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To Alan Glynn










I

Advent


Depend on the rabbit’s foot if you will, but remember it didn’t work for the rabbit.


R.E. Shay


‘The Turf’, and may we long be above it.


Jorrocks’ Toast
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Three weeks before Christmas, Father Vincent Tyrrell asked Tommy Owens to fill in for George Costello, who had been the sacristan at the Church of the Immaculate Conception in Bayview for thirty years until he was rushed into hospital with inoperable stomach cancer. A lot of Father Tyrrell’s parishioners were outraged, to put it mildly, since Tommy was known as a dopehead and a malingerer and a small-time drug dealer, one of the diehard crew who still drank in Hennessy’s bar, and not a retired Holy Joe shuffling about the church in desert boots and an acrylic zip-up cardigan like George Costello, God have mercy on him. And fair enough, the first time I saw Tommy on the altar in cassock and surplice it was a bit like something out of a Buñuel film.


But what a lot of his parishioners didn’t know was that Tommy had been one of Father Tyrrell’s most devout altar boys until he was eleven, when the sacrament of confirmation had the unintended reverse effect of enfeebling his faith entirely, or that since Tommy’s mother had dropped dead of a stroke a month ago Tommy had been haunting the church, the only soul under seventy at ten Mass every morning. Now he was standing by to clear the altar after eleven thirty Mass on the last Sunday in Advent as I stood and made the best fist I could of rejoicing with the rest of the congregation about Emmanuel’s imminent arrival.



O come, Thou Day-spring, come and cheer
Our spirits by Thine advent here,
Disperse the gloomy clouds of night,
And death’s dark shadows put to flight.



The altar cloths and hangings were purple; the tree was decorated and the great crib was installed in a side altar; the fourth candle on the wreath had been lit. Christmas hadn’t meant much to me in a long while, never mind Emmanuel, but I had always liked Advent, the way the anticipation was so intense it could make you clean forget the inevitable letdown in store, just like a bottle, or a woman. Although when a priest sends for a private detective the day before Christmas Eve, the distinction between anticipation and letdown tends to blur; the only thing you can properly be prepared for is the worst.


Looking at Tommy, now he had stowed his vestments in the sacristy, I wondered if those greying parishioners streaming past me with their damp winter coats and their filmy eyes and their scent of lavender and Pan Stick and dust had revised their opinion of him; certainly he was a far cry from the goateed, straggle-haired ne’er-do-well of just a few months ago. The haircut and beardless chin came from the Howard case he had worked with me (a case he was in no small way the cause of; a case in which, not incidentally, he saved my life) but the rest of it – the multicoloured acrylic jumper that was not a zip-up cardigan but may as well have been, the relaxed-fit cords, the soft-soled shoes – was close enough to George Costello to reassure even the most doctrinaire old biddy of the strength of his devotion. And of course, Tommy dragging his ruined foot – the result of a stomping from George Halligan for stealing his brother Leo’s bike back when we were kids – surely completed the picture of harmless piety. To my eyes, it looked like nothing but the antic shades of mourning, the haphazard motley of confusion and grief.


Tommy came down the aisle towards me; I stood out from the pew and genuflected; he turned and I trailed after him to the altar, where there was another genuflection from us both, old enough to have had it bred into our bones. For all the Godless years I worked in LA, people found it strange that I could never break the habit of crossing myself when I passed a hearse, or heard the tolling of a church bell. I still can’t. I stepped up on to the altar to make for the sacristy, but Tommy turned left and exited through the side door. I followed out into the bright, cold morning and Tommy led me down a path to the rear of the churchyard. We stopped at a low metal gate beneath a row of bare sycamore and horse chestnut trees glistening with frost and Tommy, still determinedly avoiding my eyes, pointed over it to a red-brick Victorian villa fifty yards away.


‘I know where the presbytery is, Tommy,’ I said. ‘Sure didn’t we once have thirty sacks of pony nuts and four dozen bales of hay sent there, for the crack?’


‘And Father Tyrrell knew it was us,’ Tommy said. ‘Down to the school the next day with him.’


‘He knew it was you,’ I said. ‘You know why? Because you gave the delivery man your real name.’


‘I didn’t,’ Tommy said. ‘I said Timmy Owens, not Tommy.’


‘Yeah. A mystery how he caught on to us, really.’


‘I never gave you up, Ed.’


‘You didn’t need to, sure everyone knew we hunted as a pair. Jaysus, the clatter he gave us.’


‘He went easy on you. They always did. They knew deep down you were a good boy. You were just easily led, that’s all, by tramps the like of me.’


I laughed at that, my breath pluming in the crisp air, and Tommy’s face creased into something like a grin. It was the longest conversation we’d had since the funeral.


‘How’re you making out with this sacristan thing, Tommy?’ I said, half fearing he’d say something like, ‘’Tis a great comfort,’ or ‘Sure ‘tis the will of God,’ in reply.


Tommy grimaced, looked over his shoulder at the last of the oul’ ones straggling out of the church, shrugged and lit a cigarette.


‘It’s not exactly me, is it?’ he said.





We both laughed at that, furtive, back-of-the-class laughter in the chill noon sunlight.


‘But yeah, it’s keeping me out of trouble. Out of the house. I can’t face the whole, all her clothes, her paintings, the whole gaff just reminds me of her. Feels like it’s haunted. You know what I mean, Ed.’


I nodded. I had come back from LA to bury my mother, and stayed to find out what had happened to my father, who had disappeared twenty years earlier. Now I was living in the house I grew up in; living and partly living. There were days it seemed more like all I was doing was dying there: the souls of the dead hovered in the rooms like smoke, until I thought I might suffocate. I spent the time I wasn’t working in one pub or another, stumbling home when I could be sure I would fall asleep straight away, and then leaving the house first thing the next morning and starting all over again. If I wasn’t thirsty, I spent time in churches too: they were warm and quiet, and no one thought you were unwelcome there, or at least, no one made you feel as if you were. I knew what Tommy meant all right.


‘And Father Tyrrell’s a bollocks, this we know, but he’s on the level, he doesn’t expect you to pray with him or pretend to be a Holy Joe or anything. And he has the inside on the ponies, of course. I’m making a mint on the tips he’s giving me, and Leopardstown comin’ up.’


I had three beaten dockets in the pockets of my coat, and more on the floor of my car, and the opposite of a mint in the bank, but before I could ask Tommy to share a few of those tips, or to explain why a Catholic priest should ‘of course’ know so much about horse racing, the dark-clad figure of Father Vincent Tyrrell appeared in the doorway of the presbytery, a cigarette in his hand, the smoke coiling in a wreath above his head. Tommy held up a hand to the priest and bowed his head and stood aside as if he was presenting me at court, and I thought I saw a flicker in his face and something cross his eyes: not fear, nor hatred; maybe just the lingering ghost of both. Whatever it was, he dispelled it with a wink in my direction and a grin that didn’t reach his eyes and hauled himself back towards the church.


Father Vincent Tyrrell was in his sixties now but still straight-backed at five five, with a white crew cut above a flushed drinker’s face whose protruding cheekbones looked like they’d been inserted artificially: they overshadowed his narrow sliver of a mouth and tiny chin; above them popped saucer eyes of the deepest blue, completing the impression of a vivid, cunning animal. He greeted me with a thin smile and showed me into a study panelled in dark wood. The mahogany table had worn dull in patches: half of it was covered with books and paperwork; the other half had three place settings, silver candlesticks and condiments, an overflowing ashtray and the remnants of three breakfast plates, one with two cigarette butts stubbed out in bacon rind. A murk of fried food, cigar smoke and aftershave clung to the air.





‘My apologies for the mess. I have a lady who does – it’s just, on Sunday, she doesn’t,’ Tyrrell said. He tidied the dirty dishes together with the ashtray and took them away.


I stood and looked around the room: the bookshelves of philosophy, theology, poetry and art history, the wooden crucifix on one wall, the woven Bridget’s cross above the door, the reproductions of Mantegna’s Crucifixion, Poussin’s Last Supper and Caravaggio’s The Taking of Christ, the lost master that had shot to fame since its discovery on the disused parlour wall of a Jesuit retreat house in Dublin, where it had been living anonymously for years. I looked at the Caravaggio: the ever-approaching darkness, the soldiers clasping Jesus, the stricken face of the bearded Judas, already paid, and now paying, for his betrayal. When he hanged himself, having cast away the thirty silver pieces he was paid for his betrayal, the priests and elders wouldn’t take back the coins, calling it the price of blood.


Tyrrell came back into the room with a bottle and two crystal goblets on a tray.


‘Now Ed,’ he said, sitting down. ‘At a guess, I’d say you’re not much of a sherry man. But most men who think they don’t like sherry have a memory of some terrifyingly sweet liquid being forced on them by their granny. Many good reasons why they mightn’t want to revisit such a traumatic primal scene. This is not cream sherry, it’s manzanilla, a salty fino, very refreshing.’





He poured the pale liquid and offered me a glass.


I sat down opposite him and took a drink of the bone-dry wine, and the drink took me back to a dark-haired girl I knew in Los Angeles, a girl with Spanish blood who knew her manzanilla from her palo cortado, and wanted to teach me the difference, until one day she stopped wanting to, although she didn’t tell me that until it was too late. We had a child, a daughter with blonde curls and the wrong kind of blood, who died before she was two, and my Spanish girl and I couldn’t get past that, and maybe didn’t want to, didn’t really try. Now she was married again to a man she had never stopped seeing while she was married to me, and they had their own child, a son, and she had rung me last night to wish me a happy Christmas, perhaps, or to tell me about how the kid was getting on, maybe, or to taunt me with her happy life and her happy home and with how she had never really been mine and now never would be, possibly; I don’t know, I saw the number come up on the caller ID display and the answering machine wasn’t on so I waited until the phone rang off the hook and then I waited until it did it twice more, and then I waited for another while, a long while, before I got to sleep. The manzanilla was the first I’d tasted since my marriage, and it brought it all swirling back in a storm of memory and desire, of grief and regret and yearning. That’s only the beginning of what a good drink can do.


I took another swallow and lifted my eyes and said, ‘Very good, Father Tyrrell. Nice bite.’





‘How are you, Ed? Are you all right?’


Was I all right? I’d received a lot of publicity on the Howard case: a journalist called Martha O’Connor cooperated with me in return for my story. She did her best to make me look good, but I could have done without the exposure: Dublin was a hard enough city to be a private citizen in, let alone a private investigator; people wanted their secrets kept, not sprayed all over the front pages. As a result, I was having trouble finding clients. I had fallen behind on repaying the mortgage my mother had taken out to fund the retirement she didn’t live long enough to enjoy; I was cashing cheques I didn’t have the money to back up in any pub that would let me; the bank had run out of patience and was getting ready to cut me loose. The local Guards were taking pleasure in my plight, happy at DI Fiona Reed’s bidding to feed pet journalists embellished sagas about my misdeeds. I was drinking too much because I had no reason not to, or because I was stressed out over my debts, or at any rate, I was drinking too much, and I was betting on the horses with the money I didn’t have because every day around drink four I became momentarily possessed by the evident delusion that my luck was in. I looked at Father Vincent Tyrrell and felt a sudden urge to confess, to throw myself on the mercy of a God in whom I didn’t believe, to be embraced by a Church I had rejected long since. How was I?


‘Very well, thank you,’ I said.





‘Only I gather things haven’t been going so well for you recently. In the detective business.’


‘Tommy been talking, has he? You should know better by now than to listen to half of what Tommy says.’


‘Tommy hasn’t said a word. I just hear things. And read the papers. Of course, the fact that the O’Connor woman was involved didn’t help.’


Tyrrell twinkled beadily at me with the nice combination of sympathy and malice that had kept his parish on edge for over thirty years. Martha O’Connor was known above all for her investigative work on clerical sex abuse and medical malpractice in Catholic hospitals, and it would not have been atypical of Tyrrell’s sense of humour to classify me with culpably incompetent doctors and paedophile priests. I wasn’t going to rise to his bait, if that was what it amounted to, although it was probably nothing more than habit.


I shrugged and finished my drink.


‘What can I do for you, Father?’ I said.


His lips vanished into his wet mouth as he thought about this, and I almost smiled. It was always the same, and worse if they were used to being in control, the moment when I asked them what they wanted. Because however much they tried to conceal it from themselves, it wasn’t want that drew them to me, but need: a need that family or friends, public officials, politicians or the police couldn’t satisfy. Just like the need for a whore, and sometimes I took little more than a whore’s bitter pride in my work.





‘It’s about a boy,’ he said.


I waited a long time for him to say something else.


‘Patrick Hutton was . . . is his name.’


There was another long silence, during which Tyrrell finished his drink and stared into his glass. He wore an open-necked black shirt and a black jacket, classic priest’s mufti; the clothes themselves were finely cut, the shirt silk, but then it had always been clear not only that Vincent Tyrrell came from money but that he still had some: the crucifix on his lapel was inlaid with tiny diamonds.


‘I’m sorry, I appreciate this isn’t very helpful, but I’m afraid I can’t tell you much more,’ Tyrrell said finally, the blue eyes glinting again, as if almost amused by his reserve.


‘Much more? You haven’t told me anything, Father. You’ve given me a name. I’m not overburdened with modesty about my abilities, but there’s not a lot I can do with a bare name. Look it up in the phone book. But sure you could do that.’


Tyrrell produced an envelope, opened it to reveal a sheaf of bills and laid it on the table between us.


‘Five thousand. Just to get you going.’


I stared at the money. It would sort out my mortgage debts and pay my bills and go some way towards keeping my head above water and the bank off my back until well into the New Year. There was need on my side too, and the thin smile spreading across Tyrrell’s face showed he recognized it. I shook my head and stood up.





‘This is a waste of my time. Maybe Tommy Owens has you thinking I’m some kind of charity case—’


‘I told you, Tommy hasn’t said a word. Or more accurately, I haven’t listened to a single word he says. Even in grief, he does like to prattle. And I assure you, if this were charity, you’d hardly be a deserving beneficiary. Patrick Hutton. He was a jockey. His last known address – known to me, at least – is in the envelope. That’s all I can tell you.’


‘But you know more,’ I said, suddenly seeing where this was heading.


‘Yes, I know more, much more. But what I know was told to me in confession, Ed. You remember the rules about that, don’t you?’


I nodded and sat down again. The sanctity of the confessional: the promise that sins confessed to a priest during the sacrament of penance will not be divulged, because of course the priest is merely the channel through which God’s reconciling grace flows to the penitent; it is up to God to tell what He has heard, no one else. And God hasn’t been talking much of late. Tyrrell stretched a hand towards me and patted the envelope of money on the table between us.


‘Well, so do I. And even on the occasions when there are very good reasons to break them – and I fear this is such an occasion – the rules still apply. Maybe one day they won’t, maybe one day the liberals’ prayers will be answered, and the Church will transform itself as they believe Pope John the twenty-third intended, and all manner of change will occur: women and homosexuals will dance together on the altars, and teenagers will copulate in the aisle, and obese children will make their first holy communions with giant hosts made of cheese and tomato pizza. Maybe one day the Church, like everything else on this rock of ours, will dwindle to a mere engine devoted to making us feel good. But that day will come too late for me. Thanks be to God.’


Tyrrell’s hand shot out suddenly and seized mine.


‘I’m dying, Ed. They said I should do chemotherapy, and radiation therapy, but I don’t want any therapy. I don’t want to be healed. It’s my time. I want to die. But not without setting a few affairs in order. Chief among them Patrick Hutton.’


His hand felt like a claw; the bones shone ivory through flesh mottled like stained parchment. I couldn’t think of anything to say, so I sat still and stared at his hand until he released mine. He poured another two drinks and passed me one, and held up his glass in a toast to – I don’t know, to death by cancer, or to ordering his affairs, or to Patrick Hutton and the secrets Tyrrell and God were keeping.


‘You’ll take the case?’


‘Patrick Hutton was a jockey,’ I said. ‘Tommy says you’ve been tipping him winners. Says you have insider information. How’s that?’


‘I don’t,’ Tyrrell said. ‘But people always think I do.’


I waited for him to explain. He looked surprised that I needed him to.





‘I suppose the time you spent away means there are gaps in your local knowledge, Ed. My brother is F.X. Tyrrell. We don’t speak, haven’t for many years. But people don’t know that, or don’t believe it.’


Francis Xavier Tyrrell was the trainer of the winning horse I didn’t back yesterday, and of most of the winners I hadn’t backed in the days before that. He’d been doing it for a long time, and you didn’t have to know very much about horse racing to have heard of him: he had been a national figure for decades, stretching back to his first Gold Cup triumphs at Cheltenham in the sixties.


‘Must be in the blood then,’ I said.


‘Francis had the true feel for it – I always said St Martin of Tours was watching over him – the horses liked him, they didn’t know me – and I couldn’t stand coming second. Pride has been my besetting sin. It’ll see me broken on the wheel one day.’


Tyrrell smiled at the prospect of this, and I had a flash of his instructing my class in the seven deadly sins, and what the appropriate punishment for each was: avarice would see us boiled in oil; gluttony and we’d be force-fed rats and snakes; pride would have us broken on a wheel. Father Vincent Tyrrell was quite the young firebrand in those days, his blue eyes bulging with cold fervour, his hands rapping an ominous tattoo on the blackboard as he talked us through the tortures of hell. We were nine years old.


Tyrrell was a fanatic and a bully and a snob, and my rational self despised all this, but part of me insisted on liking him, the part I had no control over, the part that drank whiskey in the morning and took the wrong woman home at night, liked him for his unflinching absorption in what used to be called the Four Last Things: death, judgement, heaven and hell. Because increasingly, these were the objects of my own devotions. The difference being, I didn’t believe in heaven.


He raised his glass and we finished our drinks and I stood up and nodded at him.


‘How do you know I won’t just take the money and tell you I couldn’t find him?’ I said.


Tyrrell’s face clouded momentarily, the muscles quivering as if he were having a slight stroke; he controlled them by what looked like the angry force of his will, and directed his cold, penetrating gaze at me.


‘I doubt if your footfall upon the earth is especially heavy as it is, Edward Loy. You would never act like that, never betray the only calling you have. You wouldn’t do it out of fear. Profane fear: of the harm that would be done to your reputation. And spiritual fear: that if you acted so out of character, you’d run the risk of disappearing entirely.’


The bells began to ring for the next Mass. Vincent Tyrrell drew his thin lips into a smile, and I found I couldn’t meet his piercing eyes; I nodded at the floor to seal the deal. At the presbytery door he gave me a blessing I didn’t ask for. Despite myself, I felt glad of it.
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I wanted to ask Tommy some more about Vincent Tyrrell, but he was busy setting up for the next Mass: there was a priest home from the African missions who needed minding. I couldn’t wait until the Mass was over; I was late already for another job. I didn’t like to work more than one case at a time, but I didn’t like being broke either; I wasn’t in a position to turn anyone down. The car park was filling up as I walked towards the racing-green 1965 Volvo 122S that had been my father’s, and that Tommy, wearing his mechanic’s hat, had done up for me. I was by no means a petrol head, but looking at a roly-poly man and two boys in matching anoraks clustered around the car’s bulky hood I felt a stupid kind of pride. As I drew nearer, and they turned and looked at me and looked quickly away, I understood how stupid: what had caught their attention was not the car, but the damage done: the windscreen wipers had been torn off and laid in the shape of a cross on the hood; beneath them someone had scraped RIP. The man muttered something about church car parks not even being safe nowadays: I agreed and said that in my day, all we used to do was drink cider here, and then break the bottles beneath the tyres of the parked cars. He took off quickly after that, hustling his giggling sons into Mass. I threw the wipers on the back seat, sat into the car and started the engine. At least it wasn’t raining.


Heading south towards the Dublin/Wicklow border, I called George Halligan on his mobile.


‘The fuck do you want?’


The tar and nicotine rasp was sandpaper harsh: he sounded like an emphysemic wildcat sizing up its prey.


‘Nice talking to you too, George. Out and about, are you, taking a walk?’


‘A walk? The fuck class of swish cunt d’you think I am? I’m in the parade ring at Gowran Park so I am.’


‘How’d you get in there, George? Do they not know who you are?’


‘I’m here to see Jack of Hearts strut his stuff. Very sleek he looks an’ all. And after that, I’ll wander across and see him walk away with this little maiden hurdle. And I’ve Fish on Friday in the last race. What are you doing today, Ed Loy? Dole office not open on a Sunday, is it? Suppose that leaves the pub, if there are any left that’ll give you credit. Or you could always stand outside Mass with an accordion. If there isn’t a Romanian there ahead of you.’


‘George. You told me you’d let me know when Leo got out.’


There was a pause, during which all I could hear was the double bass rumble of George Halligan’s breath. When he spoke it was in as soft and careful a voice as he could summon up.


‘Oh Jesus fuck. Friday. I forgot myself, to be honest with you. Why? What’s he fuckin’ done? Whatever it is—’


‘Just some inventive damage to my car.’


‘Send me the bill, Ed.’


‘That’s not the point, George.’


‘D’you think I don’t know that? I was supposed to have him picked up outside the ‘Joy. He hasn’t been in touch. He must’ve been sulking all fuckin’ weekend . . . listen Ed, I’m surrounded by cunts here, I’ll have someone, eh, look into that matter, and I’ll get back to you, all right my friend?’


George’s natural Dublin accent had suddenly upped anchor and set sail for the mid-Atlantic. I pictured him: a known gang boss turned property developer and ‘businessman’ hobnobbing with the Barbour Jackets and the Cashmere Coats in the parade ring. I reeled through the scene in my mind’s eye for its incongruity. Nothing doing. George’d fit in nicely there: beggars on horseback all. Although I doubted if many of the other owners and trainers had a brother fresh out of Mountjoy Prison to worry about.


‘We’re not friends, George, and we never will be. And you be sure and get hold of Leo and remind him why it was a very good idea Podge went down, for the Halligans as well as the rest of us.’





Podge Halligan was a murderer and a rapist, an unhinged, volatile nightmare of a man, but it was only when he began to set up secret deals with rival drug dealers, in the process compromising George’s attempts to take the family business legit (not to mention stealing from the business before it had acquired that legitimacy), that George had moved against him. I worked the case that helped put Podge away, with George’s assistance. At the time Leo had sent word from jail that Podge should do the right thing for the family; ever since, the drum beat coming from the ‘Joy was that I was to blame for Podge’s fate, and that I would pay when Leo came out.


‘I’ll get the first fifteen on that one for you, yeah? Ciao for now.’


‘Just remember there, George: you can’t buy respectability,’ I said.


George Halligan’s voice dropped and his accent flashed back, a whip laced with salt: ‘Maybe not. But if you’re too broke to make a profit from it, it’s fuck all use to you, isn’t that right, Ed?’


He ended the call before I could respond. But George Halligan getting the last word was the least of my worries. Leo Halligan had gone away for a bullet-behind-the-ear hit on a nineteen-year-old drug dealer; he was thought responsible for at least another three murders, and possibly as many as ten, some of them drug-related, some because the victims had committed the fatal error of getting in his way, or on his nerves. He was smart like George, without craving legitimacy, and ruthless like his younger brother Podge, without being mental: easily the most dangerous of the Halligan brothers, everyone said. And now he was on my trail, in the season of goodwill. Merry Christmas everyone.


I had avoided the N11, but traffic was thick on the old roads too. I turned on the radio to pass the time. The crime reporter on the news told me that the man’s body found in a shallow grave near Roundwood this morning was being examined by the State Pathologist, but that ‘early indications were that it bore all the hallmarks of a gangland killing’. Fortieth of the year, if I was counting right. On a hunch, I called Detective Inspector Dave Donnelly at home. His wife Carmel answered.


‘Hey, Ed. Are we going to see you? Come up to the house on Christmas Eve, we’re having a party.’


‘My invite must’ve got lost in the post.’


‘Why’d we waste an invite? You’ve stood us up the last three times. And Dave the only Guard in Dublin who’ll talk to you.’


Dave had been with Seafield Guards until the Howard case, when his work caught the eye of someone in Garda Headquarters and he was transferred to the National Bureau of Criminal Investigation. They used him on murder and organized crime investigations, and he used me, and did what he could to keep me out of trouble with Superintendent Fiona Reed and her merry band.





‘Is Dave there?’ I said. ‘I . . . I have a horse for him.’


‘Do you now? And have you lost his mobile number?’


‘He’s not there, is he?’


‘Are you fishing, Ed? You have a horse for him.’


‘I do.’


‘Fuck off.’


‘All right, you’ve got me. I was calling to see if the coast was clear. I could be there in five minutes.’


‘Oh, Ed,’ she purred, her voice all husky. ‘You know what we could do.’


‘You tell me.’


‘You could mind Sadie, who has chickenpox, and pick up the lads from football and cook their dinner, and put two loads of washing through the machine, and I could nip over to Dundrum and do some last-minute shopping, then have a long lunch in Harvey Nick’s.’


‘We could do all that?’


‘And I’d never tell Dave. It would be our secret.’


‘I don’t think I could do that to him, Carmel.’


‘Boys’ club. You’re all the same, just talk.’


‘I’m actually in Wicklow now, Carmel. Not far from Roundwood.’


‘He likes you at the moment, Ed. Don’t go annoying him.’


‘Just wanted to know.’


‘Christmas Eve. That’s tomorrow, Ed. Bring a date. Or I’ll find one for you.’


South of Bray I crossed the N11 and headed west into the hills, snow-topped in the distance, then cut off on to an old road flanked on one side by the pedestrian entrance to a sprawling local-authority estate called Michael Davitt Gardens and on the other by a stretch of oldish semi-detached houses with asbestos tile roofs.


I pulled up outside a house with three feet of trellis on top of its perimeter walls and six-foot-high wooden gates and got out of the car. Across the road the pavement widened to include a broad patch of grass running ten yards or so by a twelve-foot concrete wall before it swung into the council estate. My client, Joe Leonard, was concerned about the garbage being illegally dumped outside his house, an increasingly common problem now most local councils had privatized their refuse collection service. I walked across to have a look. The grass was clogged with plastic and glass bottles, pizza boxes and chip papers, sacks of household waste, broken bicycles and scooters, disabled stereos and vacuum cleaners. How jealous the other PIs would be when they heard they’d missed out on this job.


I crossed the road and walked up the drive past the black Saab 93 and rang the bell of number 4. There was a purple and red wreath hanging on the doorknob and paper angels stuck on the inside of the glass. A girl of about six or seven opened the door. She had shiny new teeth that seemed too large for her Cupid-bow lips and dark hair in plaits and bright brown eyes. When she saw me she frowned in disappointment. I pulled a cross-eyed face in return, and she rolled her eyes and giggled.


‘You’re not Granny!’ she said.


‘I try to be,’ I said.


‘You can’t be. You’re not an old lady.’


‘Well. I knew there was something,’ I said.


‘Who are you then?’ she said.


‘My name is Edward Loy,’ I said. ‘What’s yours?’


‘Sara,’ she said. She pronounced it to rhyme with Tara. Just as I was about to ask her where her dad was, he appeared. Joe Leonard had sounded cross on the phone and he looked even crosser in the flesh: he had shaving rash and thinning hair ruffled up with gel to give the appearance of volume, and he wore those oblong Yves St Laurent-style glasses young men in a hurry seemed to favour these days and a rugby shirt with the collar up and deck shoes and flared jeans that made his short legs look even shorter.


‘Sara, I told you not to answer the front door. Go back inside please,’ he said.


The little girl pulled a cartoon face of appeasement at her father, which he greeted with an impatient flick of his hand. Turning to me, she drew the corners of her mouth down in mock panic, said, ‘Ulp!’ and went back into what I guessed was the kitchen. There was room for two people in the hall, but I was still outside. Sara’s father smiled at me thinly.


‘Mr Loy, Joe Leonard. Perhaps we should head over first and inspect the, ah, scene of the crime,’ he said.


‘I’ve just done that.’





‘I’ve been having my battles with the council, and I can tell you, you may as well be talking to—’


‘Joe.’


A petite woman with short black hair and fine, almost elfin features had appeared in the hall.


‘Annalise, this is Mr Loy, the, ah—’


‘Private detective. Why is he standing on the doorstep, Joe?’


Joe Leonard turned from his wife and stared past me grimly, his protruding lips pursed, as if I were a tradesman, a roofer perhaps, and he had been hoping to conclude our business without my having to cross the threshold.


‘Come in, of course, Mr Loy,’ he said, and retreated into the kitchen. I closed the front door behind me and looked at his wife, who raised her eyebrows at me and pulled a cartoon ‘Ulp!’ face not unlike her daughter’s, but with a leaven of irony, of malice almost, as if her husband’s moods were trivial and amusing, or as if everything was.


The kitchen was long and narrow and bright, with Velux roof windows and a pine table and chairs by the door and a pale wood floor; glass doors led to a small living room, where Sara and a small boy were grazing on bananas and watching cartoons on TV. A green tree with white lights, and cards on the bookshelves above the television reminded us that Christmas was on its way.


We sat around the kitchen table and Annalise Leonard brought me a cup of black coffee; her husband went into the living room and turned the TV off; howls of protest followed him out of the door, which he closed behind him; his children pushed their wailing faces up against the glass, and his wife looked at him almost in pity, as if his stupidity was an affliction.


‘They’ve been watching television all morning,’ Leonard said.


‘Well, if you had got up—’


‘I had a night out; you got a lie-in when you had your night out.’


‘And I didn’t complain about the way you looked after the kids then.’


‘I didn’t plonk them in front of the television all morning.’


‘You don’t have them all day every day.’


‘And I didn’t stay in bed until four in the afternoon.’


‘I didn’t ask you to get up.’


‘You just said I should have.’


There was a pause, and then they both turned towards me, embarrassed but strangely expectant, as if I might give them some cut-price marriage counselling. I put what I hoped was a genial expression on my face, intended to suggest that due to temporary deafness I hadn’t heard any of their conversation, or that it had been conducted in a language I didn’t speak, and made a show of looking at my watch. Annalise gave her husband a forced smile, went into the living room and turned the TV on again, settled the kids on the couch and came back out, pausing at the fridge. When she joined us at the table, she had a glass of white wine in her hand. Leonard flinched at the sight of this, and looked like he was going to finish what he’d started, and I decided I’d better start talking before the bell for round two sounded.


‘You were saying you’ve tried to get the local council to sort the problem out,’ I said.


‘They do clear it up fairly regularly,’ Annalise said in a tone that suggested her husband was making a fuss about not very much.


‘They clean the estate every week. They clear the space between us and the estate every three months,’ Leonard said. ‘And they only take the big items away; there’s always a rake of small stuff left there. And phoning the council, you may as well be talking to the wall. No one ever calls you back, they don’t reply to letters. The whole system is bloody ridiculous.’


‘I spoke to a councillor for the Green Party. Monica Burke. She has a son in Sara’s class. She was going to raise it at a council meeting,’ Annalise said.


‘Monica with the pink jeans and the scary eyebrows? And the moustache? She’s going to get a lot done.’


‘She doesn’t have a moustache,’ said Annalise, trying not to giggle and failing.


‘She christened her son Carson. Carson Burke. For fuck’s sake. Six-year-old kid sounds like a firm of solicitors.’


Annalise laughed, then made a face at her husband, and he made one back, somewhere between a grin and a grimace, and something crackled in the air between them. Their marriage seemed to thrive on tension, the spiky energy of conflict; it seemed uneasy and sour to me. Sometimes I envied married couples. Not this morning.


‘So what exactly do you want me to do?’ I said. ‘I mean, if it’s people from the estate dumping a bag of bottles after a session, or an old bike, there may not be a great deal anyone can do, even if they’re caught. I can’t see the Guards getting too excited. And what are the council going to do, slap a few fines on them? Kind of people who dump their rubbish in the street are the kind who don’t get too fussed about being fined, they won’t pay them anyway.’


Annalise treated her husband to a ‘told-you-so’ look and drained her glass. Joe Leonard wasn’t going to be put off though.


‘You know, at this stage, I don’t really care, I just . . . I mean, one of the consequences of our great property boom is to fling people like us into close proximity with . . . people like that—’


‘Fucking knackers, you usually call them,’ Annalise Leonard offered from the fridge, where she was refilling her glass. ‘Skangers, scobies, scumbags.’


I didn’t want any wine – my head was aching from the sherry Vincent Tyrrell had given me – but it would have been nice if she’d asked. Maybe she’d gotten so used to drinking alone that it didn’t occur to her.





‘I don’t pretend to any great fellow feeling,’ Leonard said. ‘Especially not after they broke into our car and took the spare tyre, stole Sara’s bike and trashed it and dumped it in our garden, ripped washing off the line and dragged it through dog shit across the way and burnt out a car right in front of our house. But that’s not the point. There are five or six thousand people living in the estate. Walk through there and you’ll see, for every house that has garbage dumped in the front garden, there’s one with fresh paint and flowers planted. How are those people to thrive if they’re being dragged down by the others?’


‘The deserving poor,’ I said, earning myself an over-emphatic ‘exactly’ smile from Annalise.


Leonard shrugged, unabashed. ‘Oh, I know, that’s supposed to shut down the argument. But I don’t have a problem with that. I mean, if you can’t clean up after yourself . . . if someone shits in the street, there’s something wrong with them, we all agree. But people from Michael Davitt Gardens dump their trash in plain sight and we have to put up with it. It isn’t fair.’


‘So what do you do? Evict them? They’re council tenants. Where will they go? Into emergency accommodation, where they can do it again? On to the street?’


‘You have to have some kind of sanction. We have a social one: you know, other people will think we’re pigs if we do it. We’ll think that ourselves. They don’t seem to. But we’ve all got to get along. I wish we didn’t. I wished we lived in a middle-class enclave, like the ones we grew up in. But we don’t.’


For once, Joe Leonard’s wife looked in total agreement with her husband, her wine-flushed face wiped clean of mockery and amusement. Most local authority estates had been built far from where the middle classes lived, back in the days when a teacher or a nurse could buy a semi-detached house on a private development, days when their teenage kids viewed the prospect of ‘ending up’ in a semi-d as a fate worse than death. But those days were gone, and young couples on good salaries were now living cheek by jowl with people they used to cross the city to avoid, and they were getting a crash course in the social policies that had left many of those people disaffected and alienated, confined to bleak estates decimated by drug abuse and criminality. Still, for all Leonard’s south County Dublin brashness, at least he was trying to do something positive about it. Many liberals who’d be appalled by his views had the luxury of simply not having to confront the problem: they lived safely in the very enclaves he and his wife came from and dreamt of returning to, semi-detached paradise lost. Who knows, if Leonard made it back there, maybe he could afford to be a liberal too.


‘So what do you want, photographs? Video? I can set up a pinhole camera and record the comings and goings across the way.’


‘What if they see it? They’ll target us,’ Annalise said, all irony past.





‘They won’t see it,’ I said. ‘It’s about the size of a roll of coins, and it’s wireless. I can hide it in the trellis. Connect a receiver to your VCR, you can record all the comings and goings. You’d need to keep track of the tapes yourselves, unless you want me to move into your living room. But I’ll review them with you, and we can isolate any incidents of dumping where we can make out faces or registration plates or whatever.’


Leonard nodded, his eyes widening. ‘And that would be evidence, like CCTV,’ he said.


‘Something like,’ I said. ‘Chances are the council might recognize faces if they’re council tenants; if it’s kids, we can try the local schools.’


‘And then?’ Annalise said, her tone sceptical again; already the wine that had briefly lit her up was darkening her mood; her reddening eyes were squinting, as if hurt by the light. ‘We match a list of names from faces and/or registration plates, we present it to the Guards and the council and then what? We sit back and wait until fuck all happens, that’s what, until a rap on the knuckles is administered. And five minutes later the Butlers or whoever it is’ll be tossing cider bottles out their windows. Or through ours. And we’ll still be here because we can’t afford to fucking move. If it wasn’t for Mummy, we wouldn’t even have been able to buy this house.’


She didn’t have to direct this at Leonard for him to take it like a slap in the face; he blinked hard and grimaced, smarting from the rebuke. When he spoke, it was in that careful, steady, neutral kind of voice people who live with alcoholics often use, the kind of voice it’s difficult to infer any judgement from, however self-loathing the drinker.


‘I don’t know what I’ll do with the list of names. Maybe I’ll take an ad out in the local paper. Maybe I’ll nail it to the church door. I don’t know. What I can’t do is nothing.’


His petite wife rolled her eyes at this, and drained her glass again, and smiled in a knowing way at me, inviting me to join her in her contempt for her husband, and asking, in that pouty, lip-moistening way unhappily married women who drank often had, for something else: not sex, nor even the promise of it, but sexual endorsement: the reassurance that I would if she wanted me to, even though we both knew all she really wanted was a good drink. But I didn’t want to give her that or any reassurance: I didn’t like the way she had humiliated Leonard in front of me, and I didn’t like the way she mocked his attempts to better their situation. I didn’t even like the way she drank, and I was no one to talk. I had initially thought Joe Leonard was one of those arrogant rugby guys, born to privilege and temporarily light on dough, unable to fathom how a successful school rugby career hadn’t led to greater things. But now he seemed more like one of the also-rans, the lads who cheered the winners from the sidelines, the hangers-on who believed in the dream but couldn’t quite live it themselves. I felt sorry for him, but I liked his spirit.





I nodded at Leonard, and reached my hand across to him, and he shook it. He looked anxious though, and when I went into the hall he came out after me and shut the kitchen door behind him.


‘I’m worried about money,’ he said in a low voice.


‘Aren’t we all?’ I said.


‘I mean, I don’t know how long this will take, and . . . well, Christmas is here, and . . .’


He stopped, and looked at me, his tired grey eyes enlarged by his glasses, his head bowed in exhaustion and shame. I could have pretended Leonard was what I had thought him to be in the first place; the guy he wished he was certainly would have: you don’t get to the top cutting losers a break. He wasn’t that guy, though, and neither was I, and even though the only reason I was working this case was for the money, Father Vincent Tyrrell’s cash advance meant I didn’t have to test my conscience too hard.


‘Give me five hundred. You’re going to be running the camera yourself. If it turns out that I need to work full-time on it, we’ll figure something out.’


Leonard nodded, his eyes blinking hard. He gestured towards the kitchen in a you-know-how-it-is way, and I shrugged and nodded, as if most guys I knew were married to women who were drunk by lunchtime. Most guys I knew were drunk by lunchtime themselves, which at least meant they didn’t have to worry any more about their wives, who in any case had long fled the scene.


I went out to my car and opened the trunk and got an oil-smeared canvas tool bag that had belonged to my father. In it, as well as a bunch of small tools, I had a wireless covert video pinhole camera, a half-dozen nine-volt alkaline batteries, a wireless receiver, a DC adaptor for the receiver and some cable to connect it to the VCR. I also took a bag of videotapes, closed the boot and went back to the Leonard house.


The trellis was about three inches deep, a crisscross lattice with triangular holes the size of a two euro coin. The camera was about the size of a one euro coin, so it was easy enough to fix it into the trellis with the help of some sturdy Virginia creeper, and to wedge a battery in behind it. When I went back in the house, Annalise Leonard was sitting at the table with her hand on her brow, shielding her eyes. The small boy was running up and down the kitchen floor beneath his father’s outstretched legs, all the while chanting something about a super robot monkey team, if I heard it right. Sara was sitting at the table having a jokey conversation with her mother in which she did all the parts, both telling the jokes and supplying the laughter. I went into the living room and set up the receiver and its power adaptor, connected it to the VCR after a bit of faffing about (I had to find a junction box to connect two cables together in order to make it work), powered it up, selected a channel on the VCR, broke a tape out of its packaging and put it in the machine and checked the sightlines. I went out and adjusted the camera angle slightly, so it had the widest view of the dumping ground, then I went back inside and talked Leonard through the process.


‘Should I start it now?’ he said.


‘Do they dump in broad daylight? Better leave it until night,’ I said. ‘The camera batteries last eight hours. I’ll turn it off when I leave; when night falls, turn it on and mark what time it is. And they’re 240-minute tapes, so—’


‘I’ll set the alarm for four hours after I’ve gone to bed,’ he said keenly.


‘You might want to sleep on the sofa,’ I said.


Anyway, I thought.


He walked me to the front door, smiled grimly, as if we were men setting out on a terrifying journey, and presented me with a cheque.


‘Thank you, Mr Loy,’ he said.


‘Thank you,’ I said. ‘Your wife said something about the Butlers – are they people you suspect?’


‘They’re the most likely. There’s about four or five branches of them all told,’ Leonard said. ‘They’re notorious around here, always up to something.’


He looked around him furtively before passing a slip of paper to me, as if we were approaching the security check at the airport and the paper was a wrap of coke.


‘Couple of registration numbers I think might be involved. White Ford Transit vans both. The second one of them is Vinnie Butler’s.’


As I was walking to my car, a blue BMW pulled up outside the house and a petite, expensive-looking woman in her sixties with short auburn hair and a fur coat got out. She looked out over the council estate with pursed lips, including me in her dismayed sweep, then clipped up the drive of the Leonards’ house. When the door opened, she ignored the children who had run to greet their granny and were frolicking around her legs, instead embracing Annalise and laying her daughter’s head on her shoulder as if she were a wounded bird.
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The broken bicycles and trashed stereo systems were strewn around the laneways and greens of Michael Davitt Gardens, a sure sign Christmas was on its way. Some houses had gigantic inflatable Santas and Rudolphs in their tiny gardens; some had flashing lights on their roofs, or tinsel and spray snow decorations in their windows; some were boarded up, with bolts on their electricity meters. The pavements were carpeted with dog shit and broken glass; pizza boxes and fast-food wrappers festooned the gates and boundary walls; old trainers and plastic bottles filled with gravel hung on cords lassoed around telephone wires. There was nothing breathing on the street save for a few sullen dogs.


I had already spotted half a dozen white Transit vans on the estate; it was the vehicle of choice for plasterers, roofers, any tradesmen who had to carry a lot of bulky materials around with them, alongside anyone who strictly speaking wasn’t a qualified tradesman at all, but who fancied his chances quoting low for a building job, completing half or three-quarters of it badly and then doing a bunk, or robbing your house and driving away with all you owned, furniture and white goods included. Their drivers cut you up on the roads, they let their kids ride up front in the cabin without seat belts, let alone child seats; they felt invincible in their white metal crates and drove accordingly.


I didn’t like white Ford Transit vans and now I was parked four doors away from Vinnie Butler’s, trying not to look conspicuous in a forty-two-year-old Volvo with RIP scraped on the hood. I might have been many things, but at least I wasn’t the cops. Kids were drifting on to the streets; soon they’d be all over me, or at least my car. Not for the first time, I questioned the stupidity of driving a conversation piece, particularly when I didn’t have any of the lingo; if something went wrong with it, I called Tommy; his telephone number was the extent of my auto know-how. I called Tommy now to see what he knew of the Butlers. His phone went straight to voicemail so I left a message. Tommy was a reliable guide to the dodgier citizens in south Dublin and north Wicklow, not least because he’d invariably had dodgy business dealings with them all at one time or another.


I waited fifteen minutes, half an hour, an hour, reading the same headlines over and over in yesterday’s Irish Times and trying to ignore the three young lads across the way from me playing street hurling with a tennis ball. That’s how I almost missed Vinnie Butler: when the ball smacked off my windscreen, I turned to see the lads scarpering around the corner; when I turned back, Vinnie Butler’s Transit van was pulling away from the kerb. I pulled out after him, drew up behind the van at the junction that led from the estate out on to the main road, and tailed it on to the N11 and south for a few miles until it turned off past Newtown and headed west towards Roundwood. Pine and fir trees flanked the road like troops massing for battle as we drove into the low winter sun’s glare. I kept my distance, and when the white van took a right up a small track with a makeshift signpost reading ‘Christmas Trees’, about a mile or so from the Vartry Reservoir, I kept going until I came to a lay-by maybe three hundred yards further up the road but still in sight of the turn. I got out of the car, produced a notebook and a pair of Meade 10×25 compact binoculars and made a moderate show of casting about as if I were interested in the wildlife, although nothing wheeled across the skies but magpies and sparrows. About twenty minutes later the van piled out of the turn and I caught a brief glimpse of Vinnie Butler: burly, weathered complexion, tiny eyes, close-cropped brown hair. He tossed a fast-food carton and a soft drink container and the colourful bag they’d come in out the window, flicked a cigarette butt after, anointed the lot with a gob of spit and hauled the Ford Transit back in the direction it had come.
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