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This, like everything else, is for John










The Dead Man










Chapter 1


 


He left the boy outside its own front door. Farewell to it, and good luck to it. He wasn’t going to feed it anymore; from here on in it would be squared shoulders and jaws, and strong arms and best feet forward. He left the boy a pile of mangled, skinny limbs and stepped through the door a newborn man, stinging a little in the sights of the sprite guiding his metamorphosis. Karine D’Arcy was her name. She was fifteen and a bit and had been in his class for the past three years. Outside of school she consistently outclassed him, and yet here she was, standing in his hall on a Monday lunchtime. And so the boy had to go, what was left of him, what hadn’t been flayed away by her hands and her kisses.


‘You’re sure your dad won’t come home?’ she said.


‘He won’t,’ he said, though his father was a law unto himself and couldn’t be trusted to follow reason. This morning he’d warned that he’d be out and about, so the kids would have to make their own dinner, though he’d be back later, trailing divilment and, knowing the kindness of the pit, a foul temper.


‘What if he does, though?’


He took his hand from hers and slipped it round her waist.


‘I don’t know,’ he said. Oh, the truth was raw, as raw as you could get, unrehearsed words from a brand-new throat. 


He was fifteen, only just. If she’d asked him the same question back before they’d crossed this threshold he would have answered according to fifteen years’ build-up of boyish bravado, but now that everything had changed he couldn’t remember how to showboat. 


‘It’ll be my fault anyway,’ he said. ‘Not yours.’


They were supposed to be in school, and even his dad would know it. If he came home now, if, all lopsided with defeat, the worse for wear because of drink, or poker or whatever the fuck, it’d still take him only a moment to figure out that his son was on the lang, and for one reason only. 


‘Here it’d be yours,’ she said. ‘But what if he told my mam and dad?’


‘He wouldn’t.’ It was as certain as the floor beneath them. His father was many things, but none of them responsible. Or bold. Or righteous.


‘Are you sure?’


‘The only people my dad talks to live here,’ he said. ‘No one else would have him.’


‘So what do we do now?’


The name of this brave new man, still stinging from the possibilities whipping his flesh and pushing down on his shoulders, was Ryan. In truth, his adult form wasn’t all that different to the gawky corpse he’d left outside; he was still black-haired and pale-skinned and ink-eyed. ‘You look like you’re possessed,’ shivered one of the girls who’d gotten close enough to judge; she then declared her intent to try sucking the demon out through his tongue. He was stretching these past few months. Too slow, too steady, his nonna had sighed, the last time she’d perused his Facebook photos. She was adamant he’d never hit six feet. His mother was four years dead and his father was a wreck who slept as often on the couch as he did in his own bed. Ryan was the oldest of the wreck’s children. He tiptoed around his father and made up for it around everyone else.


Something didn’t fit about that. Of course, men of any age were entitled to flake around the place giving digs to anyone who looked like they might slight them, and that was certainly how the wreck behaved: hollow but for hot, cheap rage, dancing between glory and drying-out sessions in miserable rehab centres a million miles from anywhere. Even when Ryan dredged up the frenzies required by teachers’ scorn or challenges thrown down by bigger kids, he knew there was something very empty in the way the lot of them encouraged him to fight. He’d been on the lookout for something to dare him to get out of bed in the morning, but he’d never thought it could have been her. 


She was part of that group of girls who wore their skirts the shortest and who commandeered the radiator perches before every class and who could glide between impertinence and saccharine familiarity with teachers. He’d never thought she would look at him as anything but a scrapper, though he’d been asking her to, silently, behind his closed mouth and downturned eyes, for fucking years.


Three weeks before, on the night of his birthday, she had let him kiss her. 


He’d been in one of his friends’ cars – they were older than him, contemporaries of his sixteen-year-old cousin Joseph, who knew enough about Ryan to excuse his age – when he’d spotted her standing outside the doors of the community centre disco, laughing and trembling in a long black top and white shorts. He’d leant up from the back seat and called her from the passenger window, and he didn’t even have to coax to get her clambering in beside him. Dumb luck that she was in the mood for a spin. And yet, a leap in his chest that tempted him to believe that maybe it was more again: dumb luck and trust. She trusted him. She – Jesus! – liked him.


They’d gone gatting. There were a couple of cans and a couple of joints and a cold, fair wind that brought her closer to his side. When he’d realised he couldn’t medicate the nerves, he’d owned up to how he felt about her by chancing a hand left on the small of her back, counting to twenty or thirty or eighty before accepting she wasn’t going to move away, taking her hand to steady his own and then finally, finally, over the great distance of thirty centimetres, he caught her mouth on his and kissed her.


In the days that followed they had covered miles of new ground and decided to chance making a go of it. They had gone to the pictures, they had eaten ice cream, they had meandered at the end of each meeting back to her road, holding hands. And lest they laid foundations too wholesome, they had found quiet spaces and dark corners in which to crumble that friendship, his palms recording the difference between the skin on her waist and on her breasts, his body pushing against hers so he could remember how her every hollow fit him. 


Now, in his hall on a Monday lunchtime, he answered with a question. 


‘What do you want to do?’ 


She stepped into the sitting room and spun on one foot, taking it all in. He didn’t need to stick his head through the frame to know that the view was found wanting. His father’s ineptitude had preserved the place as a museum to his mother’s homemaking skills, and she had been as effective with clutter as the wind was with blades of grass. 


‘I’ve never been in your house,’ she said. ‘It’s weird.’


She meant her presence in it, and not the house itself. Though she wouldn’t have been far wrong; it was weird. It was a three-bedroom terrace so cavernous without his mother he could barely stand it. It echoed shit he didn’t want to think about in chasms that shouldn’t have been there. It was a roof over his head. It was a fire hazard, in that he thought sometimes he could douse it in fuel and take a match to it and watch it take the night sky with it.


She knew the score. He’d admitted his circumstances in a brave move only a couple of days before, terrified that she’d lose it and dump him, and yet desperate to tell her that not every rumour about his father was true. On the back steps of the school, curled together on cold concrete, he’d confessed that yeah, he clashed with his dad, but no, not in the way that some of the more spiteful storytellers hinted at. He’s an eejit, girl, there’s only the weight in him to stay upright when he’s saturated, but he’s not . . . He’s . . . I’ve heard shit that people have said but he’s not warped, girl. He’s just . . . fucking . . . I don’t know.


She hadn’t run off and she hadn’t told anyone. It was both a load off and the worst play he could have made, for it cemented his place on his belly on the ground in front of her. On one hand he didn’t mind because he knew she was better than him – she was whip-smart and as beautiful as morning and each time he saw her he felt with dizzying clarity the blood in his veins and the air in his lungs and his heart beating strong in his chest – but then it pissed him off that he couldn’t approach her on his own two feet. That he was no more upright now than his father. That uselessness was hereditary. 


There was no anger now, though. He had left it outside the front door with his wilting remains.


She held out her hand for his.


‘You gonna play for me?’


His mam’s piano stood by the wall, behind the door. It could just as easily have been his. He’d put the hours in, while she fought with his dad or threatened great career changes or fought with the neighbours or threatened to gather him and his siblings and stalk back to her parents. She used to pop him onto the piano stool whenever she needed space to indulge her cranky fancies, and in so doing had left him with ambidexterity and the ability to read sheet music. Not many people knew that about him, because they’d never have guessed.


He could play for Karine D’Arcy, if he wanted to. Some classical piece he could pretend was more than just a practice exercise, or maybe one of the pop songs his mother had taught him when she was finding sporadic employment with wedding bands and singing in hotel lobbies during shitty little arts festivals. It might even work. Karine might be so overwhelmed that she might take all her clothes off and let him fuck her right there on the sitting-room floor.


Something empty about that fantasy, too. The reality is that she was here in his house on a Monday lunchtime, a million zillion years from morphing into a horny stripper. That’s what he had to deal with: Karine D’Arcy really-really being here.


He didn’t want to play for her. Anticipation would make knuckles of his fingertips.


‘I might do later,’ he said.


‘Later?’


He might have looked deep into her eyes and crooned Yeah, later, if he’d had more time to get used to his new frame. Instead he smiled and looked away and muddled together Later and After in his head. I might do After. We have this whole house to ourselves to make better. There was going to be an After. He knew it.


She walked past him and out into the kitchen, and looked out the back window at the garden and its dock-leafed lawn laid out between stubby walls of concrete block. She flexed her hands against the sink, and pushed back her shoulders as she stretched onto tiptoes. 


‘It’s weird,’ she said again. ‘To have never been in this house until now. You and me have been friends for so long, like.’


It had been an anxious kind of friendship. There were school projects and parties and play-fighting and one time a real fight during which he had accused her of only hanging out with him to get access to those parties. It was during that outburst of impotent temper, between off-white walls in a wide school corridor, that he realised their closeness amounted to years of her dragging him along like a piece of broken rock in a comet’s tail.


It hit him like a midwife’s slap that if it wasn’t for his house being so cavernous, if it wasn’t for his dad traipsing the city looking for cheap drink and indifferent company, if it wasn’t for the fact that scrappers cared little for mitching off school, she wouldn’t be here with him now, offering him the possibility of removing the burden of friendship and at least some of his clothes. Karine D’Arcy looked back at him with one hand on the draining board, rearranging the kitchen by way of chemical reaction, bleak snapshots fizzling against her butter-blonde hair and popping like soap bubbles against the hem of her grey school skirt. The house looked different with her here, on his side. She didn’t know the history in every room and every jagged edge. The bottom step of the stairs. The coffee table that was always there, just so, to trip him up whenever he was shoved into the front room. The kitchen wall, the spot by the back door, where he’d watched the light switch from an inch away with one cheek pressed against eggshell blue and his dad’s weight condensed into a hand flat on his left temple trying to push him right through the plaster.


‘You’re beautiful,’ he told her, and she laughed and blinked and said, ‘God, where did that come from?’


‘You are,’ he said. ‘What are you doing here?’


She nestled against his neck. Missing Geography, she might have said. But she didn’t say anything and the longer her silence went on the closer they got to the stairs, to his bed, to whatever came after that. 


He hated his bedroom marginally less than he hated the rest of the house. He shared it with his brothers Cian and Cathal, who were messier than he was. The space was laid out in a Venn diagram; no matter how loudly he roared or how gingerly he protected what was his from what was theirs, they always managed to arrange an overlap. She sat on his bed – gratifying that she knew which was his – and he kicked his way around the floor, sending Dinky cars and Lego and inside-out pyjama bottoms under beds and into corners.


She was sitting on her hands and so when they kissed it was as if they’d never kissed before and weren’t entirely sure whether they’d like it. The second one was better. She reached to cradle his face. The side of her finger brushed against the back of his ear. He pushed her school jumper over her breasts and when she pulled back to take it off he copied her.


‘Maybe,’ she said, three buttons down, ‘like, we should close out the door. Just in case.’


‘I could pull one of the beds in front of it?’


‘Yeah.’


He pulled the curtains too. They lay on his bed and held each other, and kissed, and more clothes came off, and all the way along he kept thinking that she was going to withdraw her approval, that his hands would betray him here as he worried they would on the piano keys. 


She didn’t. She kissed him back and pressed against him and helped him. And he wondered, if he could do this with her in every room would it sanctify the place, exorcise it of the echoes of words spat and each jarring thump recorded against each solid surface? 


He wondered if he should stop wondering, when a wandering mind was heresy. 


‘Just be careful,’ she whispered. ‘Oh please, Ryan, be careful.’


She clasped her hands around his neck and he found his right hand on her left knee, gently pushing out and oh fuck, that was it, he was totally done for.


 


Cork City isn’t going to notice the first brave steps of a resolute little man. The city runs on the macro: traffic jams, All-Ireland finals, drug busts, general elections. Shit to complain about: the economy, the Dáil, whatever shaving of Ireland’s integrity they were auctioning off to mainland Europe this week. 


But Monday lunchtime was the whole world to one new man, and probably a thousand more besides, people who spent those couple of hours getting promotions or pregnancy tests or keys to their brand-new second-hand cars. There were people dying, too. That’s the way of the city: one new man to take the place of another, bleeding out on a polished kitchen floor.


 


Maureen had just killed a man.


She didn’t mean to do it. She’d barely need to prove that, she thought; no one would look at a fifty-nine-year-old slip of a whip like her and see a killer. When you saw them on the telly, the broken ones who tore asunder all around them, they always looked a bit off. Too much attention from handsy uncles, too few green vegetables. Faces like bags of triangles and eyes like buttons on sticks. Pass one on the street and you’d be straight into the Gardaí, suggesting that they tail the lurching loon if they were looking for a promotion to bring home to the mammy in Ballygobackwards. Well, not Maureen. Her face had a habit of sliding into a scowl between intentional expressions, but looking like a string of piss wasn’t enough to have Gardaí probing your perversions. There’d have been no scandals in the Church at all, she thought, if the Gardaí had ever had minds honed so.


She looked at the man face-down on the tiles. There was blood under him. It gunged into the grout. It’d need wire wool. Bicarbonate of soda. Bleach. Probably something stronger; she wasn’t an expert. She didn’t usually go around on cat feet surprising intruders with blunt force trauma. This was a first for her.


She was shit at cleaning, too. Homemaking skills were for good girls and it was forty years since anyone had told her she was one of them. 


He was definitely dead, whoever he was. He wore a once-black jumper and a pair of shiny tracksuit bottoms. The back of his head was cracked and his hair matted, but it had been foxy before that. A tall man, a skinny rake, another string of piss, now departed. She hadn’t gotten a look at his face before she flaked him with the Holy Stone and she couldn’t bring herself to turn him over. It’d be like turning a chop on a grill, the thought of which turned her stomach. She’d hardly eat now. What if his eyes were still open?


There was no question of ringing for the guards. She did think – her face by now halfway to her ankles – that it might be jolly to ring for a priest, just to see how God and his bandits felt about it. Maybe they’d try to clean the kitchen floor by blessing it, by the power vested in me. But she didn’t think she’d be able for inviting one of them fellas over the threshold. Two invasions in a day? She didn’t have the bleach.


She turned from the dead man to pick up her phone.


Jimmy had drawn priests down upon her like seagulls to the bridge in bad weather. He was sin, poor thing, conceived in it and then the mark of it, growing like all bad secrets until he stretched her into a shape no one could shut their eyes to. 


If she’d been born a decade earlier, she reckoned giving birth out of wedlock would have landed her a life sentence scrubbing linens in a chemical haze, hard labour twice over to placate women of God and feather their nests. But there was enough space in the seventies to allow her room to turn on her heel and head for England, where she was, on and off, until the terrible deed she’d named James tracked her down again with his own burden to show her.


Some women had illegitimate babies who grew up to be accountants, or teachers, or heirs to considerable acres of good ground in the midlands. Not Maureen. 


She frowned at the blood on the floor and dialled. Jimmy would know what to do. This was exactly the kind of thing he was good at.










Chapter 2


 


The man on the street, the scut in the back corner of the pub, and the burnt-out girl on the quay all said the same: it was better to run alongside Jimmy Phelan than have him run over you. In short pants he was king of the terrace; in an Iron Maiden T-shirt he was Merchant General of the catchment area. He’d sold fags and dope and cans of lager, and then heroin and women and munitions. He’d won over and killed cops and robbers both. He’d been married. He’d attended parent-teacher meetings. He’d done deals and time and half the world twice over. There wasn’t much left that Jimmy Phelan hadn’t had a good go of and yet it was only very recently he’d owned up to the notion that inside him was a void kept raw and weeping for want of a family tree. It turned out, though, that Jimmy Phelan’s eyes were bigger than his belly, and that applied to anything he had a yearning for: imported flesh, Cognac, his long-lost mother.


The bint had only gone and killed someone. He supposed it was appropriate carry-on for the block he was chipped from, but it didn’t make it any less of an arseache. Jimmy liked to leave himself room for manoeuvre in his diary, but ‘Clean up after your mother offs someone’ was a much more significant task than he’d ever have thought to factor in. 


He had set aside an apartment by the river for Maureen’s use. With his being such a captain of industry, it had never been the plan to have her living with him, even if it hadn’t turned out that she was crazier than a dustbin fox. It hadn’t really been the plan to bring her home in the first place – all he’d aimed for was to track her down and give her the lowdown on her grandchildren – but he’d had to re-strategise when he’d found her living amongst shuffling addicts and weird bachelors in a London tenement. He’d heard enough nationalist rants to know that leaving an Irish person in poverty in England was leaving them behind enemy lines, and it had been well within his capacity to take her home. She’d dug her heels in, but there was no one who could draw away from Jimmy Phelan’s insistence, no matter how much pride or how many limbs they looked set to lose.


He’d bought the building for a song because a bunch of Vietnamese had been using it as a grow house and the guards had left it with more holes in the walls than there were cunts down in Crosser. If there had been any Vietnamese left he might have sold it back to them, on the ‘lightning strikes’ adage, but they’d gathered their skirts and scurried down to Waterford, or so he’d heard, so he’d used it as a brothel for a while, and might do again once he found somewhere less draughty to store his mother. He’d left her in the ground-floor flat, convalescing from her emigration, and had a few part-time part-tradesmen making structural improvements to the floors above, but he’d thought it had been secure. Maybe susceptible to punters lost and roaming, but she’d been under strict instructions not to open the door to anyone, and it had been a while since they’d begun redirecting appointments to the newer venue. 


So how Maureen had managed to kill an intruder was beyond him. How did the weasel get in? Had the Vietnamese forgotten him? Had the guards not noticed him tucked away in the attic? Was he a john whose longtime kink was climbing in through skylights?


Whoever he was, he was dead now, and it turned out he probably wouldn’t have been an open casket job even if he’d reached his natural expiration date. In fact, looking at him, he’d clearly been in the process of hurrying that along.


‘What the fuck did you do to him?’ Jimmy asked Maureen, as she sat at the kitchen table making faces at her cigarette. She was a dour little thing. Lacking height himself, he’d resorted to growing outwards to achieve the bulk demanded by his vocation. Even now at forty he was mostly muscle, softened only very lately by a languid habit of eating out and drinking well. Maureen was whittled straight and had a glare just as pointed. They didn’t look alike.


‘Belted him,’ she said. ‘With the Holy Stone. I wasn’t giving up the upper hand on the off-chance he was Santy Claus.’


‘What Holy Stone?’


She gestured towards the sink.


For every Renaissance masterpiece there were a million geegaws cobbled together from the scrapheap, and this was awful even by that standard. A flat rock, about a fistful, painted gold and mounted on polished wood, with a picture of the Virgin Mary holding Chubby Toddler Jesus printed on one side in bright Celtic colours, and the bloody essences of the dead man on the kitchen floor smeared and knotted on top.


‘Where the fuck did you get this?’ If it wasn’t for the fact it was mounted on that plinth, he’d have assumed some opportunistic crackpot had painted it for a car boot sale. He turned it over in his hand. The Blessed Virgin stared guzz-eyed back at him.


‘I’ve had that a long time.’


‘I didn’t take you for a Holy Josephine.’


‘You wouldn’t want to, because I’m not.’


‘You just collect bulky religious souvenirs to use as murder weapons, is it? No one ever suspects the heavy hand of the Lord. Repent, repent, or Jesus might take the head off yeh! How did you even swing this thing, Maureen? Did you take a run at him from the front door?’


‘The Lord works in mysterious ways,’ she said.


‘I know a few lords like that all right.’ He ran the Holy Stone under the tap and looked back at the dead man. ‘You have no idea what he wanted?’


‘Isn’t it funny; I didn’t think to ask.’


The body was weedy, its clothes shabby, even before the chap’s blood had glued them to his frame. He had nothing in his pockets but a balled-up tissue and two-fifty in coins.


‘Some junkie, maybe, looking for cash. I don’t know the face. He looks Irish. Or maybe a Sasanach. Rooted down in West Cork with the rest of the chin-wobblers.’


She sniffed. ‘Dirty tramp. Robbing all around them. I’m just the type they target.’


‘He’s no one I know. And if he had any local knowledge at all he wouldn’t have dared come near this house.’


He tossed the Holy Stone from one hand to the other. ‘Dame Maureen, in the kitchen, with the rock o’ Knock. We’ll get rid of him for you.’


‘The floor will need scrubbing.’


‘And someone to clean the floor.’


‘The grout will need replacing.’


‘We’ll get you a new floor, then.’


‘You’ll get me out of here. Who’d want to stay in a place a man died?’


‘Oh, you’d want to watch out for vengeful spirits. He’ll be in every mirror now, Maureen. He’ll be coming up at you from the floor when you’re trying to make the tay.’


‘You can grin all you like, boy,’ she said, ‘but it’s not right to leave a woman alone in a house like this.’


‘It’s you who made it like this,’ he said. ‘But point taken. I’ll get you a cat.’


She threw daggers.


‘First thing’s first,’ he said. ‘I’ll hire some hands. After that we’ll look at living arrangements. I have nowhere else for you at the moment. I’ll figure something out, but it won’t be tonight.’


‘It will. I’m not staying here.’


‘You are until I find somewhere else for you.’


‘I’m not. I’ll sit outside for the night.’


‘And you’ll freeze and then there’ll be two corpses and I tell you what, girl, I’ve only the patience for digging one grave.’


‘You should have left me in London,’ she said. ‘Poor interest you have in me, at the end of the day.’


‘That’s right, Maureen. Poor interest. That’s why it’s me standing here, being fucking munificent with my fingerprints, instead of the state pathologist and Anglesea Street’s finest.’


‘I’m not staying here,’ she said.


‘First thing’s first, I said. Will you stay here till I get back? Will you at least do that much for me?’


She tipped ash onto the tabletop. ‘I’m not staying here with a corpse.’


‘And whose fault is it that he’s a corpse?’


‘I don’t know yet,’ she said.


He met the challenge and it went right through him.


‘Fine,’ he said. ‘Fine. Come on. Sure Deirdre’ll be thrilled to see you.’


 


Maureen wasn’t officially living in Jimmy Phelan’s building. The building didn’t officially belong to Jimmy Phelan. Even so, he didn’t want to use his nearest and dearest men for this job. There was something off about the whole thing. He wasn’t convinced that the foxy-haired intruder was just some gowl hunting desperately for spare change. Jimmy Phelan trusted his gut, and now he felt it howling.


The job had to be done. There was a body on his mother’s kitchen floor, and it wasn’t going to get up and leave of its own accord. Ordinarily he’d have swiftly handpicked a few decent sorts – at the very least his right-hand man Dougan, whose brutish dexterity and wicked sense of humour would be just right for the occasion – but that would suggest that he had a designated clean-up crew, and he couldn’t be sure how Maureen would take it. 


Or how Dougan and the boys would take her. They knew scraps of the story: that he had tracked down his birth mother and brought her home. They didn’t know she was such an odd fish as to be capable of impromptu executions. Their respect for him, and for his lineage, could well be mangled by news of her little rampage. He bristled at the thought of it. He was sore where he’d grafted on this brand-new past.


Deirdre Allen was as stubborn as she was tough, which may have sounded like an admirable mix, but as far as Jimmy could tell it simply meant she was too stupid to know when she was wrong and too slow to notice the consequences. She was still dyeing her hair jet-black, still smoking twenty a day, still insisting that if he funded her expedition into real estate, he’d get his money back and doubled again. Still thinking there was opportunity on the right side of the euro. Still believing the recession was a sag in Ireland’s fabric, stretched as far as it could go and on the point of bouncing upwards. 


That pig-headedness was what had taken her so long to leave him. She had sailed through nearly a decade of his debasing their marital vows before she’d run aground. He hadn’t made a habit of affairs; there were plenty of girls he could fuck without having to fork out for extras. Even so, there were so many all-nighters, so many week-long absences that any other woman would have read the warnings. By the time Deirdre noticed, it was much too late to draw boundaries. Jimmy gave her the house and wondered if one day she’d chalk their collaborative fuck-up down to experience. For now, she still laid claim to the title of Jimmy Phelan’s Wife. She didn’t want him in her bed anymore, but she was too stubborn and too tough to give up what she thought were the perks of his infamy. 


‘I want to get the kids a piano,’ she said, dispatching a cup of tea in Maureen’s general direction, wrinkling her nose. She hadn’t asked how Maureen took her tea, but Deirdre had long assumed, incorrectly, that she had a knack for hostessing. ‘I’ve always regretted not learning an instrument. I don’t want them saying the same thing in ten years’ time.’


‘Are you having me on, girl? They’d have no more interest in learning the piano than they did in anything else you demanded I foist on them. It’s you who wants the piano. A front-room centrepiece. Something to rest a vase on.’


‘You can be a very thick man, Jimmy.’


‘Maybe it’s because I never learned to tickle the ivories. There’s no art in me.’


‘You’d deny your children the opportunity to learn a skill so? Just because there’s a chance they might not stick with it? Is it depressed you are, or just plain mean?’


Maureen took her mug and walked out onto the back decking.


‘Ah, she’s thrilled you found her,’ sneered Deirdre. 


‘I’m glad you know her so well, girl, because she’s staying here with you tonight.’


‘What?’


‘The flat’s getting cleaned. Industrial shit. No way can I have her stay there overnight, and I have too much on to offer her my bed. Long and short of it: you’re stuck with her till tomorrow.’


‘I am in me shit, Jimmy,’ she hissed. ‘You can’t leave that loon here.’ 


‘You’ve got a spare room. And she’s been wanting to spend more time with her grandchildren. At least until she starts knowing them from the next pair of spoiled brats.’


‘The cheek of you, boy. That woman, wherever you found her, might have ties to you but she doesn’t to my children.’


‘That’s a failure of the most basic concept of human biology, Deirdre.’


‘You know what I mean, Jimmy. There’s a lot more to family than . . .’ She waved a hand and grimaced. ‘Fluids. Genetics. Whatever you want to call it.’


Maureen wasn’t moving but to bring cigarette to mouth. She stared out across the lawn, serene as a cud-chewing cow. Just the right demeanour for the city’s newest reaper: taking the scythe in her stride. Jimmy hadn’t met many new murderers who weren’t bent double by the aftermath, who didn’t puke on their shoes as an epilogue.


‘Well look, I’ll tell you what I’ll do,’ he said to Deirdre. ‘I’ll find you a piano and you can honky-tonk your musical regrets away to your heart’s content. I won’t even ask why Ellie and Conor’s fingers are still pudgy as pigs’ trotters in a year’s time. And all you have to do is mind my mammy for the night.’


‘Ah, in fairness, Jimmy . . .’


‘You should try talking to her. She’s got your children’s history knotted up inside that wizened head of hers. She’s got Ireland’s history in there. She’s a very interesting woman.’


‘A bit too interesting. Don’t you think I’ve had it up to here with how interesting you can be?’


‘A piano for sanctuary,’ he said. ‘You’d deny your children the opportunity to learn a skill just because there’s a chance my dear mum will leave smudges on your furniture? Don’t be plain mean, Deirdre. Aren’t you better than me and my ancestry?’


He went out onto the deck and closed the door behind him.


‘You’re to stay with Deirdre tonight, Maureen. Say nothing about yer manno. We’ll have him scooped up and out in no time. Who knows, you might even fall in love with the new floor.’


‘I won’t go back there,’ she said. ‘It’s not safe.’


‘Yeah. Well. We’ll talk about it after.’


 


He took care of some chores after leaving Maureen in the reluctant hands of the daughter-in-law she’d missed out on, but as day stretched into evening there was still a human sacrifice on his mother’s kitchen floor, one with a dent in the back of its head made by Ireland’s ignorance of fine art and penchant for cut-price religious iconography. 


He wondered where Maureen had gotten the Holy Stone. Had someone pressed it on her when she was reeling from childbirth? Had they assumed that even that crude image of the world’s ultimate single mother would provide solace in hard times? Were they just blind, deaf and dumb to style?


Jimmy Phelan was raised by his grandparents, not unwillingly, but awkwardly nevertheless. They brought him to Knock once and offered him up to the wall once favoured by apparitions as a living paradigm of their piety. He’d been very bored, but afterwards they’d taken a jaunt through the town and he remembered gift shop after gift shop, gift shops as far as an eight-year-old eye could see, stocked to the rafters with baubles. Rows of Virgin Mary barometers; her fuzzy cloak would change colour depending on the weather, which was very miraculous. Toy cameras with preloaded images of the shrine; you clicked through them, holding the flimsy yokey up to the light. And so many sticks of rock. You could have built a whole other shrine out of sticks of rock.


Maureen’s Holy Stone wouldn’t have looked far out of place. Maybe his grandparents had purchased it. Maybe it was his speeding around this wonderland of faith-based kitsch, jacked up on neon-pink rock and too many bags of Taytos, that advised them of its relevance.


And so supposing the Holy Stone symbolised something to Maureen. Repentance. Humility. New beginnings. Supposing smashing it off the skull of an intruder set her back forty years. How much healing did a fallen woman require, if she had the whole of Ireland’s fucked up psyche weighing her down to purgatory?


Evening was drawing in and there was a corpse drawing flies back in the flat, and no one yet nominated to move it. 


He stopped at a Centra and bought himself a sausage sandwich and a coffee, and sat in his car to eat and think.


It felt wrong to be hiding from Dougan the source of a problem the man would have to fix. Jimmy wasn’t used to this kind of isolation. His mother – the woman he tentatively thought of as his mother, as a rickety leg-up to understanding the blood that ran in his veins – had fucked up, and for once in his life, Jimmy felt a weak spot.


He was mulling this over when he spotted someone, ten feet away from his car. The figure was vaguely familiar. A dark, tousled head bent over an outstretched palm, opposite fingers picking through coins as one would for a parking meter. Thickset running thin, in a navy hoodie and blue jeans that had both been through the wash ten-too-many times. Jimmy balled up the sandwich wrapper, stuck it in his empty coffee cup, and stepped out of the car. Between the bin and his mark, he chanced, ‘Cusack?’


The other looked up. It was him all right. More than a few years older, though Jimmy would have sworn it had been only months since they last spoke.


‘J.P., boy,’ he said, still with his palm out. 


‘Cusack. You’re looking well.’


It was a disingenuous greeting but the only alternative was the most brutal honesty. The absolute state a’ yeh, Cusack! If there’s a whore you’ve been visiting, it might be worth sprinkling her with holy water and commanding her back to the fiery depths, because you look like someone’s tapped you for fluids.


The desiccated accepted the salutation with a mournful nod.


‘It’s been a while,’ said Jimmy.


‘I suppose it has.’ His voice was thick. Drunk? It looked more possible than anything else that had demanded his analysis today.


Back when Jimmy was in Iron Maiden T-shirts, Tony Cusack had been the useful kind of scamp, eager to prove he could hang around with the big boys by virtue of his keen eye and malleable morals. He’d been Jimmy’s messenger when he was small enough to be fleet, but as he got bigger they’d drink together, or get stoned, and shoot the breeze about easy women and anarchy. When Jimmy was twenty-four, a coagulation of bad luck convinced him to head to London for a while, where he could carry on as before only with a shiny coat of anonymity, and, having fuck all else to do, Cusack had gone with him. 


London had been good to Jimmy. It had given him cause to aim high. London had been good too to Tony, in its own way. He’d met a beour, impregnated her and brought her home with him, instead of staying put where the sun was shining.


His path had seldom crossed Jimmy’s since. Christmases, here and there, they’d spotted each other in pubs. Jimmy had been known to send over a drink, but he’d taken care not to be too inviting. The charming laziness that had once defined Tony Cusack had morphed into dusty apathy; as a thirtysomething he was clumsy and morose, taxidermy reanimated. It was no secret that Cusack had pissed away what good London had given him. Even while his wife – had he even married her? – had been around, he had been steadily eroding his liver and the goodwill of every vintner in the city.


There wasn’t much Jimmy didn’t know about the city’s vintners. Or its moneylenders, or dealers, or bookies. Cusack didn’t have a reputation, as such, for that would be assuming that people bothered thinking about him, but if his demeanour didn’t warn off investors then there were plenty of people able to cure their myopia. 


Jimmy Phelan had a reputation. Tony Cusack had more of a stench. Forlorn and forgotten, cast out . . .


Perversely, that made him a good man for secrets, for who’d believe him if he talked? Who’d even listen to him? 


‘Are you busy? Jimmy asked, though he’d already anticipated the answer, and had already settled on the bribe.


Cusack wasn’t busy. He wasn’t a man used to being busy, and took the detour as a short holiday from whatever freeform tedium was routine to him. Jimmy gave him the bones of the brief – frightened woman, dead burglar, no suitable hands to complete the deed – and Cusack flinched, and puffed out his cheeks as if he was considering bolting, but Jimmy was OK with that. Fear was a quality he looked for in part-timers, though it was strange to encourage that attribute in a man he might once have called his friend, back, way back, when Jimmy had neither mother nor need for one.


When they got to the flat Cusack needed a minute on his haunches with his back turned, but after the rebellion inside him had been quashed, he dutifully found a ratty carpet on one of the upper floors, pulled up as part of the redecoration project, and helped Jimmy roll the dead man like a cigar. The tradesmen had left behind some cleaning tools; Jimmy and Tony scrubbed up as best they could, given the length of time the stranger had had to tattoo the floor. Maureen was right; they’d need to lay a new one. There was more to this job than the lick of a mop.


‘How are you with tiling?’ Jimmy asked.


‘I did the bathroom of my own gaff,’ said Tony. He’d sobered up, of course. ‘Floor to ceiling. Put down tiles in the kitchen too, but that was a while ago.’


‘Do a job here for me and I’ll give you a few bob. I don’t want to have to bring anyone else in on this now. What are you at tomorrow?’


‘Nothing.’


‘I’d a feeling you’d say that.’


In the absence of another vehicle, Jimmy drove his Volvo around to the back gate, at one end of a weathered brick alley garlanded deliberately with creepers and weeds. They flattened the back seat and laid the carpet cigar on a diagonal line: what once had been a breathing, thinking head to the back of the passenger seat, what once had been trespassing feet to the opposite corner. They arranged empty paint cans and a ladder on one side, and on the other the double-bagged rags and brushes they’d used to clean up the blood.


Jimmy handed Tony a set of keys and notes enough to buy tiles and bleach. 


‘You’ve a car?’


‘I do,’ said Tony. 


‘Go with quarry tiles.’ And then, because custom suggested, he said, ‘What have you been up to anyway, Cusack? You’re not working?’


‘Here and there. Best anyone can manage now, I think.’


‘You’re probably right, boy. Even this is a one-off; I have more than enough mouths to feed.’


‘I know that.’ Tony shifted his weight. ‘I know that, boy.’


‘Speaking of mouths, how many little Cusacks are there?’


There was a ghost of a smile; it set on and escaped Tony’s mouth in a snap second. It was the first time in a long time Jimmy had noticed something approximating life in the old dog.


‘Six.’


‘Six? You’d want to tie a knot in it.’


Six made leverage plenty. 


They stood by the back of the car, still enough to let birds continue their evening rituals in the greenery around them, flitting in and out of bushes, darting shadows moving on walls the height-and-a-half of Jimmy.


‘There’s one job I’ll have coming up,’ said Jimmy. ‘Nothing big and certainly nothing worth what I’ll pay you, but you’ve done me a turn today. I’ll be getting my hands on a piano sooner or later. The ex is looking for one for the kids. If you’re around you can help move it in.’


‘What kind of piano?’


‘Worried for your back, are you? Not one of them long ones, if that’s what you mean.’


‘No, I mean what kind are you looking for? I have one I’m trying to get shot of.’


‘You? Where’d you get your grabbies on a piano, boy?’


Tony clucked and shook his head. ‘Not like that,’ he said. ‘I own one. It’s a few years old but it was bought new. It’s a beauty, but all it’s doing in my gaff is taking up space.’


‘Is that the kind of thing that has to go, Cusack, when a man’s got six kids?’


Tony shrugged. ‘I can’t play,’ he said, though it sounded petulant, a tone not right for business deals, even on a day when reason had made way for blood, ties and tide.


Before they locked up Jimmy retrieved the Holy Stone and laid it carefully on the rolled-up shape of his mother’s second greatest mistake. 










Big Words, Little Man


‘I’m just saying,’ she says, ‘that it’s weird, like, that you can be so distant with someone you’re actually in a proper relationship with.’


God though, tell you what but she’s fucking beautiful when she’s pissed off, even if it’s pissed off with me. She’s gone pink-cheeked and her eyes are flashing hazel to black and she’s even standing with her arms folded and her chin sticking out. And all around her you get people moving from here to there in the school yard like dancers in formation, like snowflakes in the sky, like shitty little bangers around a falling star. 


She’s all like ‘My friends think it’s mean’ and ‘My friends say it’s a really bad sign’ and it’s not like I’m whipped or nothing but what her friends think means a fuck of a lot more to me than she knows because you know the way ould dolls are, it’s all fucking crowdsourced. But I go, ‘Look, it shouldn’t matter what your friends think, it should matter only what you think,’ and she goes, ‘Well it is about what I think, Ryan, and I think it’s awful because I’ve done everything for you, you know?’ By ‘everything’ she means she’s let me fuck her and she’s not even being over the top with that; it was everything, it was the whole world. She doesn’t know that though. She only says ‘everything’ because she doesn’t want every Tom, Dick and Harry hearing her say the word ‘sex’ coz you don’t get away with words like that in the middle of the yard in the middle of lunchtime with every kid in this school sporting lugs the size of Leitrim. Which is funny because what she’s pushing me to say is a whole lot bigger.


I say, ‘You know how I feel about you, though.’


She says, ‘How would I know it?’


I say, ‘Coz don’t I show you?’


And she says, ‘Eh, the only thing I see shown is how much I let you get away with and what if it’s all for nothing, like?’


And I smile and she goes, ‘It’s not funny, Ryan!’ and looks like she might cry, and the thing is I know exactly what to do and I want to do it, believe me, I’m gagging to, only sometimes you have the right words in your mouth in the right order but it’s such a big thing and a big fright that you’re not sure if you can open up wide enough to get it out.


She says, ‘Coz this is such a big deal, Ryan,’ and looks away and shakes her head. ‘And if you don’t, well, it just means I’m stupid for letting you after only a couple of weeks. And I wouldn’t ever again then.’


‘That’s not the way it is,’ I tell her.


‘What way is it?’


I get all mortified and look at the tarmac between my feet and she says, ‘Oh my God. Fine so,’ and turns away and I know she doesn’t realise what a weird thing this is for me, because this isn’t shit I’ve heard or said since I was a small fella, and I wince and she gets further away from me and I call, ‘Hey, D’Arcy,’ and she turns around, blazing, and I shrug and say, ‘I loves yeh,’ and the whole yard reels with her and shouts Oooooh! and I go bright. Fucking. Red.


But she smiles, and brings her hand to her mouth and gives me the eyes, because she knows there’s no way I would have made a total gobshite of myself in front of everyone if I didn’t totally mean it.










Chapter 3


 


Georgie met Robbie when she was fifteen and he was twenty-two. He admitted to twenty-two; she admitted to nothing, not age nor origin nor the fact that she didn’t have a fucking clue what she was doing. She was a runaway and he was wandering, and it happened that they found each other. 


She lost him abruptly one April week, six years later. She couldn’t say what day because there were often absences. She’d be working or he’d be climbing a wall somewhere, trying to come down before he fell down. So she didn’t panic when she arrived home one day and he wasn’t there, or start chewing her nails when he didn’t pick up his mobile; he lost phones in perpetuity, sometimes quite intentionally. She phoned around the few friends they had but no one had seen him. On the third day she started to worry.


 


Georgie, small-town wild child and intermittent claustrophobic, self-styled, was into drugs well before she met Robbie. She wouldn’t have met him at all if it wasn’t for that shared interest: they kept bumping into each other on the same couches, doing the same drugs to the same end. He had sea-grey eyes and hair the colour of a muted sunset. Coasting on borrowed intelligence, they spoke about all manner of insubstantialities. 


At one party, he told her that he had a room in a flat, and that she could sleep there, if she wanted. 


‘It’s only a mattress on the floor,’ he said. ‘But it’s better than couch-surfing or . . .’ He blinked. ‘. . . moving from party to party, if you know what I mean.’


She went with him and twenty minutes later lay staring at the flaking wood on the inside of a white sash window, wincing as he shoved and stuck inside her, an invasion she’d sanctioned because she was spiralling and indebted. That was how Georgie lost her virginity: in a negotiation for mattress space. 


After that he produced some more coke.


‘You can stay as long as you like,’ he said. ‘I mean . . . that was really good of you.’


‘No problem,’ she replied. 


His dick looked smaller than it had any right to feel when it had been inside her. He handed her his T-shirt and she bunched it between her legs. 


She did another line and when she straightened up she noticed he was staring at her tits, gawping, like he hadn’t seen a naked girl in years. 


‘No, it was really, really good of you,’ he said. 


Silence for a moment, and then, ‘Do you like me?’


‘Yeah. Course I do.’


He didn’t believe her. ‘I like you,’ he said. ‘Have done, too. For ages. You can stay as long as you like. I mean it.’


You can stay for six years, he could have said, and Georgie would have believed his offer but not in her ability to put up with him for that long. But that was it, wasn’t it? You don’t know your own strength till you need it. 


Outside of their appetite for inebriation, Georgie and Robbie had little to hold them together, and there were more photogenic couples. He looked jointed enough to be folded away when not in use, and it wasn’t often anyone had use for him. She was short and freckled, prone to weight where it wasn’t wanted. The size of her breasts had made her barrel-like in her school jumper; ould fellas had breathed rough suggestions when they passed her on the street.


First she told Robbie that she’d moved to the city after her Leaving Cert to party. The longer she slept on his mattress, the heavier the lie felt, until she was too exhausted by its heft to be comfortable under it. She told him when she was sure he wouldn’t baulk: she was fifteen and she’d run away but no one was looking for her because she’d told her parents she was just fine. Rang them every fortnight, actually, and evidently the guards weren’t interested in tracking down a girl who was doing just fine. She was still here to party, she insisted.


Robbie took it exactly as she’d predicted. He scratched the back of his neck and puffed his cheeks out. ‘Whoa,’ he said, and reached no further than that. By then it was too late for him to demur, even if he had the guts for it. He had already walked her into an agreement with the guy he rented the room from; the landlord fucked her, now and then, in part-payment for another month of indoor binges and insubstantialities.


After that it was their dealer, and then a night’s worth of punters around the back of the college while Robbie patrolled and parleyed, maybe once a week, maybe more than that. And Robbie, of course, though that was for free. 


Birthdays passed, coke passed, crises passed. He patched her up when she needed it, she put her body against his debts when he needed it. She got pregnant but it didn’t work out. Later, maybe. In the interim they stopped going to parties. They sat in, where he suffered death after death on his Xbox, and she sank into novels about dogged detectives and murderers who hid in plain sight. 


She went to work indoors, at his insistence. Maybe he was just ridding himself of the responsibility of minding her, but he swore it was because the men who bought her in brothels would be less worrisome than the ones who trawled the streets. 


He was wrong.


Up to that point she’d defined her time with Robbie in lively terms: fighting, fucking, breathing, being. After that point she was mostly concerned with death. The men who prearranged their time ensured that she was aware, every moment, of how many moments she might have left. By and large they were vicious, much more so than the last-minute trawlers. Maybe it was that these punters had time to stew in their contempt; it was often bubbling over by the time they got to their ordained girl. When she wasn’t working she took solace in serial killers, and watched Robbie bleed out on the TV screen a hundred times a day, until at last the irony started to sting.


One Sunday she got Robbie to borrow a car and drive her to her parents’ house, where she waited, parked up the hill, until they’d gone to Mass. 


Between brown walls, behind windows too close to sagging trees, underneath the tick-tock of wall clocks in sync, Georgie took in the scent of marrowfat peas and wet clay. She knew now how much worse things could be, and yet she still felt it: the hours lost and opportunities turned stale in the country air, the feeling that if she didn’t get up and march out she’d grow roots down through the thin carpet, down through the foundations, down into the soil, the dirt, the rock, and trap herself there until her brain turned to jelly and thick hairs sprouted on her chin. Her parents were born of the land and stalled by the land, and Georgie was an alien. She’d taken off because there didn’t seem to be any other way to go. Similarly, there was no way back now.


She stole one of her father’s shirts from the back of the wardrobe and from the bedroom windowsill her mother’s scapular. Because Home was something denied to her, she took only what bits of it wouldn’t be missed. They served as bittersweet reminders of how badly she’d fucked up.


After that, every time she went to work she wound the scapular around the handle of the bedside table drawer. She eyed it as if to challenge it to produce salvation. Bleed out an angry Jesus. Call forth the wrath of his da. 


These ecstasies kept her preoccupied, and it was a rare punter who noticed. Punters weren’t equipped to notice such things, though they were clear-eyed enough when it came to her worldly being. Lack of enthusiasm for their libido usually provoked punishment in the form of thrusting hips or fists clenched around her hair, but sometimes they’d be passive aggressive and only take it out on her afterwards, sitting prim in front of their laptops, typing her into a hiding. 


She’d a face on her like a slapped arse and an arse on her like a bag of Doritos . . .


The brothel moved to a new premises about a month before Robbie disappeared, and when the men came with the furniture the bedside table and its scapular was missing, and Georgie was too mortified by the shape of her sentimentality that she said nothing, except deep into Robbie’s shoulder back in their flat.


 


So it wasn’t that she feared that Robbie might be dead, because his death was the first logical conclusion. He wouldn’t have run away because he had no one left to run to; they were, in all sorts of ways, the last two people on earth.


She looked for his corpse with determined detachment. If she found him bloodied or bloated that’d be something to deal with, but right now all she needed to do was her duty. She hunted for him. Alleyways, doorways, up the ways, down the ways. Nothing. It was like he’d been plucked out of existence, the way you’d flick a crumb off your shirt.


She reported him missing, and the guard taking her statement leaned back with his biro tapping out a march on the fleshy bit between his thumb and first finger, and stared as if she’d invented Robbie from scraps of punters and a fever-dream of wishful thinking. He sent her on her way with undisguised disgust and a flimsy promise to keep her updated.


If there had been a body, her grief wouldn’t have felt so formless. As it was, the fact that Robbie had been there one day and gone the next, leaving behind nothing but second-hand jumpers and foodstuffs she didn’t like, left her suspended between mourning and wired impatience. He was there, then he was gone, and wherever he’d gone to he’d taken six years of Georgie with him.


The practicalities inherent in suddenly finding herself independent were many and unfortunate. She could support herself – there was money in prostitution, not a huge amount, but enough to make up the rent and keep her smashed – but . . . Well, there had been things she hadn’t had to worry about when Robbie was around. Like he’d make sure the heating was on, or he’d go do the various errands that kept the coke and smoke topped up, or whatever. And now there were all of these whatevers and Georgie without the wherewithal to get through them. 


Maybe I’m depressed, she wondered, idly, as she stood in the shower, thirty minutes at a time and sometimes noticing at the end that she was still in her knickers or that she’d forgotten to take her hair down. What little peace she had made with her circumstances when he was around to encourage it disappeared. She supposed the sudden six-year gap was making her sick. She was sick of the brothel and sick of the pimp and neither the promise of a roof over her head nor having someone to handle her appointments was doing it for her. 


She could have just walked out, but that would have created more problems than it solved; the pimp could have had her for loss of earnings and might have insisted she stay on to work off debts he’d conjured out of bloated waffle. Instead she drank her way out. Punters arrived for appointments and she belched her dis­approval at them, which they tried to pound out of her. Then the pimp tried to beat it out of her. He tried to hammer her straight, when being hammered was her problem. He wasn’t a very smart man, in fairness. He was running the brothel for someone else, which was all in all a pretty stupid career move. 


A few days of belching and beatings and Georgie was out on her ear. She went home and cleaned herself up and was back on the streets the next day. Sure, she had to worry now about the guards, but that seemed very much the lesser of two evils, especially when she could point out to them that they should have been searching for Robbie, and not stunting her earnings by booking her for solicitation or taking blowjob bribes in a back street off the quay. Oh yeah, a man was a man, when he was there.


And so that led her, in the week after her gin-soaked dismissal, to search for another kind of man.


 


Georgie had felt Tara Duane was a construct from the first day she’d met her, though of a positive sort, back then, a slice of luck given form by some propitious celestial alignment. Tara had found her around the back of the college, pockmarked by pebbledash and bad weather. She’d brought her a sandwich and a coffee and, later on, a vodka in one of the pubs off Oliver Plunkett Street; Georgie couldn’t remember which. Sixteen years old and getting into cars with married men, and yet Cork City remained a mystery, the expanse of it forbidden to people like her, a soirée to which she held no invitation. 


Tara swore she’d done her time in sex work, and that after having brazened out her trials she felt it her duty to offer support to the girls still involved in the trade. Winningly she implied she understood better than anyone the circumstances pinning Georgie down. It quickly became apparent that being pinned down was, in Tara’s opinion, nothing to be ashamed of in these recessionary times. Ireland in a tailspin? Who could blame the girls on the street for their choices! Georgie didn’t remember making a choice and she felt uncomfortable having it so neatly abridged by this uninvited proponent, if it was there at all.


As a rule the other girls in the trade were as supportive as they had room to be. The oldest women – the ones too far gone with booze or smack to operate on anything but instinct – were best avoided. They had quicker fists than a cast eye would assume. But, in general, Georgie found she had little to fear from her peers, and that there were times when it was wisest to trust them, and when more than one of them told her she was better off ignoring the wandering affections of Tara Duane, she listened. 


The more she listened, the more cracks appeared on that alabaster mug. Tara always knew where the pimps and the dealers were, which knocking shops were looking for staff, who was facilitating the cam work. Some of the girls whispered that she was the city’s most devious madam, taking pay from all manner of third parties as she spun the streets. Georgie wasn’t sure Tara was practical enough to be a madam. Instead she wondered if she wasn’t just a creep, feigning aid like she feigned smiles.


The activism Tara Duane purported to fill her time with usually amounted to handing out home-made sandwiches to the destitute. So it was tonight. Georgie spotted her on the opposite end of the quay, filling plastic cups for a couple of the old junkies from a flask out of the boot of her car. 


It was just after ten, and between the street lights and the river, damp shadows ran up Georgie’s limbs and pressed springtime chills against her chest; every breath was a gasper.


Tara noticed her from fifty yards away, and broke into one of her cracked-mirror smiles as soon as she was sure Georgie was close enough to get the full-frontal benefit. 


‘Georgie! Hey, girl, how are you? I haven’t seen you in so long; what have you been up to, hon?’ 


Georgie said, ‘I need a dealer.’


Tara pursed her lips and tried out a couple of different faces until she settled on one approaching concern, but the flickers of the sides of her eyes, and the twisting to-and-fro of her lips, betrayed the connections whirring through her head. She pulled her ponytail tighter. ‘Well, you know I wouldn’t condone it, Georgie. I mean God knows you have enough on your plate.’


‘My plate’s swept clean,’ Georgie said. ‘That’s the problem, Tara.’


Hmm. ‘Would Robbie not know someone?’


‘Robbie’s not home yet.’ She felt that one. Unexpected, a pang in her abdomen like a knifepoint, or the warning signs of a life about to be lost on a public bathroom floor. 


Tara made another face.


‘Not yet?’ she sighed. ‘Oh, poor Robbie. I hope he’s OK, girl, I really do. I mean even if he’d left you; to know is to heal, pet.’


Georgie pulled her jacket across her belly. ‘Yeah,’ she said. ‘In the meantime, though . . .’
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