behind the counter to join them.


This is what a gun achieves, Martha thought. People do what you want them to do without any recourse to language.


Now the man turned and trained his gun on Martha and Tara. Martha felt her throat constrict, a pounding in her chest that must be her heart. She had never been so aware of it. It felt much too big for her body, too frantic.


‘Get the fuck over there with the others,’ he said. Martha stood up but Tara did not. Martha had to grip her friend’s arm, drag her to her feet, pull her across the floor. The gunman nudged the small of Martha’s back with the hard butt of his gun, and she cried out, walked faster. Tara allowed herself to be pulled along. She never made a sound.


They dropped their mobiles and tablets into the plastic Centra bag proffered by the gunman.


Then three people walked in single file from the back offices, their hands on the backs of their heads. Behind them, the accomplice had wrapped his arm around the neck of a woman, perhaps in her mid-forties, with dark, greying hair cut in an easy-to-manage bob. He pushed the barrel of his gun against her temple as he dragged her along. A name badge pinned on the lapel of her navy jacket read Katherine Bolton and, underneath, Manager.


Tara’s navy eyes – the same shape and colour as Katherine’s – widened with anxiety and Martha placed a warning hand on her arm.


The man released his hold on Katherine’s neck, pushed her towards his boss. ‘There she is,’ he said. ‘The main woman herself.’


The gunman’s eyes slid down the length of Katherine’s body, lingering on the curve of her breasts through the cotton of her blouse. ‘Nice work,’ he said and now his voice was silky. From behind the balaclava, Martha saw the shape of his mouth lifting into a smile. Beside her, Tara swayed and Martha tightened her grip on Tara’s arm, steadied her, steadied herself. Her mind was like some volcanic eruption, bubbling and boiling: too beside itself to make sense of anything. To come up with a plan.


The boss snapped his head away from Katherine then, cleared his throat, looked towards the door. ‘All clear?’ he asked. It was only then that Martha noticed the third gunman. He stood at the door, slighter than the other two; the gun in his hand seemed bigger than the others’, perhaps because his hand was smaller. With his face hidden behind a balaclava, it was difficult to guess at his age, but his body had the loose-limbed build of a teenage boy.


He nodded.


The silence that descended then was thick and hot. There was an anticipatory edge to it. An expectancy. Everybody seemed to be waiting.


‘Now,’ the boss said, and his tone was conversational. ‘You all know how this works. You’ve seen it on the telly, I’m sure.’ He nodded towards his second-in-command, who tossed him a bag. ‘And by the way, don’t be worrying about the guards coming because they’re not. The panic-button system was disabled before we arrived so there’ll be no interference from our lovely boys in blue, OK?’


He looked at Katherine, held the bag out. ‘I need to make a withdrawal,’ he said. ‘You can put it in there.’ He threw the bag at her and she caught it and Martha nearly cheered. It seemed like some small display of courage, the deftness of her catch.


It was a Nike sports bag, its familiar Just do it message written along the side like an echo of his order.


For a moment, Katherine didn’t move, as if there were a delay between the commands given by her brain and their execution by her body. The gunman nudged her shoulder with his gun. ‘The sooner you fill the bag, the quicker we’ll be on our way, yeah?’


Everybody watched as she slipped behind the counter, punched a series of buttons on a keyboard. The gunman in charge followed her, his gun trained at her head. ‘Hurry the fuck up,’ he shouted and there was his smile again as Katherine jumped and emitted a short, sharp grunt. She pushed her hair away from her face, squeezed her eyes closed, gathered herself, pressed one more button on the keyboard and waited.


A click and the drawers at each of the work stations slid open. Martha thought it was the most beautiful sound she had ever heard. The neatness of the click, the hiss of the slide.


The accomplice – the solid one – started at the sound, swinging his gun away from the group he was guarding and towards the manager, his breathing high and fast.


‘Take it easy, will ya?’ his boss told him. ‘We’re nearly there.’


The room was quiet again. A dense, layered kind of quiet. The air-conditioning droned and Martha could hear the breathing of her fellow hostages and it was something of a comfort to know that she wasn’t alone.


Katherine stepped from one drawer to the next, filling the Nike bag with cash.


When she had emptied the last one, she carried the bag to the gunman in charge. He glanced inside, then looked at her. ‘How much?’ he said.


‘I ... I’m not sure.’


‘Make a fucken educated guess.’ His voice was strained now. High and thin.


‘Maybe four thousand,’ she said.


‘You said there’d be more than that!’ shouted his accomplice. He pulled at the balaclava, scratched his face through the material.


Martha jumped at the sound of a door handle being pulled down. Everybody looked towards the door. The handle moved down, then up, then down again before it was released, springing back into its original position. The sound of voices outside. A conversation. The words were inaudible but the tone was one of annoyance. A second voice, clipped and assured. The conversation continued as the sound of it dribbled away.


The third member of the gang – the one who might be a boy, standing at the door – pushed a slat downwards with his finger, made a narrow slit through which he peered onto the street. He turned back, nodded at the boss, who turned again to Katherine. He put his hand on her shoulder and she almost managed not to flinch.


‘Now, sweetheart,’ he said. ‘I need you to open the safe, nice and quick, and don’t give me any shit about time-delay locks, right?’


The shake of her head was slight, seemed involuntary. Martha took a breath and it felt like a collective breath, taken by all of them. Fear had a smell and she smelled it now. It was a sour smell. The air was heavy with it.


‘I can’t. It’s locked and I—’ The man lunged at her, one hand around her neck, the other pressing the gun against her hair.


‘Kitty!’ Tara’s voice was shrill. Terror had twisted the features of her usually calm face.


‘No, Tara,’ Katherine screamed as the gunman twisted his head to look at her sister.


‘How convenient,’ he said, his tone jovial now. Martha felt every muscle in her body clench.


‘You two know each other.’ He grabbed a fistful of Katherine’s collar, dragged her closer to Tara. Now the muzzle of his gun pressed against Katherine’s temple. There was a click as he released the safety. He looked at Tara again. ‘Well?’ he said. Tara opened her mouth but said nothing. The man stepped closer.


‘DO. YOU. KNOW. THIS. BITCH?’ He punctuated each word by banging the muzzle of the gun against Katherine’s head.


‘She’s my sister,’ Katherine roared, straining away from the gun.


‘Well, this is easy, isn’t it?’ the gunman said. ‘You open the safe like a good little girl and—’


‘I can’t,’ Katherine shouted at him. ‘I can’t override the system.’


‘You fucking CAN,’ he screeched, and he pushed Katherine away from him, reached for Tara, forcing her onto her knees, pressing the gun into her neck where a pulse was visible, pumping against her pale skin like it was trying to jump free.


‘Or I’ll rearrange your sister’s pretty little face for her.’


‘No,’ screamed Katherine.


Martha launched herself at the gunman. It was not a conscious decision. The action seemed to happen outside of herself. Outside of her control. She reached for his neck, raking her nails along the bare skin where a line of blood now bloomed. The surprise of her attack made him stumble backwards. His gun flew out of his hand, slid across the floor. The second gunman ran towards it at the same time as Martha dived for it and, for a moment, she felt she could reach it, could maybe even shoot it. Briefly, her mind registered a boot – ankle boot, silver buckle on the side, pointed toe, block heel – as the gunman lifted his foot, drove it into Martha’s ribs. She wasn’t sure if she was screaming or if it was somebody else. The next kick was to her face, close to her eye. The sound was a wet crack. For a moment, light blared all around her like she was looking directly at the sun, then it dimmed and blurred. She didn’t feel the pain of it. Not then. She thought she might throw up.


‘You fucking bitch.’ The gunman stood beside her now, leaned towards her. Martha felt something warm and sticky on her face. It hurt to breathe. She heard somebody crying and she closed her eyes against the hopelessness of the sound.


‘I have cash. In my safe deposit box.’ The words were low, precise. Martha opened her good eye. It was the old man. The one in the wheelchair.


‘How much?’


‘A large sum.’


‘How large?’


‘I’d rather not discuss my personal business in front of strangers.’


The gunman snorted. Then he pointed the gun at the old man’s head. ‘How about now? How about you tell me now?’


The old man shook his head with slow deliberation. ‘I do not care about your gun, young man. But I will give you my money if you let these people go.’


Now there was a throbbing coming from deep inside Martha’s head, like a drum in a marching band, moving closer.


The boss leaned towards the wheelchair. ‘I fucken decide what’s going to happen here, understand?’ The old man lifted his right hand and wiped the gunman’s spittle from where it had landed on the side of his face.


The gunman straightened, looked at Katherine. ‘Where are the safe deposit boxes kept?’


She pointed to a room just off the foyer. ‘It’s locked,’ she said.


‘Unlock it.’


When Martha sat up, she felt blood drip down the side of her face.


‘Stay out here and watch them,’ the gunman told his accomplice. ‘Especially that one.’ He pointed at Martha.


‘You!’ he shouted at the lookout. ‘Wheel the auld fella in here and keep the bead on him while I open the box.’


The three of them entered the room and the door closed. The others were ordered to lie face down on the floor with their hands behind their heads and their mouths shut. Steroid – as Martha had dubbed him – paced up and down the line they formed on the floor.


The position brought the pain in Martha’s ribs into sharp focus and she pressed her face into the carpet to stop herself from crying out.


It was difficult to know how long they were there. Martha tried to count in seconds but she kept losing her place. She estimated that maybe as much as five minutes passed before it happened.


Before the shot was fired.


Afterwards, there was a brief moment of absolute silence. The silence was like a sound in itself. A white noise into which images bled. Martha saw the silhouette of her father, leaning against the door of her bedroom, the clink of ice cubes against the glass in his hand like a lullaby. ‘Lights out, kiddo.’


She saw Tara, her hair gathered in pigtails, her eyes glaring from behind thick-lensed glasses at a group of kids on a green. ‘If you won’t let Martha play, then I’m not playing either. And I’m taking my kite with me.’


She saw the note Cillian had left for her. Before she tore it up. After he left her apartment for the last time.


I love you. We can sort this.


Now there was shouting. Now there was screaming. The tinny insistence of an alarm sounding somewhere. Fists pounding on the main door of the bank.


‘Shut the fuck up,’ Steroid roared, pointing the gun at each of them as he paced up and down. Martha heard the fidget of his finger against the trigger, the crack of his neck as he snapped his head towards the room containing the safe deposit boxes just as its door was thrown open. Martha glanced up. A boy stumbled out. The Lookout. Martha reckoned he was about fourteen. The skin of his face was flushed. In his hand, a gun.


‘What the fuck did you do that for?’ The gunman – the one in charge – ran out of the room, the boy’s balaclava in one hand, the Nike bag – bulging now – in the other. From the corner of her eye, Martha saw the wheelchair inside the room. It was empty.


The gunman didn’t wait for the boy’s answer. Instead, he ran towards the front door, yanked it open and disappeared outside, his accomplice running after him.


‘Roman.’ The boy’s head jerked at the word. The woman who said it was the one who’d wheeled the old man into the bank. She said his name again and again and the word was a cry now. A wail. Her small, reddened hands clenched against her face as she shook her head, repeating his name, louder each time, until it seemed as if the building itself was flooded with the word.


In the distance, Martha heard the sirens.










 


Two


Roman ran out of the bank, struggled through a crowd of people who had gathered outside. He heard the roar of an engine and glanced down the road, saw Tommy behind the wheel of the car Lenny had stolen driving towards him. Jimmy was in the front passenger seat, slumped low, a peaked cap casting his face in shadow. The car slowed, the back door opened. Roman hesitated.


‘Get in,’ Tommy hissed. ‘Now!’


Lenny, in the back seat, pushed Roman down until he was lying on his stomach across the floor, his face scratching against the rough carpet. Lenny threw a blanket over him.


Roman closed his eyes, felt the hum of the engine vibrate through his body, tried not to think about where they might be going or what might happen. Tommy drove without speaking. He never said much. Jimmy and Lenny said little either. Roman was grateful for that. Maybe he could come up with a plan.


Instead, he thought about his mother. Saw her pale face, her grey eyes, her reddened hands. The way she had looked at him in the bank.


Everything was supposed to have been different in Ireland. Better.


 


‘A new start,’ Mama had said that day. She showed him how to fasten his seatbelt. It had been his first time on a plane. They had ordered chicken curry from the air hostess even though Mama had made sandwiches wrapped in greaseproof paper. She said the curry smelled too good. She bought Roman a can of Coke. He remembered the crackle of the fizz when he pulled the tab. How it went up his nose when he bent to listen to the sound. Afterwards, Mama fell asleep but Roman did not. He looked out of the window and tried to guess which countries they were passing. Germany, Netherlands, England.


Uncle Lech’s house had three bedrooms. One for Roman, one for Mama and one for himself. The master bedroom, Uncle Lech called it. Because of the en suite, he explained, when Roman asked why.


Roman remembered lowering himself onto the edge of the bed in his new room. His own room. Spreading his hands across the Harry Potter duvet cover. He bounced a little but the springs made no sound. It was a new bed. He closed the bedroom door to see how quiet the room could become. The sound of his mother laughing muted. He opened it again. She was talking now, her voice high and breathy, the way it got when she was happy. Excited. He left the door open.


It wasn’t a house: it was a duplex. That’s what his uncle called it. His uncle had Sky. And the television screen was nearly as wide as the cinema screen back in Puck, a village fifty kilometres north of Gdansk where Roman had lived until he was nearly twelve. There was a Blu-ray player and the cupboards were crammed with food. ‘I asked your Mama what you liked,’ Lech said when the light inside the fridge spilled across Roman’s face. ‘You can have whatever you want. This is your home now.’


Poland seemed a long way away: the top bunk in the room he’d shared with Mama in the apartment where she had grown up; his aunts in the next bedroom, sometimes squabbling, sometimes laughing, sometimes exchanging gossip through the thin walls; his grandmother – Babcia – crooked and swollen with arthritis, bent over a pot of bigos on the stove, stirring and tasting and stirring again, all the while talking about her father, Roman’s great-grandfather, even when no one was listening.


A hero. That’s the word his grandmother used.


His great-grandfather had been a war hero.


The duplex had seemed a million miles away from all of that.


Uncle Lech was born almost exactly nine months before Aunt Arianna, and no more than a year separated Arianna from Aunt Nadia. His mother came last, two years later. Nineteen years later, Roman arrived. Even when his grandfather died and his uncle left for Ireland, the house still seemed full of noise and people.


‘I can’t hear myself think,’ Babcia sometimes shouted over the din.


You could definitely hear yourself think in the duplex.


Mama told him not to sit too close to the television screen. His uncle handed him a box and inside the box was a pepperoni pizza and he didn’t even have to share it with anyone. He found a Harry Potter movie on Sky. It didn’t matter that it was in English with no subtitles. He’d read the books that Uncle Lech had sent him. There were some passages he knew off by heart.


From the kitchen, the low hum of conversation between his mother and her brother. It had made Roman feel good. As good as warm pizza on an empty stomach. He knew how much Mama had missed Lech when he’d left for Ireland five years before.


His mother had always told Roman things. Confided in him. ‘It’s you and me against the world, my Roman,’ she whispered into his hair before she hugged him or kissed him or tickled him or pushed him higher on the swing in the playground.


He knew about the names Babcia had called Mama when she’d told her about Roman. Except his name wasn’t Roman then. He didn’t have a name then. He was just a blob on a scan. Rosa had shown him the grainy black and white photograph they had taken of him at the big hospital in Gdansk.


When the film was over, he’d dropped the empty pizza box in the bin and put his glass and plate into the dishwasher. Uncle Lech showed him how to turn it on. It looked like it had never been used, it was so shiny inside.


In the hall, he listened to the clip of his shoes against the ceramic tiles. When he inhaled, he could smell the paint on the walls. Everything was brand new. Even their lives, Roman felt.


It had taken Roman less than ten minutes to unpack. He folded his jeans before he put them in a drawer and even put his two shirts on hangers in the wardrobe. He decided, in that moment, that he was going to be a different person here, in Ireland. Someone responsible, who tidied up after himself, put stuff where it was supposed to go. Mama would be working for Lech, who had his very own company. He said Ireland was a place where you could make a million euros if you worked hard enough.


A million euros!


Back in Poland, Lech had worked as a chef in a cafe. In Dublin, he supplied hospitals with catering staff. Mama didn’t have any experience in hospitals or in catering. But she knew how to cook the best pierogi in the world and she was a hard worker. Maybe the hardest worker in the world, Roman thought.


Lech had promised her a job, a good salary, a place to stay. ‘But I’ll only go if you want to go,’ Mama told Roman.


‘Will there be a cinema in Ireland?’ he’d asked.


‘Of course.’ She’d smiled. ‘And I only have to work Monday to Friday so we can go at the weekends. Twice, if you like.’


There had been no toothpaste in the bathroom so Roman knocked on Lech’s bedroom door and, when there was no answer, he went inside and opened the door into his uncle’s en suite. Lech was sitting on the lid of the toilet, holding what looked like a small square mirror. On the mirror’s surface was a line of white powder.


‘What are you doing? Sneaking into my room?’ Lech shot to his feet, careful not to drop any of the powder when he placed the mirror on top of the cistern.


‘Sorry, Lech. I just ... I was looking for toothpaste. That’s all. I knocked first.’


‘What’s going on?’ Mama climbed the stairs in a hurry.


‘Nothing, Rosa. The kid walked in on me.’ Lech hurried out of the en suite, closed the door behind him. ‘No harm done, eh?’ He put his hand on Roman’s shoulder. Smiled. Roman nodded.


‘You’re not getting too big to kiss your mama goodnight, are you?’ Rosa stood in front of his bedroom door with her arms spread, barricading it. Roman kissed her cheek. Mama still smelled like Babcia’s house but her skin was soft, tickled his lips.


It had taken Roman a long time to fall asleep that first night. Everything was strange but in a way that made him feel excited. He thought about what had happened in Lech’s en suite. He had a vague feeling that it hadn’t been a good thing but he didn’t know why. Still, he supposed Lech was right.


There was no harm done.


That’s what he had thought back then. Back when he hadn’t had a clue. Back when he’d been nothing but a stupid kid.


 


The car jerked to a stop. Tommy killed the engine. Roman’s heart hammered against his chest, loud as a ticking bomb, waiting to explode. One of the front doors opened. The crunch of gravel now. Then a surge of cold air as the back passenger door was pulled open.


‘Get out.’ Jimmy’s voice was dangerously conversational.


Roman crawled out. Glanced around. They were down a lane. Surrounded by fields. A body of water in one field. A lake, maybe. Or a reservoir. Roman thought about the kittens Babcia threw into the bucket every spring. She’d fill the bucket with water, throw the fluffy creatures inside, put a plank across the top and sit on it till the job was done. ‘Enough mouths to feed,’ Babcia had said when Roman asked her once.


Lenny stood beside Jimmy. Without the benefit of his balaclava and gun, Lenny looked harmless, with his wide-apart chocolate-brown eyes and hair that was losing both its grip and its colour. He had a sideline in window cleaning that was moderately successful, mostly because of his brown eyes and open smile that allowed housewives to believe their windows were in good hands as Lenny cased their homes, making a methodical inventory of valuable items he saw through their – now gleaming – windows.


The black jeep – Lenny called it the getaway car – was one of those valuable items. Lenny had assured Jimmy that the woman who owned it – with the recently cleaned windows in River Valley – wouldn’t report it as stolen until she returned from holidays the following week.


Roman glanced at the jeep. Tommy had stayed behind the wheel while Jimmy, Lenny and Roman had gone into the bank. If things had gone to plan, they’d all be in the jeep. Watching Jimmy count the money maybe. Roman would have said no if Jimmy, in an unlikely fit of generosity, handed him a few notes. ‘We’re quits now, Jimmy, yeah?’


That’s what he had planned to say at the end. That’s what Jimmy had promised if Roman helped him with the bank job. ‘You owe me, Romeo,’ Jimmy had said. ‘Two grand. That was the value of the package that you claim you lost, remember?’


‘It fell out of my pocket, Jimmy, I swear.’


‘So you keep saying. Don’t look so worried, Romeo. I’ll come up with a way that you can pay me back. You can bet your sweet little Mama’s life on it.’


And Jimmy had come up with a way. And Roman had agreed. Nobody said no to Jimmy Carty.


If things had gone to plan at the bank, Roman and Rosa could have parted company with Jimmy and his colleagues, as Jimmy called them.


Wiped the slate clean.


Started again.


Tommy must have felt Roman looking at him as he stood there, wishing things were different. He turned in his seat so that he could see Roman, shook his head, smiled a small, knowing smile without opening his mouth.


‘Jimmy, I—’ Roman said. He didn’t realise how afraid he was until he heard the sound of his own voice.


‘Shut your fucken trap,’ Jimmy said. Then he nodded at Tommy, who got out of the jeep, opened the boot, hauled a large plastic container out of it and emptied its contents over the bonnet, the roof, inside the boot, on the dashboard, all over the seats. The smell of petrol rammed up Roman’s nose, made his eyes sting. He wondered how long it would take to be burnt to death.


Jimmy took a packet of cigarettes out of his pocket, slid one out, tapped the filter against the face of his watch as was his habit.


When he looked at Roman, he smiled his gold-crown smile, but his pale blue eyes, boring into Roman’s, never blinked. He opened a book of matches, pulled a match out. When he finally spoke, his voice was quiet. Almost gentle. ‘The problem is, Roman, the witnesses at the bank, they can identify you.’


‘I’ll go away. I’ll go really far. The guards won’t find me.’


‘But if they do, my little Polak?’


‘I won’t say a word. I swear to God, Jimmy.’


Jimmy shook his head. ‘I can’t take that chance, I’m afraid.’


Roman clamped his mouth down on all the words he wanted to say. There’d be no point. Not with Jimmy. He’d seen him in action before. Tommy and Lenny called him a psycho, like it was a compliment. Still, they made sure they didn’t get in his way. Roman knew they wouldn’t help him. The feeling – that he was alone, that he had nowhere to run, no choices left to make – brought with it a strange sense of quietness inside Roman’s head, almost like calm. He wondered if this was how his great-grandfather had felt before he had gotten shot by the Germans in the war. A calmness, just before. A resignation.


‘You said nobody would get hurt.’ Roman looked right into Jimmy’s face. ‘You’re a liar.’


‘What did you call me?’ Jimmy stepped closer, close enough for Roman to feel the fetid heat of the man’s breath against his face.


‘You shot that old man. In the bank.’ The fear Roman felt had been blunted by the resignation.


Jimmy shook his head. ‘Roman, Roman, Roman,’ he said, like he was humouring a child. ‘I wasn’t at the bank today. I was in my solicitor’s office, wasn’t I? That’s what we call in the business an alibi, son. My brief is a very ... accommodating young man.’


He looked at Lenny and Tommy. Grinned at them. ‘All of us have watertight alibis, don’t we, lads?’


Jimmy tossed the book of matches to Tommy, who struck one and threw it into the jeep. The fire got a grip on the seats first, sending great tongues of orange flame out through the windows and across the roof. The noise was furious, the heat like a wall of sound.


‘We should get moving,’ said Lenny, opening the door of a navy BMW with tinted windows parked behind the burning jeep. His voice was barely audible over the sound of the fire.


Jimmy glanced at Tommy. ‘We’ll wait in the car for you.’


Tommy nodded, drew his gun from the inside pocket of his jacket, moved towards Roman, jerked his head towards the body of water that might be a lake or might be a reservoir.


‘No,’ said Roman. Tommy, who spoke only when it was absolutely necessary, put his hand around the back of Roman’s neck, pushed him forward.


Roman stumbled on, Tommy’s gun boring into the small of his back. Behind him, the roar of the fire, the clunk of car doors, opening, closing. The engine starting up, like a crowd murmuring approval.


Despite all the ways that Roman had worried about this day, he had not imagined this. He supposed some things were too big to imagine. Too ... unimaginable. If he had imagined a scene like this, he would have assumed that he would scream. Shake. Cry. Beg for his life.


Another twenty steps and they’d be at the water and his mother would never know what had happened to him. She would never know that he had done it for her. It’s you and me against the world, Roman. She always whispered it. Like it was their secret.


Behind him, he could hear Tommy’s laboured breath. He was a heavy-set man with a purple face and swollen fingers. Roman had never seen him walk so far before.


Ten steps to the water.


Roman looked at the sky. Although it was darkening around the edges, overhead it was still a bright blue, untroubled by cloud.


Roman walked faster.


‘Slow down.’ When Tommy spoke, Roman could hear the wheeze of his chest. The boy kept walking, faster now. Behind him, the crack of the joints in Tommy’s legs as he tried to keep up. ‘I said, slow the fuck down.’ Tommy was panting now.


Roman spun around, his left arm connecting with Tommy’s right hand, the way Adam had shown him when Adam had been practising for his red belt in tae kwan do. He heard Tommy grunt in surprise. The gun was still in the man’s right hand but was pointing somewhere else now. Somewhere to the right of Roman’s head. The boy brought his knee up, drove it into Tommy’s groin, put every kilo he had into that action. Now Tommy was doubled over and the gun was still in his hand but it wasn’t pointing at Roman and Roman knew he had only a moment.


A moment to do something.


Or do nothing.


Later, he told himself that he should have gone for the gun. Should have bitten into the fleshy skin of Tommy’s hand holding the gun. Maybe got it off him that way. Instead, he left the gun where it was, in Tommy’s hand, and ran.


He ran towards the lake. Or the reservoir. Across the field, zigzagging as he ran to make it as difficult as he could for Tommy to take aim, to hit him. Up ahead, maybe two hundred metres away, a line of trees signalled the boundary of the field that held Roman. He ran for the trees. In his ears, the wind, rushing past him. When he heard the shot, it sounded far away and he didn’t think it had hit him.


He kept running.


He never stopped.










 


Three


The first thing Martha thought about when she got home was a drink.


A whiskey sour. Her father’s favourite drink. And Martha’s too, for a time. A long time. The amber liquid. Three ice cubes bobbing, clinking. In a cut-crystal glass. Heavy to lift. Heavy to hold. In her mind, Martha lifted it, held it, steered it towards her mouth.


She sat on the couch that was too big for the living room and worried at the corner of her mouth with her tongue. A metallic taste. Blood, she supposed.


The clearest image of the day was that of the old man’s shoes. She’d glanced inside the room where he lay and looked at him. She never trusted second-hand information. She had to see things for herself. She looked inside and saw the man but when she closed her eyes now, bore down on the image, it was his shoes she saw.


Black patent shoes, tied with a double knot, polished to a sharp shine. Martha imagined him bent over the chore earlier in the day, dawn perhaps. He had the look of an early riser, she felt. She saw him working a brush along the toes, down the sides towards the heels, not stopping until he could make out his ancient face in the leather.


Martha swung her legs onto the couch, surprised by the quality of pain the action produced. She reached for a cushion, jammed it behind her head, closed her eyes. Her ankle was swollen but she couldn’t remember why. She should probably prop it on something. Elevate it. The pain in her side was a dull ache now, not the sickening throb of earlier when the guards had arrived at the bank. Swarms of them. The static from their radios was deafening and useless.


When the ambulance staff had arrived, the bank was as thronged as the National Concert Hall during a Hilary Hahn recital. Tara sat on a chair that Katherine had dragged from behind one of the counters, shaking as if she were cold. Her teeth clattered together, her lips in narrow blue lines. She had to be helped into the ambulance. When it drove away in a blare of siren and flashing lights, Martha was overtaken by the urge to be where people were not. She wanted to go home.


She also wanted a drink, which sharpened her desire to be at home. In her flat. Where there were no drinks. She’d be safer in there.


Martha looked around, spotted a uniformed young garda on his own. He carried a notebook in which he was writing something in pencil with great concentration, the tip of his tongue sticking out of the side of his mouth.


Martha approached him. ‘I want to make a statement,’ she said.


‘I’ll bring you down to the station in a while, OK?’ The guard glanced at her before returning to his notebook.


‘No. I’m making a statement now and then I’m going home.’


The guard looked at her. Properly this time. ‘You’ll have to go to hospital. Your face looks nasty.’


‘Yeah, well, you’re no fucken oil painting yourself.’


‘No, I didn’t mean—’


‘Look, I’m not sitting in A&E for eight hours to be told I have a fractured rib and a cut on my face. I’m either making a statement now or I’m going home. You choose.’


He took her statement, vaguely aware that the balance of power he usually enjoyed in these situations was not in evidence.


His pen was a blur as he tried to keep up with the details of Martha’s recollections. Times. Actions. Descriptions. The guard could have drawn the boy’s face afterwards, if he could draw. She had only seen the boy’s face, not those of the two men, but she described their accents, their physiques, their clothes, the shapes of their faces beneath the balaclavas.


Afterwards, he insisted on driving her to her flat in Applewood.


‘My car’s parked in the Castle Shopping Centre.’


‘I’ll drop you home.’


‘Why?’


‘Well, it’s just ... I don’t think you should be driving in your, eh, condition. You could be concussed.’


‘I’m not.’


‘It’s not something you can be certain of.’


‘I am certain.’


‘But—’


‘OK, fine.’ Martha was as surprised as the guard when she folded. She put it down to the unexpected turn the day had taken. The pain in her ribs. Her ankle, for some reason. Her face. That, and a deep-seated tiredness that made her feel heavy and dim-witted.


‘Do you want me to come up?’ the guard asked, when he pulled up outside her apartment block.


‘I’m not really in the mood, to be honest.’


He flushed furiously, making himself seem even younger than before. ‘No, I didn’t mean ...’ he said.


Martha closed the passenger door without hearing what it was he didn’t mean. The lift wasn’t working and she pulled herself to the third floor by gripping the handrail and naming every note on the score for Beethoven’s Finale, which she was learning on her violin. By the time she got to her door, the pain was a drumbeat, loud and throbbing. The sharp sting at the side of her head. A burning sensation in her ribs, although it only hurt when she breathed so she concentrated on taking slow, shallow breaths and doing so as seldom as possible.


She thought about whisky. Neat, this time. No messing with ice and lemon. Scotch single malt. She had been a mostly discerning drinker. None of your Royal Dutch. Despite the time that had somehow passed since the last drink, she remembered with great clarity the peaty taste of it, the smooth track of it down her throat and the warmth of it; the way it spread itself around her body like a blanket tucked under the chin of a child. She tried to remember what her last drink had been and found that she could not. She could remember the anticipation of it, the sensation of her mouth against the glass. But not the drink itself. She supposed it was because, at the time, she hadn’t known it would be her last drink. If she had, she might have afforded it more ceremony.


Her mouth watered like she was hungry. She wasn’t hungry. She was thirsty. The kind of thirst water couldn’t quench. She distracted herself by breathing deeply, focused on the scream of her ribs, pulled the pain around her like one of those bothy bags that Cillian used to bring with him when they went hiking. To shelter them in case a storm blew up. The weight of the pain might shelter her from her desire for a drink. She breathed, in and out, taking forever about it, in for five, hold for five, out for five. The pain was like something alive and furious.


When she closed her eyes, she saw the front door of the Pound pub, swinging open.


She forced herself to stay where she was, stay on the couch, not move her feet towards the floor, not fumble for her bag, not grab her keys, not reach for the handle of the door.


It was almost physical, the struggle.


In the morning, she would have to go to a meeting.


She never went into the meetings. She parked outside. She had been doing this for about a year now, although it had been longer than that since she’d had a drink.


Over a year.


One year, four months, two weeks and three days. Martha wondered if the accuracy of this calculation might dim in time.


‘My name is Martha Wilder and I have an uneasy relationship with alcohol.’ She never said alcoholic. She associated that word with fumbling, bloated men with wispy hair and bulbous noses and red faces and unfortunate wives.


She said the sentence – out loud – sitting in her car outside various parish halls and community centres. The often neglected appearance of these buildings from the outside – fading paintwork, cobwebbed windows, rusting door hinges, roofs with missing slates like rows of unfortunate teeth – reinforced her intention never to step inside.


She parked far enough away so no one could mistake her for a dithering, will-I-won’t-I first-timer, but near enough so she could see them going in.


She parked the car, then she said what she had to say – My name is Martha Wilder and I have an uneasy relationship with alcohol – and she held her mobile against her ear when she said it, so that if anyone glanced into the car, they would presume she was having a normal conversation with a normal person on a normal mobile phone.


Just like a normal woman.


She imagined the people inside, sitting in a circle of hard plastic chairs, the soles of their shoes worrying at the floor, perhaps nodding after her little introduction, some of them mumbling, ‘Hello, Martha,’ the way they did in the movies.


‘I haven’t had a drink in one year, four months, two weeks and three days.’ Would she get a round of applause for that? A shuffle of approval? Probably not.


People often peered into her car as she sat outside the meetings. She was not one of those women who blended into the background. It was her height, she supposed. When she reached five feet nine at the age of fifteen she had hoped that she might be overlooked for any further elongation but, in spite of the fervour of her hope, she had continued to stretch until she was finally spared, just below the six-foot mark. And she was big-boned. Sturdy, her father used to call her. That, coupled with her mane of long red hair – which ran riot if she didn’t apply buckets of product – made it difficult for her to sit in her car outside an AA meeting unnoticed.


She opened her notebook where she had written her six reasons, at the end. Or perhaps it was better to think about it as a beginning. That’s what Tara had said.


A new beginning, she’d called it. Martha had told her to cop onto herself and Tara apologised and said she was premenstrual and hungover and wasn’t thinking straight. Then she apologised for saying hungover and Martha said, Fuck sake, and Tara said it was going to take her time to adjust to the changes and Martha said, I feel for you, I really do, and Tara said, Let’s eat mushroom risotto and watch Countdown, and that’s what they did – except Martha ate Pot Noodles instead of risotto and they watched The Muppet Show instead of Countdown, and the day passed and then another and another, and that’s how Martha managed in the end. Or the beginning, she supposed.


Her routine outside the meetings never changed. Her brief introduction in the car, while pretending to be on the phone. The reading aloud of the six reasons. Although two of them were the same reason. Both one word. A name. The first reason and the last reason. She read them slowly and with intent, so that the part of her that scorned her attempts at sobriety would hear her and know that she meant it and back off.


Martha was not a woman given to superstition but that part of her – the part that scorned her attempts – made her feel nervous and she was not supposed to be a person who felt nervous, so she doused it with her six reasons that were really five reasons. Every time. And most times, the front door of the Pound pub stayed closed.


Except now it was wide open. She put this yearning down to the day. Not your usual put-out-the-bins-don’t-drink-a-drink kind of day, with the situation at the bank and the fact that she hadn’t filed the article that she’d undertaken to file by four o’clock that afternoon.


From the couch, she couldn’t see the kitchen clock. Couldn’t remember where her mobile was.


Not yet closing time, that was for sure. She could see right inside the pub now, the dark interior, the long legs of the bar stools, even the hooks under the counter where she had hung her coat, her bag and, once, the strap of a complicated camera belonging to a work colleague. She had left it behind, that camera, and when she eventually remembered, she went back but the camera was gone and she’d bought another one, hoping her colleague wouldn’t notice but she did notice, of course she did, and Martha had felt the familiar sting of humiliation and dread and uselessness that she had felt on so many mornings when she managed to drag herself out of bed and wonder what she had done the day before, what she had said, what she had lost.


Martha opened her eyes, concentrated on what she could see: her violin stand with the sheet music in messy piles on the floor around its base; the arm of the couch, its velvet covering baggier now and not as deeply red as it had once been; one of her boots lying on its side near the door, a soft leather ankle boot, a dull olive green colour. She focused on the boot, thought about its comrade, where it might be; in her head, she retraced her steps and thought it might be in her bedroom. She remembered easing the boot off her foot with the toe of the other boot because she didn’t think she could bend down. She didn’t know why she had taken the other boot off in the living room. She must have gotten distracted. Now she looked at the bookshelf and tried to remember where she had bought each of the books. She began at the top shelf.


This was how she managed on days like this. This was how she closed the door of the pub. She knew it was pitiful. She felt like shouting it’s not fair like some melodramatic teenager who has received a response from her parents that was not in keeping with her expectations.


She didn’t shout. She waited. She knew this was the only way to douse the yearning that was all around her now. Maybe it had something to do with muscle memory. One traumatic experience and the brain reaches for the age-old solution, as if the last one year, four months, two weeks and three days meant nothing. As if they hadn’t happened at all.


She must have lain on the couch for a long time because when darkness fell – suddenly, the way it did in winter, like a heavy curtain across the stage of the sky – she was still there. Still on the couch. Perhaps she had fallen asleep? Although she doubted it, with the pain and the trying not to breathe too much or too often and the memory of the black polished patent shoes, tied with a double knot, and the yearning and the open door of the pub and the worrying about Tara.


She checked her phone again. A missed call from Katherine. Had her phone even rung?


‘They think she’s in shock,’ Katherine said when Martha rang back. Katherine sounded shocked herself. Martha understood. Tara didn’t shock easily. Not even when she was ten and the chip pan went on fire in the kitchen when her mother was outside, flagging down the bread van and chatting with Mrs O’Reilly from number fifty-two with whom she competed on a daily basis on matters of front-window cleaning, door-knocker polishing, net-curtain whiteness and the progress – social and intellectual – of their offspring. Tara had climbed out her bedroom window and sat on the roof of the extension, reading her book as she waited for the fire brigade to arrive following her brief call to the emergency services.


‘She had a ... it looked like a panic attack in the ambulance and then, since we arrived at the hospital and they got her a bed, she’s been asleep.’


‘It’s probably the best thing for her,’ said Martha.


‘Maybe,’ said Katherine with no conviction. Tara didn’t believe in sleep. ‘You’d be amazed at how much work you can get done when you don’t waste time sleeping,’ she sometimes said.


Last orders at the bar. She was nearly there. Martha concentrated on the second hand of the kitchen clock. The insistence of it. And the sound. Had it always made that sound? In the orange glow thrown by the streetlamp outside, she watched the hand inch around the face, saw the almost imperceptible shake of the smaller hand as each minute passed.


In the dark, the dense silence seemed to move around her, like a predator. Sounds leaked from the apartments above and below. A toilet flushing, a door closing, a stair creaking. She was glad she didn’t have a lodger anymore. She’d needed one after she lost her job as a reporter in RTÉ, to help bail out the waters of negative equity with which the apartment was flooded.


When Kate had left six months ago, to move in with her Australian boyfriend, Martha hadn’t had to replace her, as the freelance work began to pick up.


She braced herself, then reached her arm down her body to scratch an itch at the side of her knee and the pain rushed at her like a train and she told herself to stop being such a bloody baby and that did the trick for a while. She knew she should go to the freezer. Get a bag of frozen peas. Hold them against her face. She should wrap a bandage around her ribs. She didn’t have a bandage and the freezer was in the kitchen and she didn’t feel like moving. She should probably take a painkiller. Roll a cigarette. Eat something.


She did none of that. Instead, she lay on the couch in the dark and thought about the article she was supposed to have filed that afternoon. She hadn’t been late with a piece since she’d begun freelancing nearly a year ago. It had taken a long time to regain even a fraction of the credibility she had squandered.


She found it difficult to attach any importance to this. Or to anything. The windows in the apartment were closed and the air in the room seemed heavy and stale and it made her think of a crypt or a grave and she felt alone.


Her phone rang. Martha’s body jerked at the sudden noise, and she clamped her hand to her mouth to stop herself crying out. She picked up the phone, glanced at the screen. It was her mother. She let it go to voicemail.


It’s your mother.


Her messages always began like that, as if she somehow doubted that Martha would recognise her voice.


I’m ringing to see how you are?


A pause there. Martha waited.


And to remind you about the memorial service in Sunshine House on Friday.


Martha had forgotten.


I’m sure you hadn’t forgotten but ... 


She trailed off. Martha waited. Her mother hadn’t mentioned Amelia by name yet which meant she hadn’t finished the message.


I know your sister will appreciate having us all there so ... 


Her mother always spoke about Amelia as if she were still alive. As if she hadn’t died thirty years ago.


So anyway, yes, I’ll ... I’m sure I’ll see you on Saturday then? At the service. It’s at eleven o’clock. Sharp. So ... do try not to be late, won’t you?


Martha deleted the message, closed her eyes. She couldn’t blame her mother. She had missed many memorial services. The ones she had attended, she had arrived late. Or drunk. Or both.


She put a reminder into her phone. Just in case. Then set about persuading herself to do something. Get undressed. Brush her teeth. Go to bed.


In the end, she fell asleep on the couch and dreamed about a dog she once had long ago when she was a girl and the vet told her it was for the best and her mother said she had to be brave like her sister Amelia and the needle was long and pointed and her brothers were running round and round the surgery and the noise they made was sharp and vicious, like the screech of a train against tracks. When she woke, the noise was still there, as if it had leaked from her dream into the morning.


It was the doorbell ringing.










 


Four


Tobias knew he was in hospital. It was the smell. That hospital smell of disinfectant and dried-up dinners and withering flowers in stagnant water.
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