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PART 1

THE END OF THE SUMMER

JAKE MCCORMACK



CHAPTER 1

Yesterday, I killed a boy on Clanfedden Bridge and then I drove away. Nobody had the courage to stop me. While all the other people in this town were still buzzing around at the scene of the death like little river flies, I headed straight to the town’s fancy new restaurant because I wanted to leave a message there.

As I approached, the jagged remains of the restaurant’s front window made weird tinkling sounds. Half-eaten meals were still on the tables. Peeled fruit and broken plates were scattered on the floor. Glasses had toppled and wine stains spread like maps of blood on the white tablecloths. All the chairs were empty. I wrote on the door:

There are times when disagreeable decisions must be made.

I stood looking for a moment at the thick curve and tilt of the letters, black and indelible. That place is mine anyway, I thought, climbing back up into my truck and heading towards Crookthorpe again. A sour stillness had seeped into the Clanfedden air. A screaming siren echoed up the hill.

As soon as things settle down again, I will drive across the bridge whenever I choose, and nobody will challenge me. They will only stare, trembling, just as they always do, at the sight of my truck with its six-foot tyres and its snarling engine. People in this town stand in awe of me when I pass. They scurry away when they see me coming, jumping into ditches or doorways to avoid me. They will not look me in the eye. Such is the nature of my power.

I am Jake McCormack.

I am the villain of this story.

 

I didn’t start out this way. I mean, nobody’s born wicked, are they? But every small town needs a bad guy, and when it happens to be you, people instantly seem to forget about any of the good things you might once have done.

I put this town on the map, kept it going, cheered us up, gave us reasons to be proud.

My shop was at the heart of this place. I never forced anyone to give me their custom. People came of their own accord.

 

JAKE MCCORMACK:

FOR ALL YOUR BETTING AND CREDIT NEEDS

 

The betting part of the business was only a bit of a laugh really: horses, football, the odds of a white Christmas, that sort of thing. There are plenty of people in this town who’d put money on two flies crawling up a wall if you gave them the chance.

But it was the credit part that really brought in the money. People needed my help, you see, and I gave it to them. I told Brian never to turn anyone away. Just as long as they were happy to agree to the terms and conditions, that was all that mattered.

I made excellent profit. Things were rolling along nicely. I’m not the one who wrecked everything. If you’re looking for someone to blame, look somewhere else.

 

The unfortunate events of this sorry summer started with a letter.

Brian Freeman had been running the shop for me since I’d fired his predecessor, four years before. He was the one who told me about the letter in his weekly report.

‘Good morning, Boss, there is some correspondence here from the leasing company. Would you like me to open it?’

I suppose I must have been busy with other matters. In the weeks that followed, he mentioned the letter a few times and between the jigs and the reels I must have forgotten to reply. Reminding me about it for the hundredth time, finally I wrote, ‘Yes, all right for pity’s sake, open the damn thing and tell me what they want.’

He emailed straight back: ‘Serious issue, Jake. It’s best that you read this yourself. See attached.’ His message contained a scanned photo. I clicked it open.

 

NOTIFICATION

April 1st


Dear Mr McCormack

We wish to inform you that your lease at 15 Main Street, Clanfedden will expire at the end of this leasing period. The shop will be put up for auction on June 1st at 9 a.m. Before that date we ask that your fixtures and fittings please be completely removed. If, by then, they have not been removed, we reserve the right to remove them on your behalf. We have valued your business, we thank you for your custom, and we wish you every success in your future endeavours.


Yours sincerely

O’Connell Property and Leasing

 

I had been on the verge of a mountainous rage. But then of course, I noticed it.

‘Ah for goodness, sake, I see what’s going on here!’ I’d clacked on the keyboard back to Brian, chuckling to myself. ‘Look at the date, man! It’s a bloody joke. Some idiot is trying to be funny. Take no notice. Just throw the letter away and let that be the end of it.’

But next thing, a gigantic sign went up right outside the shop, announcing that an auction was to take place, inviting people to attend. ‘Someone is really pushing their luck,’ I said as soon as Brian told me about this. I ordered him to get rid of the sign without delay and to keep an eye out for anything else unusual. There was a joker out there, obviously, trying to rattle my cage.

‘Hello, Boss,’ pinged in another message, late the next night. ‘As per your recent request to keep watch, I thought you should know about this: I spotted a long-haired woman on Main Street. Definitely not from here. Very unusual-looking. Sparkly kind of coat. Loitering, you might say. Standing on the bridge, looking down at the water. Strolling around the town, peering at people, shaking their hands. Curious sort of look in her eye.’

‘And?’ I asked.

‘Well, Jake, there’s a lot of talk in the town. Nobody down here thinks the auction is an April Fool’s joke at all. And that woman – I have this feeling that she and the auction may not be entirely unconnected.’

‘Go to bed, Brian, and stop annoying me,’ I replied, sick of the whole thing already.

‘Jake, look,’ his email the next morning said. ‘I wonder if this might be a good time for us to get together for a chat after all these years? I’m actually quite worried about the shop situation. I think it needs to be discussed. We must develop a strategy in case this auction business is for real. If you want to know the truth, I’m a bit concerned about my future employment.’

‘Don’t be an idiot,’ I’d answered. ‘Put all of this out of your head. You don’t need to concern yourself with a strategy. Do you think Jake McCormack doesn’t know what he’s doing? My strategy is in place. I’ll tell you about it when you need to know.’

If Brian Freeman reckoned it was odd that we’d never once met in person, he never said as much. He’d always seemed perfectly happy with the arrangement. But these recent events had flustered him. I did not like this bleating, this pestering.

Besides, I do not care to come face to face with anyone. For obvious reasons.

Brian hadn’t a clue, but it was perfectly clear to me what was going on. I was sure that loser Rory Redmond was at the bottom of it. He’d tried to start some sort of movement to confront and thwart and defy me.

It wasn’t my fault the people of Clanfedden all owed me money. Not my fault they couldn’t back a winner to save their pathetic little lives. Not my concern they weren’t able to manage their debts.

Did I pursue people? Yes, of course I did. I pursued them for what they owed me, as any self-respecting business-person would.

 

No sooner had Brian Freeman taken down the auction sign, than it was erected again.

I waited till dark to drive down this time and see for myself, slowing as I passed. It loomed over my shop, right in front of the window, obscuring the door.

PUBLIC AUCTION, JUNE 1ST. 9 A.M. SHARP. TOWN HALL. SPACE LIMITED.

This was an assault on my power. This was a bid to undermine me.

Someone will regret this, I thought to myself.

I lingered on the bridge before heading back up the hill, listening to the river, fast and loud, imagining it to be the sound of blood, rushing through frightened veins.

‘Should I take down the sign again, Jake?’ Brian wrote, later.

‘No,’ I told him. ‘It is time for us to put up some signs of our own. Write them yourself, in big letters.’

‘What will I write?’ he asked.

‘Write this: ANYONE ATTEMPTING TO BID FOR JAKE MCCORMACK’S SHOP WILL BE SEEN AS A HOSTILE FORCE IN THIS TOWN AND TREATED ACCORDINGLY.

‘And also write this: JAKE MCCORMACK ASSERTS HIS RIGHT NOT TO BE UNDERMINED. BUSINESS AS USUAL.’

‘OK then. I’ll do that, Jake.’

There was no doubt in my mind that this would do the trick. No one would dare defy me after that. Not when I’d made my position clear in black and white. People knew better.

Nevertheless, when the end of May came, I told Jake to make sure to attend the auction, just in case. I instructed him to outbid anyone who had the foolish audacity to stake a claim on what was mine.

‘How high should I go, Jake?’ Brian asked.

‘As high as it takes,’ I replied.

This was the solution, of course, I realised, even if the auction was for real. And so after that, the disturbance that had been churning inside me settled right down. As a matter of fact, I began to laugh. I laughed until my face was sore. I laughed until my cheeks were wet. I couldn’t stop.

 

The night before the so-called auction, I was late going to bed, but I slept deeply, and woke feeling refreshed, and got on with my usual routine, glad that this was the day the silly business would be resolved, and everything could go back to normal.

Sometime into mid-morning, sipping a cup of tea, I checked my email.

 

From: Brian Freeman

To: Jake McCormack

Subject: NOT GOOD NEWS

 

It’s gone, Jake. Your place has been sold to another bidder. I’ve been trying to call.

 

I hated talking to Brian, or to anyone, but this was an emergency.

‘I thought I told you to outbid anyone who showed up!’ I shouted down the phone.

‘I did, Jake. I did. Or should I say I tried. They said it was not permitted.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘They told me I was ineligible on account of being a representative of the previous tenant. It’s got to do with the nature of the business. The thing is, Jake, they don’t want a betting and credit shop on Clanfedden Main Street. Not any more. That’s what the auctioneer said. It all happened so fast.’

I could hear Brian’s nervous breath on the other end. I let the silence stretch out. He was right to be nervous.

‘Who’s the buyer?’ I asked at last.

‘The woman. That woman I was telling you about with the glittery coat.’

‘I don’t give a crap about any stupid coat. I want her name. Tell me her name, Brian.’

‘OK, right, yes, of course. I’ve written it down. I have it somewhere here. Hold on till I check.’ Brian Freeman stuttered and coughed. Then there was silence, and then the rustle of quivering notebook.

‘Spinelli,’ he said eventually. ‘Ariana Spinelli.’

Somewhere, deep inside my brain, I felt a rusty cog begin to twitch and whirr.

I hung up while Brian was still twittering on the other end about his income and his livelihood and his future. I walked to my hall door and I opened it, staring out into the grey middle distance.

Ariana Spinelli. She was back. Back at last.

Crookthorpe Hill sits high and forested up above Clanfedden. It is a maze of lanes and trees, a patchwork of fields. From the front door of Crookthorpe House I can usually see the dim lights of the town below, twinkling faintly up from the valley. But that evening, an unusual fog had settled and I could see no lights. It had grown cold and suddenly windy, and a hard rain was falling. A vague, blurred moon had appeared. Smears of cloudy darkness stretched across the sky. I stood there, staring out, imagining the raindrops to be frenzied tadpoles; imagining that inside the wind there was a human voice saying something I could not hear. Anger spat and sputtered inside me like bacon on a griddle. A violent wetness soaked my skin.


CHAPTER 2

Brian Freeman must have been the only person in Clanfedden who’d never known Ariana Spinelli. ‘Before my time, boss,’ he’d said. Ariana Spinelli. Rachel Reilly. They’d once been the saints of Clanfedden.

Ariana and Rachel. A pair of constant stars, people said. I’d spent years trying not to think about all their so-called beauty and goodness.

Funny how neither of them could be relied on in the end. After one of them was dead and one of them was gone, people often said that Clanfedden had lost its sparkling compasses.

Ariana never came back for Rachel’s funeral, which tells its own truth about how much she actually cared about her, or any of us.

It had been twenty years since Ariana last walked the streets of this town. It was too late, I hoped. Too late for her to expect any kind of welcome. There was some lukewarm comfort in this thought.

The comfort didn’t last long. The following weeks were filled with a whole miscellany of unpleasant surprises, and everything moved very fast.

Brian was weak, of course, cowering in the face of officialdom as weak men always do. He let them all in. A team of builders in my shop. All women. Have you ever heard the like? And he stood by and watched as my counters, my lino, my posters, my tills, my stools, my noticeboards, my Perspex booths were torn from their fixtures. All ripped and bent and broken, thrown out on to the road.

I made many phone calls of course, went through all the official channels, letting them know I had no intention of taking this lying down.

In infuriating monotone, Craig Kenny, the property company man repeated that I, Jake McCormack was ineligible to bid on account of the nature of my business.

Right then, next step. I appealed to Kenny’s boss, Quinn.

‘The town council has decided,’ Quinn explained. ‘This sort of enterprise has been no good for Clanfedden. It’s time for a change.’

Ah, the town council. I knew for sure then that Rory Redmond was behind this, just as I’d suspected.

I clenched my jaw till one of my teeth cracked.

Damn you, Rory Redmond.

A plague on you, Ariana Spinelli.



Jake McCormack isn’t accustomed to being shafted. This was not the natural order of things and everyone must have known it. Not even a conversation with the top man, O’Connell himself, made any difference. You’ll regret it, I told him, after which he terminated our call very swiftly.

 

I drove into town again after that, this time to see if I could get a look at her. Evening sunshine sliced the air as I turned the corner into Main Street. I did not like to appear in daylight, but I felt compelled to see her for myself. I parked a way back, kept my balaclava on. I waited with the engine still running, noticing a strange, stripy car, like something a clown might own. After a minute or two, a shadow darkened the doorway of the shop. Someone was inside there already, I realised, grinding my teeth again, gripping the steering wheel, keeping very still.

And then she stepped out into the light.

Her hair was grey now, but wild as ever, and Ariana Spinelli still sparkled.

She put her hands on her hips, seeming to take a very deep breath, and she looked up and down Main Street. She opened the boot of the ridiculous car, pulling out a huge box, hauling it towards the shop.

Many of the people of Clanfedden were coming out of their houses and they were looking at her too, their heads held in various angles of friendly delight.

Idiots, all of them. Easily dazzled.

Not me, though. I knew her game.

That place was mine. People should have respected that. She should have respected that. But Ariana Spinelli had never respected me.

She paused in the act of lifting another box, glancing in my direction now. And though obviously she could not see my face, I didn’t hang around. I’d only wanted a glimpse of her anyway. I revved up and screeched past.

 

I suppose it was inevitable that inane town babble was to follow. Brian was full of it – how the whole place was in a state of high excitement. How they were all talking about the glamorous, the interesting, the talented Ariana Spinelli, back in their midst. There was stupid chatter from those who did remember her. How wonderful it was. How she seemed to glitter. How cheering it was to be reminded again of her loveliness and her unusualness: those enormous rings she still wore on her fingers; those earrings that tinkled like little bells whenever she was near! How full of freedom and optimism she was! How happy they all were to see she’d come back, just like she’d always promised.

 

It made me sick to hear of it. But I am not an unreasonable person. Perhaps she hadn’t actually seen the signs. Perhaps she didn’t understand that it was my property she had stolen. Perhaps there was a chance she’d made an innocent mistake. After some reflection, I decided I would give her an opportunity to change her mind.

I reassured Brian that he still had a job, but that for the moment, he’d have to work from home. I told him I needed him to keep me informed of the developments. A lot of things were happening that needed to be monitored, and they were happening at the speed of sound.

Within a few days, I’d sent him to put things to Ariana Spinelli in clear and certain terms. ‘Tell her she’ll have no luck in a place that really belongs to Jake McCormack. Explain that any business she starts there will die before it gets off the ground. Make her understand who she’s messing with.’

‘OK, Jake, I’ll do my best,’ quaked Brian down the phone.

‘Boss,’ he reported back a day later. ‘She said you were perfectly entitled to express your views, but she was busy. She wanted me to tell you that you’re welcome to come yourself and discuss the issues that are troubling you. She said she understood why you would find these developments disagreeable but there are times, she said, when disagreeable decisions must be made.’

I wouldn’t forget those words. She’d be sorry she spoke them. In time those words would echo back to her. For that was the moment when any chance of Jake McCormack’s mercy disappeared. Ariana had come here specifically to profit from the opportunity of my loss.

She had always fancied herself full of magic dust. She wanted to sprinkle it everywhere. As if anyone had asked her to.

It doesn’t work like that, Ariana. You can’t float back into this town you abandoned and make yourself at home. You’re not a gift sent from heaven, whatever you might think.

A lot has happened since you left. Welcome to the new Clanfedden. You shouldn’t be hopeful and bright and full of purpose. You should be afraid.

I suppose I should have remembered that Ariana Spinelli wasn’t afraid of anything. It was her fearlessness that made her so full of hope and purpose at the beginning of the summer. But courage is not always a virtue.

 

She had brought a boy. Her son. An accomplice in her mission to douse us all with glory and light.

 

He was a helpful boy. He worked diligently in that restaurant. Within a week of arriving, he’d gone with his mother to put flowers on Rachel’s grave, a gesture that instantly warmed all the needy little hearts of Clanfedden.

I alone knew that she and her boy spelled catastrophe.

An angel, just like his mother, said the people of the town, not realising that beauty like this is a dangerous thing.

I wonder what they’d have said if they knew back then that this day was coming? If they knew that soon her beautiful son would be dead?

 

They’ll get used to what has happened. Like young children, foolish small town people always adapt. From now on, Clanfedden’s story is simply going to have a new cautionary chapter in its history and a new image, hazily drawn, of Luca Spinelli standing in front of me on the bridge, telling me that I cannot pass.

How could anyone have thought there would be no penalties? How could anyone have failed to understand that Jake McCormack does not back down?

 

Dawn is breaking now and I can see the line of Crookthorpe’s horizon, harsh and clear. There are still some ends to be tied up. Allie Redmond is injured and while she has tried to get away from me, she is sure to be somewhere nearby. She won’t have got off this hill, not in her condition. I’ll be heading out again in a minute to deal with the situation.

I didn’t think anyone would have the nerve, but after the events on the bridge last night, Allie Redmond must have tailed me, and she must have gone to the trouble of reading the message I left on Ariana’s door, and when she made it up Crookthorpe Hill after me and started hammering on my door, this is what she screamed:

‘It was not a disagreeable decision! It was murder!’

And then she went on about how Luca Spinelli was her best friend and how I was a monster and ‘what have you done’ and other dramatic stuff like that.

There’s no one more wide awake than a fourteen-year-old, I suppose. At that age, they’re not capable of weighing things up properly. Some call it the courage of the young but it’s really the ignorance of inexperience – a foolish sense of righteousness – a complete lack of insight about the consequences of certain actions. Holy hell, it’s a miracle that any of them survives.

 

Fair dues to her, though. Allie Redmond. How she must have steeled herself to try to face me down. What resolve, what grit it must have taken for her to do the things she did. How fiercely she tried to stand up for her little friend, even though it was too late.

She didn’t have the right to trespass. A person’s house is their dominion. I couldn’t let word get around that a girl had gained entry at the gates of my home. She had to learn. Another line was going to have to be drawn.

I was ready for her though, for it is in my nature to be ready for anything. I stood in the hallway checking my balaclava and I opened the door.

‘Stay exactly where you are,’ is what I said, using the voice that has haunted many a Clanfedden nightmare. ‘Come no closer.’

‘I’m not afraid of you any more!’ she replied, though it was obvious she was terrified. Still, she lunged across my threshold and grabbed on to me and pulled at my balaclava, ripping its dark wool off my face and we both stood there then, shocked and silenced by what she had just done.

‘Oh God,’ she whispered, and a huge shudder seemed to overtake her, the reality of my face being even more horrifying, obviously, than all of her imaginings.

She turned and ran from me but she had not seen that the gates had closed behind her. She had not known there was no easy way out. Like a frightened animal she climbed my pointed fence.

 

I couldn’t leave her there writhing with her leg caught on that spike. The noise of her fading groans was a distasteful sound. In my own good time, I fetched the ladder. I climbed up and lifted her off and dropped her down on to the other side, where she lay, grunting softly.

I hurried in to the house again to get my coat and the necessary equipment. Look where her foolishness had got her. I’d prefer to have avoided this, but now she too could not be allowed to live. I’d have to hide her well, afterwards.

I can only have been gone back into the house for a minute or so. When I came out again, the brat was gone. Never mind, I thought. The little cockroach won’t have got far.

But last night the darkness was a deep and solid thing, and by then the rain had started, and if her blood had made a trail, I could not see it.

Images of yesterday’s happenings come back to me in random order now: the empty space on the ground where Allie Redmond should have been; her leg impaled on my fence, a strange sound of disbelieving pain coming from her, each breath a little explosion; Ariana, running towards the bridge, shouting like she’d gone insane; Allie standing in my doorway, my woollen mask in her trembling hand; Luca, standing opposite me on the bridge, his short life coming to its defiant end; the empty restaurant; the smashed window; the spilt wine; and everything broken in this town, and its people stunned and frozen, and all the lights gone out.
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