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For Pauline Sweeney


Prologue

When Kevin Wyman went outside, he drew in huge gulps of air, as if he had just emerged from the low depths of an ocean. The afternoon was grey, but there was warmth in the air.

He walked across the farmyard in jagged strides, moving like a man trying to pretend he wasn’t drunk. He wasn’t sure where exactly he was going. He had to get away from the house, as if distance could remove him from what had happened in there. He had to get the smells out of his system, the weed, the reek of death.

At the far end of the yard he passed the outhouse with its whitewashed walls and corrugated-iron roof. Maybe they could leave the body in there, take off and phone it in. That would blow everything sky high, but if the cards fell right, there was always some chance he could get back what was now slipping from his grasp.

Listen to him. The body. All that remained after a life had been taken, snuffed out, ended, just a few minutes ago. What had he become in these few short months?

Beyond the outhouse, the fields stretched across flat plains towards the brown bog lining the horizon.

Wyman stopped, turned and looked back up at the farmhouse. There were five windows on the first floor, set symmetrically against the stone wall, beneath a roof of grey slates. All the windows were blacked out with high-grade plastic, to keep the heat in, creating a climate, cocooned from the world outside.

The body was up there now, lying face down among the plants, dried blood congealing in dark stains on buds that had just reached full maturity.

He could run. He could take off across the fields, keep going until he arrived back in the life he had left behind. He could be at home in a few hours. But that wasn’t going to happen. What had just gone down was part of him now. The clock was not for turning back.

He felt a great wave washing through his body, rearing up against his throat, and he was suddenly bent over, throwing up onto the grass, right next to a saucer of cow dung. Then, when there was nothing else to throw up, the empty retches coughed from his stomach.

He straightened himself, and it was all over. He wiped his face with the back of his sleeve, shivered, and took a few deep breaths.

A sound issued from the pocket of his jeans. He felt the phone vibrate against his leg. He reached for it, but when he looked at caller ID, it was not relief that met him. One word showed across the screen. HASSLE.

The phone kept ringing, demanding attention, until he heard something from behind. ‘Aren’t you going to get that?’

He turned to see the two of them standing at the back door, squeezing his options.

He let the call ring out.


I

SEEDING


Chapter One



Dara Burns found the lane he was looking for. He swung the Kawasaki Classic into it, downed gears and killed the engine. He could hear his own breathing as the bike groaned towards silence.

The lane connected one of the main arteries through the residential neighbourhood with a parallel minor road. It was five fifteen a.m. A full moon was wringing the last out of the night, with a hint of dawn bleeding across the horizon.

Burns would have preferred total darkness. An approaching engine droned closer from the main road. He tensed. A car crowned with the light of a taxi plate drove past towards the airport.

He dismounted, and swung the small green rucksack from his shoulders. He unzipped the bag, taking out a two-litre plastic bottle that had once held Ballygowan sparkling water. Now it was nearly full of petrol. He uncapped the bottle. Hypnotic fumes rose to his nostrils. He poured the petrol over the Kawasaki, then shook the last drops from the bottle. He took the navy balaclava from the pocket of his jacket and threw it on the bike’s engine. There was no helmet to worry him. Charlie Small had taken both when Burns had dropped him off five minutes earlier.

He reversed a few steps from the bike and took a Zippo lighter from the pocket of his leather jacket. With one hand on the rucksack, he bent low towards the petrol and put fire to the edges of it. The ground lit up, like some biblical flame.

He was out on the street, walking at pace, when a muffled explosion sounded from the lane. He walked for another ninety seconds before a car came his way. It was heading south, towards him, a taxi with its light on. Burns flagged it down and sat into the front passenger seat.

The driver was white and fat and wore thick bifocal glasses. Burns didn’t have a problem with black taxi drivers, but he felt somehow reassured that this guy was Caucasian. If there ever was a problem later, if this fella was put in front of an ID parade, the odds were good that he would develop memory problems. You just couldn’t say the same for some guy who could scoot back to Africa.

The driver kept eyes front. ‘Where to?’ he said.

‘Beaumont Hospital.’

The driver glanced in his wing mirror, and swung the car around.

‘A and E is it?’ he said, looking across at Burns, in search of the damage.

‘Intensive care.’

His head turned again, as if he had missed something first time around.

‘My gran’s in there,’ Burns said. ‘She’s on her last legs.’

‘Sorry to hear that,’ the driver said. Burns looked at his ID badge on the dashboard. His name was Sean Carson. He tried to memorise the number, just in case it was needed later.

‘Comes to all of us, I suppose,’ this Sean Carson said. ‘She had a good innings?’

‘She’s eighty-seven. The innings? I don’t know.’

He slumped into the seat. It hadn’t been his gig. Pascal Nix had phoned him the previous evening, just as he was going out the door to the hospital.

There was a problem. Charlie Small was taking care of a body who had gone offside, and his chauffeur had pulled out at the last minute.

The guy had arrived from Limerick. He had agreed to the job over the phone. But after he’d walked into Nix’s gaff, he’d taken one look at Charlie Small, another at the Kawasaki Classic, and asked Small what he weighed.

Small was straight up, shaving nothing off his twenty-two stone, not that he could have hidden it. The guy shook his head, said it wasn’t worth the risk, starting out on a job with that kind of handicap.

He walked straight out, Nix shouting after him that there’d be consequences for his actions. Then Nix had rung Burns to step into the breach. Burns didn’t like it but he knew it was one of those occasions when he couldn’t say no. In any case, he hadn’t done a lot of work lately. There wasn’t much doing, the way things were.

He’d agreed and driven Small. It wasn’t as bad as the other fella had made out. Even with Charlie Small on the pillion, the bike still moved like the hammers of Hell after Small did the target.

The taxi driver looked over at him. ‘Rough night,’ he said.

‘I’ve had worse.’

*   *   *

Karen Riney didn’t hear the sirens, if there were any, while she was walking on the beach. It was around six a.m., the dawn rising to meet the day. There was nobody else about at that hour and the tide was low.

She walked over and back on the sand, next to a line of spongy seaweed, from the ancient castle at one end to where the beach came to a stop at the other side, in the shadow of the huge house that had once been a summer home for nuns.

The only sound was of the seagulls nattering to each other as they wheeled above the shoreline, steering clear of a bank of clouds lurking with intent out in the bay. Beyond, a mist had settled on the mountain peaks. Ballinskelligs didn’t wake up for another couple of hours at least. She owned the beach, the sky, the sea, even the little vessels anchored offshore, lapping against the dawn’s gentle swell.

She made for a solitary figure traipsing across the sand, her brown bob of hair bouncing to her stride, blue eyes focused on the distance, a Jewish nose sharpening her profile.

She did three full laps, over and back, moving fast in her grey and orange lightweight Asics sports gear. By the end of the third, her back felt damp and she knew the colour in her cheeks had deepened to a bright red. She broke from her route and headed for the entrance to the beach, up through the dry silver sand, which kicked up to the touch.

The walk had served to reassure her about the course she was about to embark on.

She would sit down, have her grapefruit, a bowl of granola with strawberries and a nice cup of fruit tea. By then, Jake would be willing, if not ready, to meet the day. She would deliver the news, and await his response.

Any resistance would surprise her. This experiment hadn’t worked out, and Jake knew that as well as she did. It wasn’t going anywhere. The initial spark, for what it was worth, had flickered and died.

He’d known where she was coming from, bouncing around on the rebound, but he still wanted her down here and she had little better to be doing. But now that was it. She had to get out before she began to dislike him.

She was already halfway out the door, the bum-bag strapped to her waist holding her money, passport, phone and driver’s licence. All of her that remained at the house was the packed rucksack, sitting in the kitchen.

There was the other issue, of course. She would assure Jake that her lip was buttoned. Her story, for anybody who enquired, would be that Jake had inherited some money and decided to get out of the city, move down to the wilds of south Kerry in order to … well, if it wasn’t going to sound too corny, to find himself. She smiled. He’d be looking for a long time.

Once she hit the car park, at the entrance to the beach, she stopped, just to take in the sea air one last time. She opened the bum-bag, unzipped a little internal compartment, took out her silver wedding band and slipped it onto the designated finger. She held her hand up, just to give it the once-over. The gesture gave her a little lift. It was the first time she’d worn it in a few months.

Karen Riney walked through the empty car park and out onto the road. Once she got back to the city, she’d try again for a job. That was something she was taking away from these borrowed weeks down here. She was ready to work again.

It was a seven-minute trot to the house, which was set far enough away from the beach for privacy. The house in which she was staying was one half of a pair of identical bungalows done in grey brick and brown roof tiles, tilted towards each other inside a gate of timber slats. She and Jake were staying in one house, the plants in the other.

The road twisted and turned as it climbed. Just after she rounded the last bend, and the houses came into view, she saw the two vehicles parked outside the gates.

One was a white Mondeo garda squad car. The other looked like a Ford Focus, with a flashing light on its back windscreen, sending blue notes out into the silent morning.

Karen stopped and stared for a second. She moved closer, to where she could get a view. The front door to the house where she and Jake were staying was open. She couldn’t see anybody, but she would have bet her bottom dollar that if she gave it thirty seconds or so bodies would spill from the house.

The door to the house next door was also open. While the blinds were down, she thought she detected movement behind one of the ground-floor windows. Each room of that house was more or less full of plants. Right now, the whole shebang had been blown through the roof. And with it poor Jake.

She took a deep breath. Not her fight. Not her life. She turned and walked back down the hill. Her clothes and toiletries in the packed rucksack would have to be sacrificed, but it was a no-brainer. She wasn’t going back in there.

She didn’t run. She concentrated on sounds. A procession of vehicles would be calling any minute now, and once they approached she had best adopt the role of early-morning jogger. It was a hell of a way to depart, but at least she was leaving.

*   *   *

Burns felt it as he was walking in through the lobby of the hospital, just after he nodded at the security guard. He knew then that Gran was gone. He walked down the long corridor, past a pair of nurses who looked spent after a night’s work. He stepped into the lift to take him to ICU on the first floor.

He thought for a moment about that woman tonight, the wife. When he was on the front lawn, after Charlie Small had shot the target once, the woman had looked out from the front window. She’d had a baby in her arms, fear pulling at her face. Maybe the child couldn’t sleep and she was up with it. There was no way she would ever be able to pick him out in an identity parade. He had on both the helmet and the balaclava. All she got was his eyes. You couldn’t convict a man on his eyes.

He could see her now, sitting on a couch in that front room, a couple of shades holding her hand, telling her they’d get the scumbags.

When the lift door opened, Sharon was standing there, bathed in grief.

‘Where were you?’ she said. ‘I’ve been ringing for the last hour.’

Burns had left his phone at home. Carrying it on a job would be like leaving a trail of fingerprints. ‘My phone’s down,’ he said. ‘She’s gone.’ It wasn’t a question.

Sharon nodded, tear tracks on her cheeks. She looked completely worn out. She had been home from England for the last four days, since they’d known the end was near. All that time she’d rarely left the hospital. Gran and Granddad had raised the pair of them after their mother was taken. They had been the only real family Burns and his sister had had and now they were both gone.

Burns placed his hand on Sharon’s arm, turned to go down the corridor towards the ICU. She shook her head and pulled herself free. ‘We waited for an hour,’ she said. ‘I didn’t think you were coming. They’ve taken her away. Where the fuck were you?’

For the last few days, Burns had been getting this sort of stuff from his sister. ‘Where were you?’ ‘Why aren’t you doing more?’ ‘She’s your gran too. If she hadn’t been around, you wouldn’t have been so much reared as dragged up.’ He hadn’t reacted to any of it. Sharon had to let off a little steam, to compensate for having left her son and her asshole of a husband in Brixton to come over here and play undertaker for the family. And now, when it was all over, she couldn’t just leave well enough alone. He was willing to go the extra mile, just this one last time.

‘I didn’t think for a second it would happen tonight. Something came up. I had to do a favour for a friend who was in a jam.’

The lift door swished open and a young guy wearing a medic’s loose green rig-out stepped out. He nodded at the couple as if he was familiar with the disposition of the recently bereaved.

‘You were doing somebody a favour,’ Sharon said. She was straight into her I-don’t-believe-it pose.

‘Yeah. It doesn’t matter now. I’m left with having missed this for the rest of my life.’

She gave him a look. ‘I’d say you’re really bothered.’

But he was. For the last few days, particularly when he’d come in and sat beside Gran, Burns had been thinking back over his life, and how this was a major juncture. She had raised them, and if she hadn’t been there, they would have ended up in a home, and Burns knew the fuck-ups that came out of those homes.

He’d really wanted to be there at the end of something so major in his life. He’d really thought Gran would see through the night, as she had all the other nights for the last week since she’d taken the turn.

They went down in the lift, and walked the length of the corridor to the entrance. Outside, the day was opening up, cold and grey. In the distance, headlights fingered their way up the approach road through the dawn, the hospital coming alive for another round of fixing up and burying.

Sharon pulled a packet of John Player Blue from her handbag. Burns could see now that she was completely wrecked. She seemed unsteady on her feet, like somebody who was drunk or had just emerged from under the knife. She had on a new sky-blue blouse, bought just yesterday from Penneys in Artane because she had run out of the clothes she brought over. The jeans were the same ones she had worn since arriving, as were the high-heeled shoes.

‘You better get some rest,’ he said to her.

She peered at him through the smoke, nothing on her face. ‘She wanted a wake. At the house.’

Burns shrugged. ‘I’ll go along with whatever.’

Sharon finished her cigarette and began walking towards the taxi rank, heels echoing in the early morning. She got into a car and it took off. Burns stood there for a minute, feeling alone. He had been on his own for a long time, but Gran was always there in the background, waiting, as he saw it, for him to fuck up. Now he could do it all by himself.

*   *   *

Karen had been walking for at least three miles. In that time, one squad car had sped past, en route, she was sure, to Jake’s place. When she heard it approach, she turned and broke into a jog, ensuring that they wouldn’t see her face. When it sped past, she saw the driver, a huge guy, behind the wheel. She expected to see the brake lights suddenly come to life, but the car kept going.

Now she was hot and her legs were protesting. She had been on the beach a good half-hour before all this had blown up. Cahirciveen, the nearest town, was still five or six miles away. When she heard the rumble of another engine behind her, she pulled in towards the ditch and, on an impulse, stuck out her thumb. Hitching was still safe in this part of the world – or at least it was until something happened.

The van slowed to a halt. She ran towards the pumping exhaust pipe and the winking orange light. The cab smelt of damp clothes and cigarettes. The driver was a large man with a crew-cut and a few days’ growth on his face. He was wearing a blue V-neck jumper that had seen better days over an off-white shirt opened at the collar. It hadn’t been that colour when it had started out in life, but it was now.

‘Thanks,’ she said, but he just pulled at the gearstick and took off. The sound of early-morning radio floated through the cab. Karen recognised the song, ‘Start A War’. ‘The National,’ she said.

He looked startled, as if she wasn’t supposed to talk.

‘The National.’ She pointed at the radio. ‘Great band.’

His eyes fell to her outstretched finger. ‘Yes,’ he said.

Karen got the message. That was the extent of the conversation they would have. The National gave way to a haunting Elvis Costello song, something post-punk but before his middle-age phase. Karen concentrated on trying to recognise it while the Ballinskelligs Barbarian kept his eyes on the road, not a peek out of him.

She couldn’t imagine how Jake was going to handle this. In the short time they had been together, she’d recognised he was good fun, but he’d never struck her as somebody who could withstand pressure. He’d taken on the job to sort out a debt for some small-time dealing he’d been involved in. He had never been arrested before, as far as Karen could make out. Prison would be a whole new experience for him. There was no way he was going to drag her into it. Was there?

They arrived in the outskirts of Cahirciveen as a light mist began to fall. She asked him to drop her at the Supervalu.

‘Closed,’ he said.

It speaks. She told him not to worry about it, and he didn’t. She thanked him as she stepped from the cab.

She took shelter under the canopy for the petrol pumps outside the shop. Inside, men and women in what appeared to be uniforms were scurrying around, preparing the place for another day. A man emerged with a yellow docket in his hand. He stepped up into the cab of a truck. Karen took a chance, walked around to the driver’s side. He was looking down at something on his lap and then he saw her. He lowered the window.

‘Any chance of a lift?’ she said.

He looked at her standing in the drizzle, a sheen of rain forming on her head. ‘Where you going?’

‘Where are you going?’

‘I asked first,’ he said. She laughed for the sake of a lift and shrugged.

‘How does Killarney suit you?’ he said.

She walked around to the passenger side and pulled herself up.

This lift was full of everything the last had been lacking. The guy said his name was George, and he worked right across Munster. Today’s delivery was a one-off affair or he wouldn’t have made it to Killarney. Usually he would have had to stop off at every branded store along the road. ‘Selling, it’s a mug’s game,’ he said.

‘Maybe it’s just become a mug’s game,’ Karen said. ‘When the boom was here I was away in Australia, but whenever I came back I could see it. There was no selling. It was all buying. Nobody had to sell anything.’

‘You left Australia to come back here?’

‘It’s a long story,’ she said, her tone business-like to divert him down another avenue.

He took the hint, began going on about his job, how, bad and all as it was, there were cutbacks looming in the company and everybody was on edge.

She was looking at a sealed box of Snack bars at her feet. Right now, Jake was most likely being questioned by the police. None of this was going to be easy for him. A great hunger came over her. She must have walked a good ten miles this morning. She would have killed for a shower, but she’d make do with a tiny piece of nourishment. ‘Mind if I have a bar?’ she said.

He paused. ‘Be my guest.’

*   *   *

Drizzle had turned to rain by the time she jumped down from the truck. He dropped her outside the railway station in Killarney. As she had guessed he would, he asked for her number.

She said she’d take his and give him a shout when she got back to Kerry. He scribbled it out with a pencil, resignation on his face.

There was an hour-long wait for the Dublin train. Under the platform’s canopy she looked at the rain beating down. More than anything, this was what she missed about Sydney. Sure, it rained there, but the rain served notice and came down hard and fast, then stopped, and went about its business elsewhere. There was none of this hanging around like a threat of more to come. OK, she’d grown up here, but nearly a decade away had allowed her to forget. And here she was, over a year back in the place, and she was still having trouble returning.

There was no way Jake was going to haul her into it. He wasn’t that kind of guy. He might get it into his head that she was using him. What if he came to the conclusion that she’d grassed on him? What if the police began planting that notion in his head?

Listen to her. You’d swear she knew this man, that she had deep feelings for him. They’d passed in the night, little more than that. If the opportunity arose, she’d try to help him out. But it was his gig. Nothing to do with her.

She dozed through the train journey, finally coming awake as the carriage pulled lazily out of Portlaoise. While she had been gone, a woman and a girl had sat into the seat opposite. The easy way they engaged with each other said they had to be mother and daughter.

Outside, the day was brightening. Beyond the town, as the ribbons of houses receded, she could see a film of rain on the grass.

She was bushed by the time the train pulled into Heuston. As she moved up the aisle towards the door it occurred to her that the law might be on to her already. She ducked down for a sconce out the window, but all that occupied the platform was passengers moving to the exit.

Her bones felt stiff as she stepped off the train. Were they gaping at her, these passengers with their travel bags or handbags, wondering why she travelled so light in sweat gear, looking like she was in serious need of a shower? She kept the head down and thought about jets of water shooting onto her skin.

Stoneybatter was a short walk, over the low tide of the Liffey and up the hill until the steeple of the Greek Orthodox Church hove into view. And, beside it, the prison. Arbour Hill. She picked up pace as she walked past the grey walls. They cosseted the sex abusers in there for their own safety. Maybe that was where they’d bring Jake, to billet him with men who were a threat to children but not adults.

Five minutes later she pushed open the door to Heaven’s Gate. The angel shop was tucked in among the convenience stores, hairdressers and off-licences on Manor Street, the main drag through Stoneybatter. The woman behind the counter looked up and saw her. She had a kind face, her hair tied back in a ponytail. She was shaped like an orange, round in the middle. A smile of surprise lit her up, but when she gave Karen a second take, it expanded into delight.

She walked around from the counter and approached Karen, who couldn’t help but think that this angel was coming to rescue her. The angel wordlessly gathered her into a hug.


Chapter Two



Three chairs were commandeered from the kitchen for the chief mourners. Sharon sat in the first, near the head of the open coffin. She was a picture of mourning in black. Burns was next to her in a rented suit and tie. His white shirt was a few rubs of an iron short of presentable. When he stood next to Sharon, she towered over him, the heels giving her extra inches. Burns was below average height, but what he lacked in the vertical, he made up for in his muscled bulk, giving him the appearance of a handy rugby prop forward. His skin was sallow, eyes a steely blue, and he wore his black hair tightly cropped.

Next to him was Sharon’s asshole of a husband, Steve, who found himself rising to shake hands with people he had never met before, nor ever would again. Steve had a round, bald head and wore a sleeper earring on his left lobe. He and Burns had never hit it off, and were unlikely ever to do so, now that Gran was gone.

They started at six thirty p.m., just as darkness began to smother the March evening. By then, a queue had formed down the road, and around the block. Eileen Burns’s grand-nephew had been detailed to keep the queue manageable, and the traffic on the road outside flowing across the speed bumps.

She had lived in the neighbourhood all her life. She was well respected by some, feared by others, certainly until she entered the late phase of her life. Her tenure in this mortal coil had never been easy, but she had known it wasn’t designed to be for women of her class and generation.

She had lost her husband to the pub even before her brood had begun to appear. And in the years that followed, a daughter had taken the boat, and eventually succumbed to cancer as a young woman. Her other daughter, who had been Sharon and Burns’s mother, had turned to heroin to relieve whatever was ailing her.

In a life that had been weighed down with disappointment, one of the lowest points for Eileen Burns had been finding her daughter’s body in the same bed where she had slept as a child. With their father already gone, she turned her hand to rearing all over again, doing what she could to mould Burns and his sister.

For the last few years she had moved through the neighbourhood in a stooped frame, as if already wishing she was in the grave, where there might be peace and even reunion with some of those who had gone before her. The mourners who gathered for the wake discussed these aspects of the deceased, but they did so in hushed tones, out of earshot of the woman’s next of kin.

Passage into the house was tight, those entering squeezing past the departing. The kitchen was reserved for neighbours who were providing catering, pouring tea from an enormous pot, offering what looked suspiciously like surviving Christmas cake. There were also sandwiches of white bread, with ham, cheese, and ham and cheese.

Inside the front room, Burns was putting up with it all. He occupied himself by studying the wallpaper of sky blue with little sailboats, which he had hung less than a decade ago. He could spot a few swelled bumps now, where the years had been unkind to his work.

For the most part, the procession of mourners trooping past him resembled a column of ghosts. He stayed on his feet, offering a limp hand to all those who filed in. Some of the faces he recognised. Others required a rummage in his memory, particularly those who were shuffling into the departure lounge themselves. These were neighbours who had been in the prime of their lives when he was growing up. Some he had feared as a boy, but now they looked to be grizzled, worn, resigned to Fate’s clammy grasp.

About an hour into it, Pascal Nix walked through the door. He was, as might be expected, the best-dressed mourner to appear. When he entered, a hush fell over the low voices of three elderly women who stood at the head of the coffin. His camel-hair coat was open, exposing a dark suit of impeccable cut, black shirt and red-and-black-striped silk tie. His shoes looked like a lot of energy had been spent on acquiring the perfect shine.

Burns got to his feet and Nix pulled him into a hug, both his hands slapping the bereaved man’s back. Then he stepped back and ran his right hand over his own head where his rug had seen fuller days. He took Burns by the shoulders, looked into his eyes. ‘She was some woman,’ he said. Burns nodded.

‘What would you know?’ Both men turned to Sharon, who was still seated.

Her brother leaned down towards her. ‘Sharon—’

‘She was the pure finest, and you should know that,’ Nix said.

‘Did you ever as much as meet her on the street?’ Sharon wasn’t letting this go. Seated to her right, her asshole of a husband was focusing on the carpet. He didn’t need to know Nix personally to realise that he was a man whom it was best to fear, unless otherwise instructed.

Nix said, ‘She raised the two of you, didn’t she? And look at the job she did of that.’

Burns nodded at his sister. He wasn’t sure what Nix was saying.

Nix turned to the coffin, and bowed his head to affect an effort at prayer. After a suitable pause, he turned back to Burns. ‘I’ll be outside when you get a chance,’ he said. With that, he moved along, down the far side of the coffin, and squeezed out the door against the incoming flow of mourners.

Burns resumed his seat. ‘What’s your problem?’ he said.

Sharon didn’t look at him. ‘You can kiss that prick’s arse, but don’t expect me to do the same.’

‘He’s not the worst,’ Burns said.

‘He’s a scumbag. I couldn’t stop him coming in here, but you know Gran would never have let him darken the door of this place.’

Burns turned back to the column of mourners and found himself looking into the face of Jacinta. He never thought of her as his girlfriend, but that was how he described her to others, as if to demonstrate that he had a relatively standard private life. Jacinta was raising her three small children on her own, their father having scampered before the third was even born. For the last six months or so, she came over to Burns’s place once a week. They rarely went out, and once Jacinta got used to it, it didn’t seem to bother her any more.

Tonight she had made an effort, standing there with her brown hair piled high, her face light on the makeup and wearing a smile that reached out to him.

She hesitated before moving towards him with open arms. He knew she knew he would be touchy on public displays of affection, but he was willing to make an exception for a funeral. She whispered her condolences. He nodded, gently took her by the shoulders. ‘Thanks for coming,’ he said.

‘Are you sure?’

‘Sure I’m sure. Listen, I’ll give you a shout later.’

‘Maybe I can try to come over to you tomorrow, after the funeral,’ she said, her voice full of hope.

‘Sure,’ he said, ‘we’ll see,’ but he knew this week would be no different from every other.

*   *   *

Burns gave it twenty minutes before he said to his sister he was nipping out for a quick smoke. She responded with one of her special looks.

He got up and left. There would be the funeral tomorrow, and then she would be off back to England for a life of penance. He could keep things on an even keel until then.

Nix was out on the road, a mug of tea in his right hand, a cigarette burning between the fingers of his left. He was chatting to Burns’s cousin, the crowd-control steward, a black armband fashioned from masking tape on his left arm. He was obviously star-struck to be shooting the breeze with a man of Nix’s standing. When Burns walked up, the cousin greeted him, then copped that these two had things to discuss which weren’t for his ears. He pointed towards the back of the queue and ambled off.

‘Nice fella,’ Nix said. He took a long draw on his cigarette.

‘Yeah, sorry about Sharon in there. She’s … The whole thing is weighing in on her.’

Nix raised his mug. ‘Don’t worry about it, Dara. I’ve been around a lot of death. I know what it does to people.’ He pulled again on the cigarette, and swivelled his head, scanning the queue and general area for any stray eyes. He switched the mug of tea to his left hand and reached with his right to an inside breast pocket, returning with a brown envelope that had been folded over on itself. He passed it across. Burns could feel the bulk of notes inside.

Nix said, ‘Thanks for the other night. You took us out of a jam.’

The story had been all over the newspapers for the last few days. Usually, it would have been a twenty-four-hour wonder, but the detail of the dead man’s wife at the window, holding their child, gave the story legs.

Burns knew the dead man, but not well. His name was Denis Stanners and he had been on the payroll with Nix. Burns tried to stuff the envelope into the inside breast pocket of his suit. It wouldn’t fit. He prodded it, heard a tear of material as he tried to stuff it in. There was no shifting the pocket.

Nix looked around again. ‘What about your flap pocket?’ he said. ‘On the outside.’

Burns looked at him. He tried the pocket on the left. The envelope made it in, but it was sticking out. There was no way he could go through the rest of the wake with ten grand sticking out like that. He pulled it out. He could leave it somewhere in the house, but the place would be crawling with all sorts until the early hours. It wouldn’t take much for it to disappear.

Nix reached over and put his hand on the envelope. Burns let it slip through his fingers.

‘You’ve enough to be going on with. I’ll have it dropped off to you tomorrow after the funeral.’

‘Thanks,’ Burns said. He felt deflated, as if he had just lost something.

Nix said, ‘Did you know him?’

Burns paused before answering. ‘Met him a few times. Never really talked to him much.’

He could see the woman now at the window, the child in her arms. Nothing to do with him. The guy had gone offside.

‘He was a lowlife, fucking rat,’ Nix said. ‘You know he was with me for the last five years. Not once would I have thought he was capable of that. Charlie the same. He and Charlie got along fine – they worked together. When I told Charlie, you could have blown him over.’

Burns thought of Charlie Small and the size of him, and wondered how anything could blow him over.

Nix ran a hand across his head again. ‘It was only right that Charlie did him. But I want to thank you for stepping into the breach. That other fucker who chickened out will get his in time.’

A man was walking past towards the back of the queue. He spotted Burns and leaned over, a hand extended. Burns knew the face but couldn’t match a name. The man mumbled something, and Burns thanked him as he moved on.

Nix said, ‘Look, I know you like working on your own, but I’m down a man as a result of that. Charlie needs somebody with him. How would you be fixed?’

Burns hated being put on the spot like that, but he needed the work. There was nothing doing at the moment, and from what he could gather, the dark clouds wouldn’t be rolling on for a while yet.

Pascal Nix was involved in just about everything, but his main crust these days, as far as Burns could make out, was loan-sharking and debt collection. Word had it that he was sniffing around the grow-house business as well, but Burns had no interest in that.

Burns enjoyed his independence, the freedom. Take a job here and there. Shift some product when it suited him. It all added up to a nice lifestyle, where he could keep himself to himself and the wolf comfortably from the door. But those days had drawn to a close, for now anyway. He knew he should feel grateful. He tried his best.

Nix was reading his face. ‘It’s not Charlie, is it?’

‘No problem with him.’

‘Yeah, some people don’t like him on account of his size and that he’s eating all the time. But why should that bother anybody? A man wants to eat, who gives a fuck? Once he does his job, and he don’t step on any toes, he can do what he likes with his body.’

Burns nodded. The other night, before they’d gone out, Charlie Small had been chewing on a sandwich. It was a whopper in white bread, with layers of sliced ham and Swiss cheese, drowning in mayo. Small was having a serious problem getting it into his gob. Burns felt sorry for him. Just the sight of the man, who couldn’t control himself, the mayo dripping down his chin, as if he was a baby getting to grips with the basics, instead of a grown man preparing to kill another.

‘He’s OK by me, Pascal. Is it collecting we’re talking?’

‘Yeah, I need somebody to ride shotgun for him with the Leopard work. The truth of it is, it’s hard to get good people these days. I could do with somebody like you. Why don’t you try it out and see if it suits? I’ll make it worth your while one way or the other.’

Burns nodded. ‘Maybe you’re right,’ he said. ‘I like to operate alone, but comes a time when a man’s got to move on to pastures new.’

‘Jesus! That sounds like it’s out of a song.’

Burns smiled.

*   *   *

Jake rang on the second evening. He had the landline number for Abigail’s place, must have actually had it in his head, which surprised Karen. The two women had just finished a dinner of fish pie, which Abigail had whipped up in honour of her friend’s return.

Since Karen had got back, Abigail had been all that could be asked for in a friend. She’d shut up Heaven’s Gate early that evening, and they’d walked around the corner to her home, a cottage in a warren of similar abodes built a century earlier to house Guinness employees.

Abigail offered the ear of an angel, if not a counsellor, as Karen retraced her leave-taking of Kerry. The pair had been friends since first encountering each other at school. Their paths had diverged along the way, but when Karen had returned from Australia, they’d made contact, and rekindled their friendship. Prior to her sojourn in Kerry, Karen had been lodging with her friend.

The cottage was compact and well kept, with a living room, kitchen and two bedrooms from the original building. An extension, done over thirty years ago, housed the bathroom now, and a little alcove big enough to fit a washing machine. Abigail had bought it before the property boom had gone insane, and she’d even added her own little feature, a skylight in the flat roof over the kitchen, to let in a little light, which was at a premium. An ex-boyfriend who turned a buck as a handyman had done the job, but long after the relationship had ended, a leak had sprung on the window. She had tried to get a remedial job done, but had been told it would mean starting the whole thing from scratch, which she couldn’t afford. Now, every time it rained, a drip fell to the kitchen table, and Abigail remembered her ex with fury.

A bottle of Sauvignon Blanc was still half full on the table between them when the house phone began its sing-song ring.

Abigail lifted the receiver, saw it was a blocked number. She moved her head over and back, debating whether to delve into the mystery or leave well enough alone.

She pressed the answer button.

‘Karen?’

‘Who’s speaking, please?’

‘Abigail? It’s Jake.’ She immediately handed it across the table, and mouthed Jake’s name, her face full of drama.

Karen took the receiver. ‘Hi,’ she said.

‘Hi, yourself. I tried your mobile phone number.’

‘Where are you?

‘Cork prison.’

‘How are you?’

There was a pause on the line. Then: ‘How do you think? The food is shit. I’m getting these looks from one fella in here – I don’t know whether he wants to kill me or ride me. My solicitor says that the outlook isn’t great, but I’d be better off pleading or I’m facing ten years. Otherwise, things are flying.’

Abigail was getting up from the table, a glass of wine in her hand. She reached over for a magazine on the worktop and walked through to the sitting room.

‘What about bail?’ Karen said.

‘That’s the scary bit. The solicitor told me it could be a problem ’cause I don’t have what he calls independent means. He says the cops are coming down hard on these grow-house cases, that a lot of fellas caught are doing a runner.’

Another pause, and then, in a voice that threatened to break: ‘I could be in here for a while.’

Karen thought of a little boy, afraid of what the world beyond his door might expose.

He went on: ‘What happened you?’

‘I came back from the beach and saw the law. I scampered. What would have been the point in sticking around? There was nothing I could do.’

He breathed hard down the line. In somebody not as harmless as him, Karen thought, it might sound intimidating. More likely he was just trying to maintain his composure.

‘I didn’t tell them anything,’ he said, the voice still hanging in there.

‘My name didn’t come up?’

‘Is that all you’re worried about?’

‘No, I’m just asking.’

‘The solicitor told me that if I co-operate it’ll help with the sentence. Ten fucking years.’

Karen felt her face going red. It wasn’t her battle. What was the point in trying to drag her in? ‘Jake, I’m sorry about what happened …’

‘Whoa. That sounds like the start of a PFO note.’

Now it was her turn to pause. On the train ride back to Dublin, she had gone through this conversation in her head. She would tell him that things hadn’t worked out. It was unfortunate that the operation had been rumbled on the day she was going to leave, but she couldn’t do anything about that. She would wish him well, tell him that if there was anything she could do to help, like contact a relative, she would gladly do it. But it was over between them. They had a thing going for a few months, and that was it. For God’s sake, they both knew that the past was still clinging to her. And her fortnight in Kerry had told her that he couldn’t get his shit together to save his life.

Hello, goodbye, good luck with everything, it was genuinely nice knowing you, but … A PFO note? What else did he expect? But now he was locked up, his hand reaching out from behind bars.

‘I’m not running out on anybody,’ she said.

‘Thanks. And I’m not going to drag anybody down with me.’

She had to stop herself screaming: It. Has. Nothing. To. Do. With. Me. Comprende? You … ‘Do you want me to get in touch with anybody for you?’

‘I was just coming to that,’ he said, confidence creeping back into his voice.

Karen felt like she was going through an escape hatch. This was what she was looking for: the chance to pass it on to somebody who cared enough about him to invest some time and emotion.

‘There’s a guy who needs to know I’m staying schtum. Do you know what I’m saying?’

She felt herself stiffen. ‘Keep going,’ she said.

‘This guy … These people might get the wrong impression. They might begin to think I’m going to start singing, and if they get to that station, then this fella in here who I think wants to ride me will be the least of my worries. Do you see what I’m saying now?’

‘Jake, I thought you might want me to put you in touch with, I don’t know, family …’ She knew his parents were dead and a single sister was living in San Francisco. From what Karen had gathered, their relationship was non-existent. ‘… maybe a cousin, or an aunt?’

‘Karen. This is serious. Do you know what I’m saying?’

She didn’t want to know. Abigail sauntered back into the kitchen. Her face was full of mock drama and her glass was empty. She looked up at the skylight.

‘OK, if you want me to pass on a message, I can do that.’

Abigail topped up Karen’s glass.

‘Thanks. And you know what to say?’

‘Your lips are sealed.’

‘OK. The guy you’re looking for, I don’t have access to his number, but I know somebody who does. You remember Creole?’

With a name like that, she couldn’t forget him. He was a mate of Jake’s, strange fella who lived alone and considered socialising an overrated activity. He dealt a little weed, but nothing you’d write home about. His one outstanding feature was his teeth, which, by and large, were as black as the ace of spades. Even if you didn’t remember his name, his teeth would come back to haunt you at some stage.

‘The guy with the chompers,’ she said.

A snort came back down the line. ‘That’s him. He’ll get you the number. Guy you’re looking for, his name is Charlie. Charlie Small.’

*   *   *

It was shortly after three a.m. when Burns arrived back at his townhouse. A cousin, home from Manchester for the funeral, gave him a lift in a hired car. The pair of them had been about the only two sober bodies left in the house when the last of the mourners had left. As they drove through the silent and empty streets, the cousin told Burns how life was good in Manchester, even with the recession. He wasn’t ever coming back to this kip, he said.

Burns let the cousin drive him down through Williamsgate all the way to his front door. Normally, he would get out at the top of the road. No harm in taking precautions, and the fewer people who knew his exact address the better. This was different. This was family, home to bury and advise the remaining natives to get the fuck out of Dodge before it blew through the sky.

Williamsgate was one of the mini cities that had sprung up on the edge of Dublin in the years of the boom, full to the brim with housing and little else in the way of infrastructure. It was made up of townhouses, and apartment blocks, all done in varying shades of brown and red, set back from the web of roads by grass margins, which boasted the odd skeletal tree, planted as an afterthought. Burns had bought a ground-floor two-bed unit near the top of the market, after a particularly busy year.

He thanked the cousin and stood on the pavement as the car’s red lights receded up the road. At the wake, he had made a point of not drinking. He wanted to stay in control until all this was over. What his body needed right now was a workout, or a serious spin on his bike, where he could sweat out the tension. His mind could have done with a distraction like that as well, but it wasn’t going to happen.

When he unlocked the door and reached for the light switch, he sensed something wasn’t right. The living room was a shining example of minimalism. A brown leather two-seater and a couple of soft chairs in blue sat next to a long coffee table. The TV was compact, and fitted in a unit that also included a music centre. Next to the unit, on a stand, was his Lag acoustic guitar. The kitchen was all chrome and wood, including the worktop, which was a bastard to keep clean.

He checked the bathroom, his bedroom and the spare room, but nothing was out of place. Maybe it was his innate caution again, which could be a bitch but also ensured that he was still around. Everything was where he had left it, where it should be.

That was what irritated him about Jacinta when she came back here. She often seemed to forget that she wasn’t at home with her gaggle of children. She left the doors of the kitchen presses open; when she used the bog, she took the roll from the rack and left it on the cistern; she sometimes brought magazines with her and left them lying around, as if the place was a dentist’s waiting room.

He liked her; she fulfilled his needs; they had something, no question about it. She was good to be around, and she was around only as much as it suited him. But he was never going to change her, and that meant that the end was always hovering over her next visit.

He sat into one of the easy chairs and picked up the remote for his music centre. The album in his iPod was Stripped, a live acoustic effort from the Stones. He had downloaded it the previous week after reading that it included a mean version of Robert Johnson’s ‘Love In Vain’.

He located the song, listened to the sad opening guitar chords. He got out of the seat, picked up his guitar and sat down, pulling the grey plectrum out from between the strings on the first fret. He hit the remote to start again. And off he went, plucking along with Keith and Ronnie, following her to the station, a suitcase in her hand.


Chapter Three



They were leaving the city behind, moving out beyond the western suburbs where concrete, brick and glass gave way to virgin fields of green. Charlie Small was behind the wheel of the LiteAce, Burns riding shotgun. The funeral had gone well, but Burns was glad it had all finished yesterday.

‘There’s two types of creditors,’ Small said. ‘There’s those who pay up when they’re supposed to and then there’s the ones who forget. We’re the memory men.’ He laughed, but it quickly turned into a wheeze, great rasps shuddering through his body. He took up a whole lot of space in the van’s cab, like a great big cloud blocking out the sun.

He wore a goatee beard, which, Burns reckoned, was in situ mainly to deflect attention from his layers of chin. He was dressed in a black leather jacket that fell below his thighs, and a pair of brown slacks. His head was crowned with a grey pork-pie hat. He reminded Burns of a Traveller character in some TV drama.

‘This guy we’re visiting,’ Small said, ‘I like his type. Used to have his own construction company. He’s one of these fellas who ripped the arse out of the economy, building houses to flog to workers coming here to build more houses, know what I mean?’

Burns was holding the overhead grip above the door on his side of the van. He had on his work gear: a canvas jacket, sweat pants and runners. He had shaved that morning, splashed a little Hugo Boss on his throat. He felt fresh, but when Small had collected him at the entrance to Williamsgate, he was immediately assaulted by the waft of sour milk in the van. He was also aware that he was sitting in the seat of a dead man. ‘We’re all paying for it now,’ he said.

‘Chalk it down. Anyway, this guy, Wyman, he takes care of himself, and he’s got all sorts of tools at the house that he could use. But we’ll be OK. Just stand there with the wheel brace and leave the talking to me. I’m not telling you what to do, understand, Dara. But just until you get the hang of things.’

Burns had no problem with that. He was happy to just go along. Small reached over and turned on the radio. Rihanna screamed out, ‘We Found Love’.

Small was all over the road with the LiteAce, lurching from side to side as if he owned the highway, out here beyond the city limits. They were passing big properties, some hidden behind tall walls of stone or brick. Small kept looking left and right, trying to get a better view of how they lived out here.

‘You’re the boss, Charlie,’ Burns said. ‘The other night, doing Stanners, did you feel anything?’

Small looked across at him. ‘What? You mean on account of having worked with him?’

‘He used to sit in this seat, didn’t he?’

Small said nothing for a minute, kept his eyes on the road.

‘I didn’t think about anything when I was doing it but making sure the fella wasn’t going to get up. I had a few beers when I got home to bring me back down. After that, yeah, I thought about him. And you know what? It was him or me. If he’d landed me on a stretch in the Joy I’d have been thinking a lot more about him. What the fuck is this about anyway? It’s not as if you’ve never done anybody yourself. From what I hear …’

Burns was shaking his head. ‘It’s nothing, I was just wondering about having worked with him, knowing him so well. Jesus, watch the road.’

A truck was coming at them full on, horn blaring. Small swerved back onto his side of the road. ‘Did you see that?’ he said.

Burns’s eyes were closed. He wasn’t a good passenger at the best of times. He preferred his own transport, usually sticking to his Trek bike, but he didn’t mind using a motorcycle now and again. A recurring scene haunted his nightmares. He was lying at the side of the road, life seeping from his body, in the grip of total shock, because he had just been killed in a motor accident, rather than by a bullet.

Small said, ‘There’s one other thing, just to mark your card.’

Burns opened his eyes. The road ahead was clear. ‘Yeah?’

‘If Pascal brings up his hair, don’t make jokes.’

‘What?’

Small tried to shift his rump in the seat. He didn’t get anywhere. ‘Pascal has … issues about his hair. He’s losing it, yeah? I’m not ratting on anything there. Anybody who looks at the fella can see that. But if he starts talking about it, don’t make jokes. He’ll hit the roof. You don’t want to see that.’

Burns nodded, as if he knew what the other man was talking about. ‘No comb-over cracks,’ he said.

Small looked across at him, but he wasn’t smiling.

*   *   *

Karen slept late. She had woken earlier to the sounds of Abigail preparing herself for the day. There was the pitter-patter of feet, a low hum that she knew to be Lyric FM, although she couldn’t make out the music, the rising groan of the kettle en route to boiling, and then, here and there, snatches of Abigail humming to herself, happy to meet the day on its terms. Then she heard the door being pulled and the gentle thud of it shutting, a valiant attempt, Karen knew, not to interrupt her beauty sleep.

She dozed off again. This time she was visited by a dream in which she was answering the door of the house here. It had her in the kitchen, standing over the kettle, when an impatient knock echoed from the front door.

When she opened it, six or seven police officers, togged out in bulky vests, were all pointing guns at her. Beyond their orbit, Jake was standing buck naked but for a sandwich board suspended around his neck. It bore the legend ‘Ballinskelligs’.

She turned to the sound of Abigail’s voice from inside, and her friend appeared as an angel. Karen was fascinated by the wings, which were bordered with the most brilliant white feathers she had ever seen. Abigail was beckoning her back into the house, but when she moved to close the front door, somebody began shooting.

She woke with a start. It took a few seconds to bring her back.

She got up, showered and ate the other half of a grapefruit that Abigail had laid out for her. After that she plonked herself on the couch with a cup of brewed coffee.

A discussion was taking place on Lyric, so she fiddled the dial until she hit a pop channel that was playing a catchy number. She recognised it. ‘Somebody That I Used To Know’ by Gotye.

Her book, the latest Grisham, was on the coffee table. She curled up and began reading. Presently, the music died and the voice of a hyperactive DJ was squawking across the room. Then she heard the words ‘retail’ and ‘position’. She lowered the book to her lap and tuned in.

The DJ repeated it.

‘A sales person with five years’ experience in mobile technology is required for a senior retail position with a major mobile-phone operator.’ He read out a phone number.

Karen leaped from the couch, clutching the paperback, repeating the number to herself. There was a biro on the mantelpiece over the fire. She tried scribbling on the cover of the book, but nothing came. The phone number was now blaring out like a mantra.

In her bedroom, there was a pen she had picked up on the train on the way from Kerry. This one worked. She scribbled down the number and rang it immediately. She was put straight through to a voicemail. Already the legions of the unemployed had been prodded into action. She wouldn’t hold out much hope there.

Ten minutes later, back on Lyric FM and deep into Grisham, her phone buzzed. It was the recruitment company. Interview set up. Come along tomorrow. A sense of giddiness came over her. Things were moving. She stretched, went back to her bedroom and slipped into a jogging suit. Nothing for it now but a walk in the Phoenix Park to form a strategy.

*   *   *

The place they were looking for was set back from the road, behind a long, timber split-rail fence and a black wrought-iron gate, topped with little golden arrows pointing towards the sky.

The drive was bordered by flowerbeds, beyond which lawns spread out. There were mini goal posts, and a trampoline penned in by its own nets. A large round garden feature, broken into quadrants, like an ancient compass, sat on the other side of the drive.

The house itself was two-storey, done in red brick. Burns spotted movement behind one of the large bay windows on either side of the front door.

Small brought the van to a stop. Burns reached into the back and picked up the brace. They got out and walked to the door. Small raised his hand to pull at the knocker, black and shaped like a horse’s head. Just then the door opened. The man walking out stood a good three inches above his two visitors.
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