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    A walk in the park




    The sky is heavy. Dark purple clouds reflect on the lake’s rippling surface. Here and there an aquamarine gap opens in the sky – maybe a portal to the troposphere? I could do with someone beaming me up there, right now.




    ‘Look, Ma, look!’ A small boy at the far edge of the water points at a drake terrorising all the other ducks, wings beating as it chases.




    The mother pulls her son back by the hand, trying to keep him away from the edge as he hurls chunks of bread at the uninterested, overfed recipients. Two swans glide through the ducks and seagulls swoop in for the spoils.




    Plastic wheels on tarmac and a rush of air. A youth on rollerblades flies past the bench where I’m sitting. He moves like a speed-skater but looks like a thief, woolly hat down tight under a hoodie.




    ‘Fecker!’ shouts another mother as the youth swerves deftly around her pushchair.




    Ah, the serene beauty of suburban Dublin.




    ‘You okay, mister?’ she asks.




    I look up. She can’t be long out of school. She’s talking to me but I have no words to share.




    ‘Jesus! What’s happened to yer face?’




    My hand goes to my cheek. My face, my whole body, is sore to the touch. I must look a sight, it was quite a beating.




    She shakes her head and walks on.




    ‘Feckers, the lot of them. Feckers,’ she mutters to the world.




    Sean Walsh Park contains everything I hate about this country. I should have left two weeks ago, with the first taste of freedom. Now look.




    Across the lake a youngish man in a tracksuit walks cockily, phone to his ear and a beer bottle in one hand. He downs the last of the beer and hurls the bottle into the bushes. Then he switches off the phone and slips it into his jacket pocket.




    The little boy feeding the birds turns and runs into the man’s arms. I’m too far away to hear what the mother says but, from the body language, it’s where have you been or who were you talking to. The man ignores her and runs to the water’s edge with the boy. They look across the lake and see me watching, so I turn my head.




    I don’t know how I got here, but here I am. It has something to do with this thing between my legs. Everything to do with it.




    A breeze picks up and rustles the plastic bag at my feet. I look into the wind and see lads loitering at the far entrance to the park. Even at this distance they look foreign. Something about their trousers. They’re the Romanians. Friends or enemies, I’m not sure. Is this their doing? It could be, doesn’t matter now.




    The bag rustles again. I have no idea how I came to be here, can’t remember. I don’t deserve it. This time I tried to do the right thing. My intentions were good.




    A shout makes it upwind from the mother with the pushchair. Two uniformed guards struggle past her at the other entrance. A man in a dark jacket follows and then the wiry, brown-suited figure of Detective Inspector Andy McAuliffe. I can smell his cigarettes in my memory.




    Andy, I should have taken your advice and got the hell out of Dodge.




    Before they reach me I have to know what’s between my legs. But I think I already know and so does Andy, somehow.




    The bag is oozing something onto the tarmac. Clear fluid with traces of pink. I open the top of the bag with both hands and my favourite fragrance wafts out. When a woman wears that, it means she’s mine. The scorching sun, sea and sand of the Mediterranean, as the ad says, with a hint of butcher’s shop.




    I put my hand inside and let my fingertips touch, then stroke. Her hair is soft and fair. I always loved her hair.


  




  

    Day 1 – Release




    Two weeks earlier...




    ‘You’re going nowhere, Mayes.’




    The veins in Delaney’s temple look fit to burst. His over-muscled torso is some kind of obscene exhibit and his facial acne looks infectious.




    Delaney isn’t the first but hopefully he’ll be the last syringe-wielding maniac to threaten my liberty. Just how I’m going to get out of this, though, isn’t immediately clear. Fifteen stone of pumped-up white trash, a needle full of smack that’s likely HIV loaded, plus the promise of a good rogering. Just a regular day at the gym in Portlaoise prison.




    Stand my ground, that’s what I’ve learned. There’s not much else for it unless I want to play kiss chase with Delaney around the bench presses.




    ‘Fuck off, Delaney.’




    His top lip curls back to reveal a gummy smile and the hand with the syringe swings at my shoulder. There’s no stand-off, he means business.




    I block his arm at the wrist and just manage to hold it back. Delaney gives a chuckle and things go black for a second as his other fist impacts the side of my face.




    I keep a grip on the wrist but have to drop to my knees. From somewhere behind him there’s a crack of metal on bone and Delaney’s head falls on my chest. He slumps to the floor, the syringe arm goes limp and I let go his wrist.




    Officer O’Mahoney gives Delaney a prod with the end of his baton but the thug is out for the count.




    ‘Well, Ger. Let’s get you out to the office before this eejit wakes up.’




    My head is still spinning as O’Mahoney escorts me to my cell to pick up the sports holdall containing my stuff. There’s not much to show for nine years. A couple of dog-eared paperbacks, a wedding ring too small to fit on my finger and a small pile of letters explaining why I don’t have the right to wear that ring any more.




    A few of the other cons jeer as I’m walked out front and one or two call a farewell. The serious inmates pay no attention to Ger Mayes, accidental drug smuggler and lightweight criminal.




    ‘Prisoner Delaney seems to have hurt himself in the gym,’ O’Mahoney says to a young officer who unlocks the first gate for us. ‘Have a check on him. Don’t go alone.’




    ‘Will do.’




    O’Mahoney is the senior around here. Mid-forties, getting a little heavy and ready for early retirement. Just like me.




    The gate clanks shut behind us.




    ‘Prisoner Mayes, for release today,’ O’Mahoney says at the second gate.




    The lock releases with a buzz and a flash of red light.




    O’Mahoney escorts me to the governor’s office.




    ‘So, Mr Mayes, we’re parting company.’ Governor Treacy makes a steeple out of his fingers.




    I just nod. Treacy hasn’t done me any favours. And he hasn’t aged well. While I’ve been stuffing my face with the culinary delights of the prison kitchen, and rounding out nicely, our governor’s wrinkles show the stress of every staff assault, escape attempt, death threat and inmate murder over the last decade. His darkest hour was when a woman visitor managed to smuggle a budgerigar in her knickers.




    ‘As you know, the minister has considered you for remission and, taking your good behaviour into account, granted full...’




    Blah, blah, blah. Treacy is so boring. It’s a formality and nothing I do or say now, short of attacking the governor or O’Mahoney, can jeopardise the outcome.




    Scared is how I feel. Nine years without a visitor, except for legal eagles. TV in the common room and the occasional newspaper have been my only windows onto the Ireland of today. Not even my wife – my ex-wife – came to visit. All tucked up cosy somewhere in Dublin with a new husband and my child.




    ‘Mayes?’




    O’Mahoney nudges me in the ribs.




    ‘Answer the governor, Mayes.’




    ‘Sorry, could you repeat the question?’




    ‘One thousand and ninety-eight euro. A cheque for a thousand and the rest in cash. Correct?’




    ‘That’s right, Mr Treacy. That’s right.’




    He slides the envelope across the desk and I pick it up. It should be more but they’ve kindly used some of my money to provide the clothes I’m wearing for release. Dunnes Stores fashion for the middle-aged man. Cardigans must be back in style.




    ‘...and with no small thanks to Officer O’Mahoney here.’




    He’s right there. We’ve been in this room before, the three of us. O’Mahoney has always told it straight. Whenever one of the heavyweight cons deigned to acknowledge insignificant me with a spot of delegated violence, O’Mahoney always saved me from the worst of it. More recently a couple of freelance toughs, like Delaney, tried to banjax my ‘good behaviour’ but O’Mahoney has his ear to the ground. He’s been my guardian angel.




    I turn to O’Mahoney and he shakes my hand. The governor frowns.




    ‘Yes, well. That’s all, Mayes. I trust we won’t be seeing you in here again.’ He stands, walks around his desk and looks me straight in the eyes, up close. ‘I personally never thought you belonged in my prison, Mayes. But after what you did...’




    He shakes his head and I see O’Mahoney suppress a smile.




    ‘There’s a little reception party waiting for you outside, Mayes. I don’t want to see you on the six o’clock news this evening. It won’t take much to get the minister to change his mind. He didn’t want to release you but rules are rules. Mr O’Mahoney, you may escort Mr Mayes from the prison.’




    I look at Treacy’s rounded stomach and have an urge to belly-bounce with him. Instead I give an embarrassing little bow and turn, O’Mahoney’s hand on my elbow.




    The air is cool as we cross the prison yard. Each of the soldiers on guard in their watchtower turns and the barrels of four assault rifles aim at my head.




    ‘They really want to shoot you, you know,’ O’Mahoney says. ‘You made them look pretty stupid, back then.’




    I’m happy to get across the open space in one piece.




    ‘And watch out for An Garda Síochána on the outside,’ he adds as we approach the main gate. He spits out the Irish words.




    We walk into the shadow of the walls and his hand raises a card to a security reader but I intercept it.




    ‘There’s something I need to know, Mr O’Mahoney.’’




    He drops his hand.




    ‘Call me Bill. You’re a civilian now. Ask away.’




    ‘Well. I just wondered why you’ve looked out for me, all these years?’




    O’Mahoney rubs his chin with a hand and looks back at the prison building, then he turns to me.




    ‘It’s an old story. I joined the guards before the prison service. There were some shenanigans with evidence in a trial and I wouldn’t play along. So they drummed me out of the force; for being too honest.’




    I nod. I understand honesty. I don’t do honesty but I understand it.




    ‘Singlehandedly you delivered An Garda Síochána the biggest humiliation in their history. For that I’m personally grateful and, for that, you’ve deserved my protection.’




    My guardian angel is a twisted, bitter man. But an honest one.




    We proceed to the gate and I can hear a clamour of anticipation outside.




    ‘Say nothing, Ger. Best of luck.’




    I feel O’Mahoney’s hand on my shoulder, then his touch is gone and the gate locks behind me.


  




  

    Fame




    Blinding light. Through squinted eyes I see a crowd of people thrusting microphones. A couple of news cameramen too. I look behind me but no one else is there, just the battleship grey prison door. It’s my party.




    ‘Gerard Mayes, your first day out of prison after nine of a twelve year term for Offences against the State. What are your plans now?’ An overenthusiastic young man with a chiselled profile thrusts his microphone under my chin.




    ‘A Chinese takeaway,’ I say.




    The man is elbowed back by a tall blonde woman I recognise from the TV. What the camera never shows are her long and slender legs.




    ‘Judge Curtin described you as Ireland’s worst ever criminal.’




    I remember the judge saying that in his summing up. It wasn’t a professional compliment.




    ‘Yes.’




    ‘Do you regret your crimes? What about your victims?’ shouts another over the woman’s shoulder.




    My hand goes nervously to my head and strokes where the ginger thatch used to cover it.




    ‘Erm ... it was a victimless crime.’




    ‘Are you saying that drug dealing has no victims?’




    ‘No.’




    ‘So what are you saying, Ger?’ the woman at the front asks.




    She’s orange with makeup for the camera. I haven’t slept with a woman, of any colour, in nearly ten years.




    ‘I’m saying I wasn’t a drug dealer.’




    ‘What were you?’




    ‘He was just a drugs mule!’ some wag shouts from the rear of the huddle.




    ‘No! That makes it sound like...’




    ‘Like what, Ger?’ the blonde says.




    ‘Like I smuggled the stuff in, up me hole.’




    ‘Jesus!’ the wag shouts.




    ‘Cut! Cut!’




    The cameras and microphones drop away as the full Mayes effect comes into force.




    After a few minutes of embarrassed shuffling I’m left with just my orange lady friend. She pulls out a packet of Silk Cut, offers me one and lights us both up with a cheap disposable lighter.




    The sun has ducked behind a cloud and I relish the heat of the smoke.




    ‘Roisín,’ she says and offers her hand.




    The thin fingers are cold.




    ‘Ger.’




    ‘Yes, I know who you are, Ger.’




    We pull on our cigarettes like old partners in crime. She shivers as she exhales.




    ‘You made a right hames of that,’ she says.




    ‘What? My fifteen minutes of fame?’




    ‘Don’t worry, it won’t make the news. But I guess that was the outcome you were looking for.’




    She blows smoke downwards and tilts her head towards me. I catch a whiff of scent amongst the tobacco, something expensive.




    ‘Really, off the record, what are your plans now?’




    ‘Well, I’m at a bit of a loose end, if you’ve a couple of hours.’




    It’s like I haven’t been away. Old Ger still has the magic.




    ‘Don’t flatter yourself.’ She laughs and pushes a few loose blonde strands back behind her ear.




    But I know she thought about it, if only for a split second.




    ‘I’m heading to Kilkenny,’ I say and take a long drag. ‘That’s my grand plan.’




    ‘Kilkenny? The quiet life then.’




    ‘The quiet life.’




    ‘I wouldn’t mind trying that. Sometimes.’




    She seems serious. It’s difficult to tell what she really looks like behind the mask of make-up. I’m getting crazy ideas. Ten years in the company of men is a long time.




    The theme tune to Hawaii Five-0 starts to play from inside her handbag. She pulls out a phone about half the size phones used to be, lifts it to her ear and turns away for a few seconds.




    I look down at my Dunnes Stores special outfit. Then at her legs. I can see the muscles in her calves. She turns back and catches me leching at her.




    ‘Look, I have to go. If you ever want to tell your story, the real story, call me.’




    I take the business card thrust at me.




    ‘Um, any chance of a lift to the train station?’ I give my best cheeky grin.




    ‘No offence, Ger, but you’re a man just out of prison after ten years. I’m not getting into a car alone with you.’




    I feel the wind blow in and out of my open mouth. This is the warm welcome of society.




    ‘There’s a bus stops just there.’ She points to the kerb across the street. ‘It’ll take you straight to the station, then there’s a coach to Kilkenny. Do you have money?’




    I pull the notes and cheque that Treacy gave me from my pocket.




    ‘Here. They won’t take a note on the local bus.’




    She scoops a few coins from her purse and drops them in my hand.




    ‘See you, Ger.’ She turns and walks away. The indicator lights blink on a snazzy red coupé parked over the road. After a few steps she turns. ‘Call me. When you’re ready.’




    ~




    I study a timetable on the bulbous middle of the bus stop pole but the bus is late.




    An old lady with her shopping trolley stands a respectable distance away; a veteran of riding public transport into town with ex-cons.




    The bus finally arrives. Short and dumpy, like a cross between a van and an ambulance.




    Granny elbows past me, all determined bone and gristle, and flashes a pass at the driver.




    ‘Two-forty,’ he says when I step up.




    I fumble the coins into the plastic tray.




    The ride takes all of a few minutes with just one stop for the hospital. I could have walked it, easy. But Portlaoise doesn’t seem to be the sort of town where people walk.




    The cars. I recognise all the makes but the different models are smoothed, distorted versions of memories. Granny scowls at me across the gangway and purses her shrivelled mouth. I see the driver eyeing me in his rear-view mirror.




    ‘Final stop,’ the driver calls out and swings his bus into the station.




    I’m the last one off and thank the driver. He nods.




    A queue is shuffling aboard the coach in the next bay. The sign says Carlow – Kilkenny – Waterford.




    Students throw their oversized bags into the luggage compartment. A young woman struggles to load a pushchair, her left arm occupied by a wriggling infant.




    ‘Here, let me help.’ I take the buggy and slide it in.




    The woman, little more than a girl herself, takes the burning cigarette from her mouth after one long drag and throws it in the gutter.




    ‘Thanks, but I could’ve done it. Do it all the time.’ She balances the child on her hip and gives me a once over. ‘You just out?’




    ‘Uh huh.’




    ‘Nice clothes,’ she says and laughs, climbing onto the bus.




    I follow her on, close behind. Her skirt is too short and she has a tattoo on the inside of one ankle.




    ‘Fifteen euro, sixty-eight,’ says the driver when I tell him Kilkenny.




    That’s one week’s wages in prison, the robber.




    The coach is pretty full. Lots of died blonde hair framing hardened female faces, young and old. These are the visitors of Portlaoise Prison.




    One of the older women looks straight at me then turns to her neighbour. The muttering travels up the coach. Oh, they know who I am, right enough.




    Just one seat free, next to the short-skirted tattoo girl. She’s probably the only person on the bus who doesn’t know my story. The baby is bouncing on her knee.




    It’s sweltering hot and stuffy, the breath of fifty smokers mixed with cheap perfume. I take off my jacket and cardigan, and stash them with my bag on the shelf before settling into the seat next to the girl.




    ‘I never saw you,’ she says, turning to me as the baby tries to stand on rubbery legs. ‘Never saw you in the visiting.’




    I look at her.




    ‘My dad’s in,’ she says. ‘Armed robbery.’




    Lower lip out and nod with respect.




    ‘What did you do, then?’




    ‘He’s Ger Mayes, love,’ says a fake tanned woman, turning around from the seat in front. ‘You know, the drug smuggler.’




    ‘You mean, that’s him? How much was it? Five hundred million euro?’ The teenage mum is in awe. My infamy transcends the generation gap.




    Heads turn in other seats. I feel the heat rise up my neck and the scar down my breast bone begins to itch.




    ‘More than that,’ shouts another. ‘But by the look of him he’s all spent up!’




    Whoops and caterwauling right down the bus. I feel like a male stripper rejected by a raucous hen night. One on one I can handle them, but not an entire coven.




    My hand goes to Roisín’s calling card in my shirt pocket. She’s right, people are interested in the Ger Mayes story.




    I sit back, close my eyes and take a long, deep breath, wishing it all away. Things quieten down as they realise they’ll not get a rise out of me.




    The coach ambles out of town and then hurtles along country lanes, trees brushing clean scratches across the dirty windows. Ireland has built a twenty-first century motorway network but our route neatly avoids it, criss-crossing from the Midlands into the South East. The heave of the vehicle on dips and bends lulls me into a dribbling, nauseous doze.




    In Carlow town the coach bounces to a stop and lets out a sigh of pneumatic relief as the female hardcore disembarks. We remnants enjoy a few minutes of spaciousness until the seats fill up again with students from the Institute of Technology.




    Roads I remember as race tracks, cars vying for overtaking rights, are virtually empty of traffic. The coach driver throws us around slow-moving farm machinery on half blind bends.




    Paulstown looms and, no one being at the designated stop, we don’t even slow, thundering along the deserted village high street. Ten more minutes and we cross Kilkenny city limits.




    The river stretches out, way down to the left, Kilkenny Castle standing sentinel. Nine years is a long time for Ger Mayes but a mere cough in the life of this old place. Narrow streets of terraced cottages are packed around the churches and graveyards. Built for workers at the now defunct shoe factory, these days home to the older and poorer generation. This is where I will set new roots.




    ‘MacDonagh Junction, next train to Dublin leaves in ten minutes,’ the driver’s voice says over the coach speakers.




    My holdall rattles when I pull it down from the overhead shelf. As well as convict memorabilia it contains my pills; the cocktail of Smarties I need to keep a stranger’s heart beating in my body.




    There are murmurs from the few remaining convict relatives as I make my way down the aisle and off onto Kilkenny soil. No welcome party here. A Garda car is parked haphazardly up by the station entrance but it’s not for my benefit. Probably an unruly bunch of stags on the incoming train.




    Things don’t look busy on the short walk to the top of town. The pubs all have room vacancy signs in their windows. It’s Friday afternoon and things should be ramping up for the weekend. I choose Slaney’s and wander in.




    ‘Looking for a room?’ a middle-aged woman behind the bar asks as she gives me the once over.




    ‘Uh huh. For a few days,’ I say.




    Her eyes take in my bag and the Dunnes Stores demob outfit. She nods.




    ‘Come on through and see if it suits,’ she says.




    I follow her through a part glazed door marked Residents Only and up a narrow staircase. Everything is pine clad, like a sauna.




    ‘Number four should be free.’ She turns at the top of the stairs, towards the front of the building, and reaches for the handle of a flimsy looking door.




    The room has low ceilings but it’s bright, lit from a window that overlooks the street.




    ‘You have a bathroom in here. Well, a shower room, anyway. If you need more towels or anything just let me know.’




    The fittings are budget but everything is clean. A double bed. Compared to what I’m used to it’s the Ritz.




    ‘How much?’




    ‘How long did you say for?’ She looks at my bag again.




    ‘A week. Let’s say one week.’




    My landlady rubs a stray dark hair on her chin.




    ‘Bed and breakfast, we don’t do evening meals. That’ll be two-fifty for the week.’




    I run my tongue over my teeth. After nine years of earning fifteen euro a week it seems like a lot of money, but really it isn’t.




    ‘And you can use the washing machine,’ she says. ‘If you need it.’




    ‘Okay, I’ll take it.’ I’ll have her ironing my shirt before the week is out. ‘Will you take a cheque?’




    I take out the cheque book my solicitor posted to me a week ago. Her hesitation has me wishing I’d asked Treacy for more cash.




    ‘Or I can give you fifty now and the rest later?’




    She looks at my cheque book, my name printed there, and decides.




    ‘Cheque will be fine, Mr Mayes. Will you be settling here, in Kilkenny?’




    ‘I will. Mrs...?’




    ‘Mrs Slaney. Call me Rita.’




    If she shaved that chin, and plucked her upper lip, she’d be a handsome woman. In a room, alone with me.




    ‘There’s a pen over there.’ She points to a flimsy looking table in the corner.




    I stumble over how to fill out the cheque. Do people even still use the things?




    ‘Thanks,’ she says exchanging the cheque for a bunch of keys. ‘Breakfast at weekends is half eight ’til ten, in the lounge bar. After-hours entrance is at the rear, the Yale key, and the other is your room.’




    ‘Thanks, erm...’




    ‘Rita.’ Then she’s gone.




    I’m so crap with names.




    A commotion out on the street draws me to the window. Pink rabbit ears, a dozen or so pairs. A hen party, down for the weekend. I sit close up to the glass to see more.




    Quite a selection of women milling around in semi-drunken confusion. Three are clearly sisters and one of them is the bride; the girl who looks like she’s been starving herself for weeks to fit into a wedding dress. Mum, aunties and a few friends. Plenty of candidates.




    They don’t walk into Slaney’s though. It’ll be the Kilford or Langton’s for the likes of them. Maybe Kilkenny hasn’t lost its magic after all. I have an urge to get out on the town tonight.




    Bells chime from the tower over at St John’s. One, two, three, four. I almost forgot, have to get down to McDonald before he shuts up shop for the weekend. I pick up my holdall and leg it out and down the stairs.




    ‘It’s definitely him,’ Rita is saying to a guy at the bar as I pull open the half-glazed door. She looks at me with an open mouth.




    ‘Ger. Call me Ger. See you later.’




    John Street is static downhill with traffic. A cyclist races along the wrong side of the vague white line, swerving in when cars come up from the bridge. I have to step off the narrow path and into the road to get around the smoking pink bunnies down by Langton’s.




    Italian restaurants are everywhere. Or at least restaurants with Italian names. A woman with a tanned face and Slavic eyes looks out of a window at me as she adjusts a menu board. The Romanians have prospered.




    Eateries give way to pubs closer to the river and the faux antique look is well employed. I can gauge the clientele inside the pubs by the class of smoker hanging out on the street. None of them look like me.




    The bridge looks well. It’s been re-paved and the stone parapets sand-blasted. It wasn’t in such good repair when Renée, my ex-wife’s best friend, stepped out over the edge with my baby in her womb. The night my world fell apart.




    ‘Sorry,’ a voice says.




    Something presses up against my foot. It’s the pneumatic tyre of a child’s pushchair, the tread bald. The snotty kid passenger looks up at me with a gappy grin.




    ‘Hey, you’re the fella off the TV! Fair play to ye!’ the mother barks, her thick arms flexing on the pushchair handles. A tribe of small beings swarm around us, likely previous occupants of the vintage perambulator.




    The woman wheels the tyre over my foot and walks on. Happy families.




    Oh, Renée. There could be no happy ending for us.


  




  

    Infamy




    McDonald’s offices are in Lower Patrick Street, a struggle through crowded tourists on narrowing pavements. Young couples in hopeless love, retired couples in mutual support. Sad single men.




    The doorway is impressive. Granite around black wood, Messrs McDonald in shiny brass. Three storeys of dependability over a basement of knowledge.




    I buzz in and take the stairs. A brown carpet that’s seen better days. First floor and the staircase narrows, creaking under my weight. Or is it my knees?




    ‘Mr McDonald will see you shortly, please take a seat,’ whistles a young lady with slicked back hair and slightly protruding teeth.




    Barely time to clear the magazines from a seat before the man himself comes through a doorway and offers his hand. Firm and dry.




    ‘Mr Mayes. It seems like we’re old friends at this stage.’




    I’m reluctant to say anything because, based on past experience, he’ll charge me per word for listening.




    ‘Come on through. Tea and biscuits please, Sinead.’




    McDonald leads me into an office of indeterminate size. Boxes, files, papers everywhere. On shelves, on chairs, on the floor.




    ‘Are you on the move?’




    His pasty face cracks a smile.




    ‘We’ve been here for a hundred and fifteen years, Mr Mayes. And we’ll be here for another century. Well, I won’t, obviously, but it’s a family firm.’




    About time they did some filing then.




    The girl appears with a tray and McDonald gathers up papers, clearing space on his desk.




    ‘Do you take sugar?’ she asks, lifting the pot.




    She’s young. Willowy and pretty, just the teeth need fixing a little. She runs the tip of her tongue over them as she pours.




    ‘No, thanks, but no.’




    ‘Thank you very much, Sinead. That’ll be all.’




    McDonald’s daughter. I can see the facial resemblance. And I can see he doesn’t want her too near the likes of me.




    ‘Well, Mr Mayes.’




    ‘Ger. Please call me Ger.’




    ‘Well, Ger.’ He spreads his hands over the desk. ‘A decade’s work is what you see in front of you. This is everything. I want you to see what you’ve paid me for.’




    I pick up a file about an inch thick. Bad choice. The divorce. I select another. Sale of the family home, proceeds to my ex-wife. McDonald’s desk is littered with the detritus of my disasters.




    ‘You see, Ger, men who’ve been inside, they don’t always appreciate the work we’ve put in, the amount of to-ing and fro-ing, proposals and counter proposals.’




    ‘Yes, I see.’




    His industry has to be admired. And that of his legal correspondents.




    ‘You’ve had bills from me, periodically. I’ve summarised everything here in one document for clarity.’




    He hands me a stapled sheaf of papers. Top of the list is the bill from my original solicitor, Duggan the Double-crossing Bastard. Then fees from McDonald. Services of a barrister at the central criminal court when the judge declined my legal aid application. That protracted law suit against Aunt Mary’s life insurance company. The wrangle over Renée’s estate. It goes on.




    Bottom line: one hundred and forty-seven thousand euro and twenty-seven cents. You would have thought he could afford braces for his daughter.




    I have to pay. Really I’ve already paid. McDonald has had control of all my money.




    ‘And here’s the closing statement.’ He hands me a single sheet.




    It’s straightforward. Renee’s life insurance paid out, I’ve bought a small house in absentia, McDonald and the legal system in general have fleeced me and there’s not as much left as I had hoped.




    ‘These are the papers for number 32 Maudlin Street. Sign here.’ He scratches a cross with his ink pen. ‘Here, and here.’




    I think again of Renée, standing on the parapet. Her wave and last smile. She jumped into the river, taking her cancer with her and a child that could never be born.




    ‘It may not be my place to say it, but you were very fortunate to have been the beneficiary of Miss Martin’s estate.’




    ‘You’re quite right. It’s not your place.’




    ‘Ahem ... right, here’s your debit card. You won’t be able to get a credit card for some time but I don’t think that will be a problem. You’ll see that this amount has been placed in your new current account.’ He reaches across and scratches an ink mark against a number on my sheet. ‘And the rest is in an interest bearing account here.’




    ‘Thank you.’




    ‘Everything has been cleared with the bank. The paper trail for the money has been signed off. As I said in my letter, everyone has to prove the source of any substantial funds these days. It’s not because of your incarceration.’ He makes it sound like I was kidnapped.




    Looking at that piece of paper I see what Ger Mayes has become. I can do the sums. An early retiree in an old woman’s cottage with enough money to last me for the second half of my life if I eat porridge for every meal, abstain from alcohol and don’t turn on the heating. No wine, no women but I can sing to myself in the cold shower.




    ‘Is that everything?’ I ask.




    ‘Almost. We’ll exchange contracts this afternoon and complete on Monday. You should be able to collect the keys here, let’s say Tuesday.’




    ‘Right. Good. All done and I’ll see you Tuesday.’




    ‘There is one more thing.’




    McDonald wrings his hands and licks his lips. I know it kills him for people to walk away with money still in their pockets, or bank accounts.




    ‘Do you have any plans for the money, Ger?’




    ‘Yes. I plan to get it all out in cash and roll around naked in it.’




    ‘In Rita Slaney’s guest rooms?’




    Of course he knows where I’m staying. The whole town knows by now.




    ‘Figuratively speaking.’




    He looks at me like I’m mad.




    ‘Ha! Very good, yes. No, I mean, have you considered any business investment opportunities? A quarter of a million is a good sum of money but it won’t last forever. There are ways and means to grow your money.’




    Groucho Marx springs to mind. I refuse to invest with someone who would have me as a client. But I’m curious to know what McDonald recommends for the likes of me.




    ‘Go on.’




    He opens a drawer of his desk, takes out a file and opens it on top of my scattered papers.




    ‘Well, there are a number of retail opportunities. Electrical goods. A camera shop.’




    Just the sort of family businesses that have been driven out of town by big chain stores on the retail park. I shake my head.




    ‘There’s a chipper that’s up for sale. Very high cash flow in the takeaway food business.’ He rubs his palms together.




    I wouldn’t mind being a fish and chips magnate, and I could eat some right now. Not a good idea to go investing on an empty stomach. Also McDonald’s appetite for cash flow has me wondering what I’d be getting into.




    ‘Let me think it over. I’m just out today, give me a chance to get on my feet.’




    ‘Sure. Of course. We’ll be seeing each other on Tuesday. Think it over between now and then.’ He gathers the papers together and puts his file back in the drawer, locking it.




    I’ll bet more people than just McDonald know about my little nest egg.




    We shake hands to conclude.




    ~




    Langton’s at six o’clock on a Friday night. I’m showered, fragrant and dressed to the nines in a new outfit from River Island up at the MacDonagh shopping centre. There are six of us in the big u-shaped bar and I’m the only one not wearing a barman’s uniform.




    ‘You okay?’ one of them asks.




    ‘Smithwick’s.’ I raise my nearly empty glass and grimace. ‘Is it always this busy?’




    ‘You’re just a bit early, is all,’ he says, placing my second pint on a fresh beer mat and holding out a hand for payment.




    I feel quite pissed, despite the fish and chips I ate in my room at Slaney’s. Ten years of abstinence, the night will end in disaster. I hope.




    ‘Well,’ says a voice in my ear and a ruddy faced, stocky guy hops onto the stool beside me.




    I raise and tilt my glass.




    ‘End of a busy week,’ the fella says. ‘How about yerself?’




    ‘Eventful, you could say.’




    ‘Two Guinness,’ he says to the barman.




    Another man comes walking up from the direction of the toilets. Sandy hair, an outdoor look about him. These two have to be brothers.




    ‘Liam,’ the new arrival says, shaking my hand.




    ‘I’m Shane,’ says the first. ‘We’ve been up at Goffs, sold a few horses. We always stop in on our way back to Cork. Haven’t seen you here before.’




    ‘Ger,’ I say.




    Their handshakes are energetic.




    ‘That’s good, boy!’ Liam puts his empty glass on the bar top. ‘We made forty grand this week. Thoroughbreds. Good bloodstock.’




    Shane signals the barman with three fingers. The pints are lined up and we’re off. The brothers are in a race to make their millions and they drink at the same pace.




    Liam and Shane’s enthusiasm is infectious. I’m investing in horses. Bloodstock is your only man. The lads can treble my money in a year, they just need working capital.




    ‘Them Arabs are in every week, paying top euro on instinct, and we’ve some fine fillies,’ says Shane.




    ‘Fine fillies,’ Liam says, looking across the bar to where the bunny-eared hen party has staked out their hunting ground.




    We get another pint. I try to pay but they’re having none of it.




    ‘Thanks, lads. I appreciate the company.’




    ‘Nice to meet someone new like yerself, someone who’s interested,’ Liam says.




    ‘Yeah, you see, I’m just today out...’




    ‘Ger, we have to love ye and leave ye,’ Shane says, thrusting his hand out. His other hand clasps over the top of mine.




    ‘Here.’ Liam takes a card from his shirt pocket and slips it into mine. ‘I know we’ve all drink taken but if you’re seriously interested in the business then give us a call.’




    My new best friends exit stage left and I’m alone again, this time in a crowded room. Not for long.




    ‘Hey. Have yer fellas left ya all alone?’ A blonde with a short tight haircut laughs and slips onto Liam’s barstool.




    ‘Don’t mind her. She won’t wear her ears.’ Shane’s stool is taken by another blonde with longer hair in a bob. She has her pink ears on. They’re from the hen party.




    ‘What is it you’re doing here then?’ the girl with the short hair asks.




    They look more pissed than I feel.




    ‘Considering some local business.’




    ‘Local business is it?’ she asks.




    ‘Like I said, don’t mind her,’ the one with the bob says. ‘She works for the revenue. Be careful what you tell her or she’ll be investigating your arse. My name’s Susan, by the way. Sue.’




    Sue gives me her hand. I shake it gently and turn her palm upwards. Trace the lifeline. Then turn it over and run a fingertip down a finger to the manicured nail.




    ‘Beautician,’ I say. ‘You have your own salon, up in Dublin.’




    ‘Spot on, Sherlock. And all tax declared!’ She puts a slender arm across my shoulders and signals the barman for a round.




    ‘I’m Denise,’ the tax inspector says, offering her hand. She’s substantially less drunk and has a strong grip.




    ‘Den’s a karate expert,’ Sue says. ‘A ball-breaker by day and a ball-breaker by night, she is. We’re sisters, you know.’




    Denise grins and feels my collar.




    ‘Nice shirt. Did you buy it today?’




    I look down at the front of my shirt and notice the packet folds in the material for the first time.




    ‘Yep, up at the shopping centre. My luggage was lost on the flight in from Zurich, had to buy some clothes and stuff.’




    ‘Zurich?’ Sue says, wide eyed. ‘What sort of car do you drive then? Mercedes or BMW?’




    ‘No, I’d say he’s a Saab man. Isn’t that right?’ Denise says.




    ‘Spot on. Saab 9-5 Aero.’




    I don’t even own a bicycle.




    ‘Sweet Jesus! You could take me any way you want me in that car,’ Sue says.




    ‘She means it,’ Denise adds. ‘Very materialistic, my sister.’




    ‘What’re you both drinking?’




    ‘Mine’s a Margarita,’ Sue says.




    ‘And mine’s a Long Slow Comfortable Screw against the Wall,’ Denise says with a determined straight face.




    I signal to the barman and he starts on another round of drinks.




    ‘So, what did you say your name was? And what’s it you do in Zurich that buys such a flash motor?’ Sue asks.




    ‘Phil. My name is Phil.’ I’m really on the blag now. ‘I’m a clinician.’




    ‘Like a physiotherapist or something? Me back is killing me. You could fix that, couldn’t ya?’ Sue squirms on her stool.




    ‘Get a room, you two,’ Denise says. ‘Don’t mind her, Phil. She won’t still love you in the morning.’




    ‘Plastics. I’m a plastic surgeon. Cosmetic improvements. That’s where the money is.’




    Denise narrows her eyes. She handles drink well, unlike her sister.




    ‘How about this?’ I say. ‘When a woman walks into my clinic I can tell what she’s come for within thirty seconds, just by looking at her.’




    ‘Get lost,’ Sue says. She smoothes her hands down her tight black dress. I scrutinise.




    Denise laughs at her sister’s drunken discomfort.




    ‘It’s me belly, isn’t it? I’d be looking to have a tummy tuck,’ Sue says.




    She’s a string bean, straight up and down, unlike Denise who is athletically built. Funny how skinny women are obsessed with fat tummies.




    I shake my head.




    ‘What then? Oh no, you don’t mean...’




    I look at the vague moustache on her upper lip. It’s dark, unlike Denise’s, which is natural blonde.




    ‘Are you really satisfied with your boobs?’




    A split second of silence that feels like an hour, then Sue lets out a scream. Denise coughs her cocktail all over her sister’s dress. I grab the bar mat and wipe Sue down.




    ‘You’re right, of course,’ Sue says, grabbing my hand and pressing it against her chest. ‘I’m in need of, what do they call it? Augmentation.’




    She gives a hiccup, goes to sit down and slides off the stool onto the floor.




    I help Denise lift her sister back up.




    ‘I’ll take you to our room for a little nap,’ Denise says to Sue.




    ‘Bring him. Doctor Phil. We can have a threesome.’




    She’s barely able to stand.




    ‘See you around, Phil. We’re here all weekend.’ Denise puts an arm around her sister’s waist and leads her away. She looks around as they go through the door to the hotel reception and grins back at me.


  




  

    Day 2 – I did




    Her back is pale and freckled. I run a fingertip down the groove of her spine. She grunts and it fades into a whimper. That seems to have stopped the snoring.




    My head feels like a gorilla has it in a wrestling hold. The same gorilla has thrown my clothes and money around the room and done something unpleasant in my mouth. On the bedside cabinet there’s a half-eaten doner kebab sitting in a scrunch of tin foil wrapping from Abrakebabra. I vaguely remember staggering in there after Langton’s.




    Noise from the street comes in through the window, a cleansing truck moving a few metres, scrubbing, moving on. Early morning sun lights up the pine clad ceiling and walls of my room.




    I look at my bed-mate again. It’s Rita. She rolls onto her back and takes a deep breath. A good looking woman, for her age. I could do worse. But I know I’m just a curiosity, a notch on her bed post of notoriety.




    That hair under her chin is the only blemish. I could just pluck it. Then I’ll share my morning glory with her.




    ‘Feck!’




    Her eyes flick open and a hand comes to where the obstinate hair still remains. She frowns at me and turns to look at the old red LED clock on the bedside table.




    ‘I’d better be getting the breakfast going.’




    It’s a one woman show here at Slaney’s. I remember, through the haze, Rita told me her old man is banged up in Mountjoy for tax evasion. He’s left her short financially and she likes to keep a very tight rein on things.




    She swings her legs out from under the covers and hops into the bathroom. A flush of the toilet and she’s back, wearing the bathrobe from behind the door.




    ‘I’ll do you a full Irish,’ she says, gathering up her scattered clothes from around the floor.’




    ‘I think you already did last night.’




    Rita grins and then she’s gone. It’s just sex.




    ~




    ‘Where would I buy some furniture,’ I ask her as she places the promised breakfast before me.




    Rita looks at the other two people in the bar – a young couple whose attention is solely on each other. Then she bends her head closer to mine. ‘Is it all a bit too much for ye?’




    ‘Oh, I think I can handle it.’




    She smoothes a palm across her collarbone, bites her bottom lip and heads back to the kitchen.




    The food is great. My head’s still fuzzy with drink but I have a hell of an appetite.




    Rita returns with tea and toast.




    ‘Depends what you’re looking for. There’s a place up on the Hebron does all kinds, not too expensive. But I would have thought Meubles, out the Waterford Road, would be more your style. Money being no object and all.’




    Did I tell her about the money last night? I don’t think so.




    ‘And where would I get a computer? A laptop.’




    She puts her hands on her hips.




    ‘What would the likes of you be wanting with a computer?’




    ‘Bloody cheek. I wasn’t pounding rocks in Portlaoise, you know. They have computers.’




    Her pencil thin eyebrows arch unevenly, then she shrugs.




    ‘The fella across the road has some offers. He’s closing down, you might get a deal.’




    ‘Right. Thanks.’




    I continue with my breakfast.




    Rita gives me sly smiles as she serves the young couple. Maybe I shouldn’t be in such a hurry to move on.




    ~




    Back to bed, alone, for an hour and then a long, hot shower. Because I can.




    Rita gives me a lift in her old Mercedes to the furniture showroom up on the Hebron industrial estate. I’ve no idea what I need for 32 Maudlin Street. The pictures on the estate agent’s website were difficult to judge, but it’s only a terraced cottage so no point in buying a pile of stuff that won’t fit. There has to be room for a double bed.
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