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  QUIRKE DID NOT recognise the name. It seemed familiar but he could not put a face to it. Occasionally it happened that way: someone would float up

  without warning out of his past, his drinking past, someone he had forgotten, asking for a loan or offering to let him in on a sure thing or just wanting to make contact, out of loneliness, or only

  to know that he was still alive and that the drink had not done for him. Mostly he put them off, mumbling about pressure of work and the like. This one should have been easy, since it was just a

  name and a telephone number left with the hospital receptionist, and he could have conveniently lost the piece of paper or simply thrown it away. Something caught his attention, however. He had an

  impression of urgency, of unease, which he could not account for and which troubled him.




  Billy Hunt.




  What was it the name sparked in him? Was it a lost memory or, more worryingly, a premonition?




  He put the scrap of paper on a corner of his desk and tried to ignore it. At the dead centre of summer the day was hot and muggy, and in the streets the barely breathable air was laden with a

  thin pall of mauve smoke, and he was glad of the cool and quiet of his windowless basement office in the Pathology Department. He hung his suit jacket on the back of his chair and pulled off his

  tie without undoing the knot and opened two buttons of his shirt and sat down at the cluttered metal desk. He liked the familiar smell here, a combination of old cigarette smoke, tea leaves, paper,

  formaldehyde, and something else, musky, fleshly, that was his particular contribution.




  He lit a cigarette and his eye drifted again to the paper with Billy Hunt’s message on it. Just the name and the number that the operator had scribbled down in pencil, and the words

  ‘Please call’. The sense of urgent imploring was stronger than ever. Please call.




  For no reason he could think of he found himself remembering the moment in McGonagle’s pub half a year ago when, dizzily drunk amid the din of Christmas revelling, he had caught sight of

  his own face, flushed and bulbous and bleary, reflected in the bottom of his empty whiskey glass and had realised with unaccountable certitude that he had just taken his last drink. Since then he

  had been sober. He was as amazed by this as was anyone who knew him. He felt that it was not he who had made the decision, but that somehow it had been made for him. Despite all his training and

  his years in the dissecting room he had a secret conviction that the body has a consciousness of its own, and knows itself and its needs as well as or better than the mind imagines it does. The

  decree delivered to him that night by his gut and his swollen liver and the ventricles of his heart was absolute and incontestable. For nearly two years he had been falling steadily into the abyss

  of drink, falling almost as far as he had in the time, two decades before, after his wife had died, and now the fall was broken.




  Squinting at the scrap of paper on the corner of the desk, he lifted the telephone receiver and dialled. The bell jangled afar down the line.




  Afterwards, out of curiosity, he had upended another whiskey glass, this time one he had not emptied, to find if it was really possible to see himself in the bottom of it, but no reflection had

  appeared there.




  The sound of Billy Hunt’s voice was no help; he did not recognise it any more readily than he had the name. The accent was at once flat and singsong, with broad vowels and dulled

  consonants. A countryman. There was a slight flutter in the tone, a slight wobble, as if the speaker might be about to burst into laughter, or into something else. Some words he slurred, hurrying

  over them. Maybe he was tipsy?




  ‘Ah, you don’t remember me,’ he said. ‘Do you?’




  ‘Of course I do,’ Quirke lied.




  ‘Billy Hunt. You used to say it sounded like rhyming slang. We were in college together. I was in first year when you were in your last. I didn’t really expect you to remember me. We

  went with different crowds. I was mad into the sports—hurling, football, all that—while you were with the arty lot, with your nose stuck in a book or over at the Abbey or the Gate every

  night of the week. I dropped out of the medicine—didn’t have the stomach for it.’




  Quirke let a beat of silence pass, then asked: ‘What are you doing now?’




  Billy Hunt gave a heavy, unsteady sigh. ‘Never mind that,’ he said, sounding more weary than impatient. ‘It’s your job that’s the point here.’




  At last a face began to assemble itself in Quirke’s labouring memory. Big broad forehead, definitively broken nose, a thatch of wiry red hair, freckles. Grocer’s son from somewhere

  down south, Wicklow, Wexford, Waterford, one of the W counties. Easy-going but prone to scrap when provoked, hence the smashed septum. Billy Hunt. Yes.




  ‘My job?’ Quirke said. ‘How’s that?’




  There was another pause.




  ‘It’s the wife,’ Billy Hunt said. Quirke heard a sharply indrawn breath whistling in those crushed nasal cavities. ‘She’s after doing away with herself.’




  They met in Bewley’s Café in Grafton Street. It was lunchtime and the place was busy. The rich, fat smell of coffee beans roasting in the big vat just inside the

  door made Quirke’s stomach briefly heave. Odd, the things he found nauseating now; he had expected giving up drink would dull his senses and reconcile him to the world and its savours, but

  the opposite had been the case, so that at times he seemed to be a walking tangle of nerve-ends assailed from every side by outrageous smells, tastes, touches. The interior of the café was

  dark to his eyes after the glare outside. A girl going out passed him by; she wore a white dress and carried a broad-brimmed straw hat; he caught the warm waft of her perfumed skin that trailed

  behind her. He imagined himself turning on his heel and following after her and taking her by the elbow and walking with her out into the heat of the summer day. He did not relish the prospect of

  Billy Hunt and his dead wife.




  He spotted him straight away, sitting in one of the side booths, unnaturally erect on the red plush banquette, with a cup of milky coffee untouched before him on the grey marble table. He did

  not see Quirke at first, and Quirke hung back a moment, studying him, the drained pale face with the freckles standing out on it, the glazed, desolate stare, the big turnip-shaped hand fiddling

  with the sugar spoon. He had changed remarkably little in the more than two decades since Quirke had known him. Not that he could say he had known him, really. In Quirke’s not very clear

  recollections of him Billy was a sort of overgrown schoolboy, by turns cheery or truculent and sometimes both at once, loping out to the sports grounds in wide-legged knicks and a striped football

  jersey, with a football or a bundle of hurley sticks under his arm, his knobbly, pale-pink knees bare and his boyish cheeks aflame and blood-spotted from the still unaccustomed morning shave. Loud,

  of course, roaring raucous jokes at his fellow sportsmen and throwing a surly glance from under colourless lashes in the direction of Quirke and the arty lot. Now he was thickened by the

  years, with a bald patch on the crown of his head, like a tonsure, and a fat red neck overflowing the collar of his baggy tweed jacket.




  He had that smell, hot and raw and salty, that Quirke recognised at once, the smell of the recently bereaved. He sat there at the table, propping himself upright, a bulging sack of grief and

  misery and pent-up rage, and said to Quirke helplessly:




  ‘I don’t know why she did it.’




  Quirke nodded. ‘Did she leave anything?’ Billy peered at him, uncomprehending. ‘A letter, I mean. A note.’




  ‘No, no, nothing like that.’ He gave a crooked, almost sheepish, smile. ‘I wish she had.’




  That morning a party of Gardai had gone out in a launch and lifted poor Deirdre Hunt’s naked body off the rocks on the landward shore of Dalkey Island.




  ‘They called me in to identify her,’ Billy said, that strange, pained smile that was not a smile still on his lips, his eyes seeming to gaze again in wild dismay at what they had

  seen on the hospital slab, Quirke grimly thought, and would probably never stop seeing, for as long as he lived. ‘They brought her to St Vincent’s. She looked completely different. I

  think I wouldn’t have known her except for the hair. She was very proud of it, her hair.’ He shrugged apologetically, twitching one shoulder.




  Quirke was recalling a very fat woman who had thrown herself into the Liffey, from whose chest cavity, when he had cut it open and was clipping away at the rib-cage, there had clambered forth,

  with the torpor of the truly well-fed, a nest of translucent, many-legged, shrimp-like creatures.




  A waitress in her black-and-white uniform and maid’s mob-cap came to take Quirke’s order. The aroma of fried and boiled lunches assailed him. He asked for tea. Billy Hunt had drifted

  away into himself and was delving absently with his spoon among the cubes in the sugar bowl, making them rattle.




  ‘It’s hard,’ Quirke said, when the waitress had gone. ‘Identifying the body, I mean. That’s always hard.’




  Billy looked down, and his lower lip began to tremble and he clamped it babyishly between his teeth.




  ‘Have you children, Billy?’ Quirke asked.




  Billy, still looking down, shook his head. ‘No,’ he muttered, ‘no children. Deirdre wasn’t keen.’




  ‘And what do you do? I mean, what do you work at?’




  ‘Commercial traveller. Pharmaceuticals. The job takes me away a lot, around the country, abroad, too, the odd occasion, to Switzerland, when there’s to be a meeting at head office. I

  suppose that was part of the trouble, me being away so much—that, and her not wanting kids.’ Here it comes, Quirke thought, the trouble. But Billy only said, ‘I suppose

  she was lonely. She never complained, though.’ He looked up at Quirke suddenly and as if challengingly. ‘She never complained—never!’




  He went on talking about her then, what she was like, what she did. The haunted look in his face grew more intense, and his eyes darted this way and that with an odd, hindered urgency, as if he

  wanted them to light on something that kept on not being there. The waitress brought Quirke’s tea. He drank it black, scalding his tongue. He produced his cigarette case. ‘So tell

  me,’ he said, ‘what was it you wanted to see me about?’




  Once more Billy lowered those pale lashes and gazed at the sugar bowl. A mottled tide of colour swelled upwards from his collar and slowly suffused his face to the hairline and beyond; he was,

  Quirke realised, blushing. He nodded mutely, sucking in a deep breath.




  ‘I wanted to ask you a favour.’




  Quirke waited. The room was steadily filling with the lunchtime crowd and the noise had risen to a medleyed roar. Waitresses skimmed among the tables bearing brown trays piled with plates of

  food—sausage and mash, fish and chips, steaming mugs of tea and glasses of orange crush. Quirke offered the cigarette case open on his palm, and Billy took a cigarette, seeming hardly to

  notice what he was doing. Quirke’s lighter clicked and flared. Billy hunched forward holding the cigarette between his lips with fingers that shook. Then he leaned back on the banquette as if

  exhausted.




  ‘I’m reading about you all the time in the papers,’ he said. ‘About cases you’re involved in.’ Quirke shifted uneasily on his chair. ‘That thing with

  the girl that died and the woman that was murdered—what were their names?’




  ‘Which ones?’ Quirke asked, expressionless.




  ‘The woman in Stoney Batter. Last year, or the year before, was it? Dolly somebody.’ He frowned, trying to remember. ‘What happened to that story? It was all over the papers

  and then it was gone, not another word.’




  ‘The papers don’t take long to lose interest,’ Quirke said.




  A thought struck Billy. ‘Jesus,’ he said softly, staring away, ‘I suppose they’ll put a story in about Deirdre, too.’




  ‘I could have a word with the coroner,’ Quirke said, making it sound doubtful.




  But it was not stories in the newspapers that was on Billy’s mind. He leaned forward again, suddenly intent, and reached out a hand urgently as if he might grasp Quirke by the wrist or the

  lapel. ‘I don’t want her cut up,’ he said, in a hoarse undertone.




  ‘Cut up?’




  ‘An autopsy, a post-mortem, whatever you call it—I don’t want that done.’




  Quirke waited a moment and then said: ‘It’s a formality, Billy. The law requires it.’




  Billy was shaking his head with his eyes shut and his mouth set in a pained grimace. ‘I don’t want it done. I don’t want her sliced up like some sort of a, like a—like

  some sort of carcass.’ He put a hand over his eyes. The cigarette, forgotten, was burning itself out in the fingers of his other hand. ‘I can’t bear to think of it. Seeing her

  this morning was bad enough’—he took his hand away and gazed before him in what seemed a stupor of amazement—‘but the thought of her on a table, under the lights, with the

  knife . . . If you’d known her, the way she was, before, how—how alive she was.’ He cast about again as if in search of something on which to concentrate, a bullet of commonplace

  reality on which he might bite. ‘I can’t bear it, Quirke,’ he said hoarsely, his voice hardly more than a whisper. ‘I swear to God, I can’t bear it.’




  Quirke sipped his by now tepid tea, the tannin acrid against his scalded tongue. He did not know what he should say. He rarely came in direct contact with the relatives of the dead, but

  occasionally they sought him out, as Billy had, to request a favour. Some only wanted him to save them a keepsake, a wedding ring, or a lock of hair; there was a Republican widow once who had asked

  him to retrieve a fragment of a Civil War bullet that her late husband had carried next to his heart for thirty years. Others had more serious and far shadier requests—that the bruises on a

  dead infant’s body be plausibly accounted for, that the sudden demise of an aged, sick parent be explained away, or just that a suicide might be covered up. But no one had ever asked what

  Billy was asking.




  ‘All right, Billy,’ he said. ‘I’ll see what I can do.’




  Now Billy’s hand did touch his, the barest touch, with the tips of fingers through which a strong, fizzing current seemed to race. ‘You won’t let me down, Quirke,’ he

  said, a statement rather than an entreaty, his voice quavering. ‘For old times’ sake. For’—he made a low sound that was half sob half laugh—‘for Deirdre’s

  sake.’




  Quirke stood up. He fished a half-crown from his pocket and laid it on the table beside his saucer. Billy was looking about again, distractedly, as a man would while patting his pockets in

  search of something he had misplaced. He had taken out a Zippo lighter and was distractedly flicking the lid open and shut. On the bald spot and through the strands of his scant pale hair could be

  seen glistening beads of sweat. ‘That’s not her name, by the way,’ he said. Quirke did not understand. ‘I mean, it is her name, only she called herself something else.

  Laura—Laura Swan. It was sort of her professional name. She ran a beauty parlour, the Silver Swan. That’s where she got the name—Laura Swan.’




  Quirke waited, but Billy had nothing more to say, and he turned and walked away.




  In the afternoon, on Quirke’s instructions, they brought the body from St Vincent’s to the city-centre Hospital of the Holy Family, where Quirke was waiting to

  receive it. A recent round of imposed economies at the Holy Family, hotly contested but in vain, had left Quirke with one assistant only where before there had been two. His had been the task of

  choosing between young Wilkins the horse-Protestant and the Jew Sinclair. He had plumped for Sinclair, without any clear reason, for the two young men were equally matched in skill or, in some

  areas, lack of it. But he liked Sinclair, liked his independence and sly humour and the faint surliness of his manner; when Quirke had asked him once where his people hailed from Sinclair had

  looked him in the eye without expression and said blankly, ‘Cork.’ He had offered not a word of thanks to Quirke for choosing him, and Quirke admired that, too.




  He wondered how far he should take Sinclair into his confidence in the matter of Deirdre Hunt and her husband’s plea that her corpse should be left intact. Sinclair, however, was not a man

  to make trouble. When Quirke said he would do the post-mortem alone—a visual examination would suffice—and that Sinclair might as well take himself off to the canteen for a cup of tea

  and a cigarette, the young man hesitated for no more than a second, and removed his green gown and rubber boots and sauntered out of the morgue with his hands in his pockets, whistling softly.

  Quirke turned back and lifted the plastic sheet.




  Deirdre Hunt or Laura Swan, or whatever name she went under, must have been, he judged, a good-looking young woman, perhaps even a beautiful one. She was—had been—quite a lot younger

  than Billy Hunt. Her body, which had not been in the water long enough for serious deterioration to have taken place, was short and shapely; a strong body, strongly muscled, but delicate in its

  curves and the sheer planes at flank and calf. Her face was not as fine-boned as it might have been—her maiden name, Quirke noted, had been Ward, suggesting tinker blood—but her

  forehead was clear and high, and the swathe of copper-coloured hair falling back from it must have been magnificent when she was alive. He had a picture in his mind of her sprawled on the wet

  rocks, a long swatch of that hair coiled round her neck like a thick frond of gleaming seaweed. What, he wondered, had driven this handsome, healthy young woman to fling herself on a summer

  midnight off Sandycove harbour into the black waters of Dublin Bay, with no witness to the deed save the glittering stars and the louring bulk of the Martello tower above her? Her clothes, so Billy

  Hunt had said, had been placed in a neat pile on the pier beside the wall; that was the only trace she had left of her going—that, and her motor-car, which Quirke was certain was another

  thing she would have been proud of, and which yet she had abandoned, neatly parked under a lilac tree on Sandycove Avenue. Her car and her hair: twin sources of vanity. But what was it that had

  pulled that vanity down?




  Then he spotted the tiny puncture mark on the chalk-white inner side of her left arm.
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  AT SCHOOL THEY used to call her Carrots, of course. She did not mind; she knew they were just jealous, the lot of them, except the ones that were too

  stupid to be jealous and on that account not worth bothering about. Her hair was not really red, not rusty-red like that of some other girls in school—especially the ones whose parents were

  originally from the country and not genuine Dubliners like hers were—but a shining reddish-gold, like a million strands of soft, supple metal, catching the light from all angles and glowing

  even in the half-dark. She could not think where it had come from, certainly not direct from either of her parents, and she took no notice when she overheard her Auntie Irene saying something one

  day about ‘tinker hair’ and giving that nasty laugh of hers. From the start her mother would not let her hair be cut, even though she always said she took after her Da’s side of

  the family, the fair-haired and blue-eyed Wards, and Ma had no time for ‘that crowd’, as she always called them, when Da was not around to hear her. To amuse themselves her brothers

  pulled her hair, grabbing long, thick ropes of it and wrapping them around their fists and yanking on them to make her squeal. That was preferable, though, to the way her father would smooth his

  hand down the length of it, pressing his fingers through it and caressing the bones of her back. She wore emerald-green for preference, knowing even as a child that this was the shade that best

  suited her colouring and set it off. Red hair like that and brilliant blue eyes, or a bluey sort of violet, more like, that was unusual, certainly, even among the Wards. Everyone admired her skin,

  too: it was translucent, like that stone, alabaster she thought it was called, so you felt you could see down into it, into its creamy depths.


  Though she was perfectly well aware how lovely she was

  she had never been standoffish. She knew, of course, that she was too good for the Flats, and had only bided her time there until she could get out and start her real life. The Flats . . . They

  must have been new, once, but she could not imagine it. What joker in the city Corporation had thought to give them the name of Mansions? The walls and floors were thin as cardboard—you could

  hear the people upstairs and even next door going to the lavatory—and there were always prams and broken-down bicycles in the bare hallways, where the little kids ran around like wild things

  and stray cats roamed and courting couples fumbled at each other in dark corners. There were no controls of any kind—who would have enforced them, even if there had been?—and the

  tenants did anything they wanted. The Goggins on the fourth floor kept a horse in their living room, a big piebald thing; at night and in the early morning its hoofs could be heard on the cement

  stairs when Tommy Goggin and his snot-nosed sisters led the brute down to do its business and ride it around on the bit of waste ground behind the biscuit factory. Worst of all, though, worse even

  than the cold in the low rooms and the plumbing that was always breaking down and the dirt everywhere, was the smell that hung on the stairs and in the corridors, summer and winter, the brownish,

  tired, hopeless stink of peed-on mattresses and stewed tea and blocked-up lavatories—the smell, the very smell, of what it was to be poor, which she never got used to, never.




  She played with the other children of her own age in the gritted square in front of the Flats, where there were broken swings and a seesaw with filthy things written all over it and a wire-mesh

  fence that was supposed to keep their ball from flying out on to the road. The boys pinched her and pulled at her, and the older ones tried to feel under her skirt, while the girls talked about her

  behind her back and ganged up against her. She did not care about any of this. Her father came home half-cut one Christmas with a present for her of a red bike—probably robbed, her brother

  Mikey said with a laugh—and she rode around the playground on it all day long for a week, even in the rain, until at New Year’s someone stole it and she never saw it again. In a rage

  because of losing the bike she got into a fight with Tommy Goggin and knocked out one of his front teeth. ‘Oh, she’s a Tartar, that one’, her Auntie Irene said, with her arms

  folded across her big sagging bosom and nodding grimly. There were moments, though, on summer evenings, when she would stand at the open window in the parlour, so-called—in fact it was the

  only room in the flat, apart from two stuffy little bedrooms, one of which she had to share with her parents—savouring the lovely warm smell from the biscuit factory and listening to a

  blackbird singing its heart out on a wire that was as black as the bird itself and seemed drawn in ink with a fine nib against the red glow dying slowly in the sky beyond the Gaelic football park,

  and something would swell in her, something secret and mysterious that seemed to contain all of the rich, vague promise of the future.




  When she was sixteen she went to work in a chemist’s shop. She liked it there among the neatly packaged medicines and bottles of scent and fancy soaps. The chemist, Mr Plunkett, was a

  married man, but still he tried to persuade her to go with him. She refused, of course, but sometimes, to get him to let her alone for a while and because she thought he might give her the sack if

  she did not cooperate, she would trail unwillingly behind him into the room at the back where the drugs were kept, and he would lock the door and she would let him put his hands under her clothes.

  He was old, forty or maybe even more, and his breath smelled of cigarettes and bad teeth, but he was not the worst, she reflected, gazing dreamily over his shoulder at the stacked shelves as he

  palmed and kneaded her belly under the waistband of her skirt and pressed his thumb to the stubbornly unresponsive tips of her breasts. Afterwards she would catch Mrs Plunkett, who did the books,

  studying her out of a narrowed, speculative eye. If old Plunkett should ever think of trying to get rid of her she would waste no time in letting him know that she had a thing or two she could tell

  his missus, and that would put manners on him.




  Then one day Billy Hunt came in with his suitcase of samples, and although he was not her type—his colouring was something like her own, and she knew for a fact that a woman should never

  go with a man of the same skin type as herself—she smiled at him and let him know that she was paying attention as he did his salesman’s pitch to Mr Plunkett. Afterwards, when he came

  to talk to her, she listened to him with a concentrated look, and pretended to laugh at his silly, schoolboy jokes, even managing to make herself blush at the risky ones. On his next time round he

  had asked her out to the pictures, and she had said yes loud enough for Mr Plunkett to hear, making him scowl.




  Billy was a lot older than she was, nearly sixteen years older, in fact—was there something about her, she wondered ruefully, that was especially attractive to older men?—and he was

  not good-looking or clever, but he had a clumsy charm that she liked despite herself and that in time allowed her to convince herself she was in love with him. They had been going together only a

  few months when one night as he was walking her home—she had a little room of her own now, over a butcher’s shop in Kevin Street—he started to stammer and all of a sudden grabbed

  her hand and pressed a little square box into it. She was so surprised she did not realise what the box was until she opened it.




  That was the first time she let him come up to her room. They sat side by side on the bed and he kissed her all over her face—he was still stammering and laughing, unable to believe she

  had said yes—and talked about all the plans he had for the future, and she almost believed him, holding her hand out in front of her with the fingers bent back and admiring the thin gold band

  with its tiny, flashing diamond. He was from Waterford, where his family kept a pub that his Da would probably leave to him, but he said he would not go back, though she noticed that when he spoke

  of Waterford city he called it ‘home’. He told her about Geneva, where he was summoned twice a year for a meeting at Head Office, as he called it, of all the top bosses worldwide,

  hundreds of them. He was so proud to be brought all that way, him, who was only a salesman! He described the lake, and the mountains, and the city—‘so clean, you wouldn’t believe

  it!’—and said he would take her there, one day. Poor Billy, with his big ideas, his grand schemes.




  So the years went on, and so it seemed they would go on forever, until the day the Doctor walked into the shop. Although his name was Kreutz, which sounded German, she thought he must be an

  Indian—an Indian from India, that is. He was tall and thin, so thin it was hard to know where there would be room inside his body for his vital organs, and he had a wonderfully long, narrow

  face, the face, she thought immediately, of a saint in one of those books they had in school about the foreign missions. He wore a very beautiful suit of dark blue material, silk it might be except

  that it had a weight that made it hang really elegantly from his sloped, bony shoulders and his practically non-existent hips. She had never been this close to a coloured man before and she had to

  stop herself staring at him, especially his hands, so slender and dark with a darker, velvety line along the edges where the pale, dusty-pink skin of the palms began. He had a smell that also was

  dark, she thought, spicy and dark—she caught it distinctly when he came in; she was sure it was not cologne or shaving lotion but a perfume produced by his skin itself. She found herself

  wanting to touch that skin, to run her fingertips along it, just to feel the texture of it. And his hair, very straight and smooth and black, black with a purplish sheen, and combed back from his

  forehead in smooth waves, she wanted to touch that, too.




  He had come in to ask for some herbal-medicine stuff that Mr Plunkett had never heard of. His voice was soft and light, yet deep, too, and he might almost have been singing rather than speaking.

  ‘Ah, this is most strange,’ he said, when Mr Plunkett told him he did not have the particular thing he wanted, ‘most most strange.’ Yet he did not seem put out at all. He

  said he had been to a number of chemist’s shops but no one could help him. Mr Plunkett nodded sympathetically, but obviously could think of nothing else to say, yet the man went on standing

  there, frowning not in annoyance but only what seemed to be polite puzzlement, as if waiting for something more that he was sure was coming. Even when the chemist turned away pointedly the man

  still made no move to depart. This was something about him she would come to know well, this curious way he had of lingering in places or with people when there seemed nothing more that could

  happen; his manner was always relaxed and calm yet quietly expectant, as though he thought there must surely be something more and he was waiting to see if it might occur after all. She never heard

  him laugh, in all the time she knew him, nor did he smile, not what you would call a smile, but still he gave the impression of being quietly, benignly amused at something—or everything, more

  like.




  That first time he did not look at her once, not directly, but she could feel him taking her in: that was how it felt to her, that he was somehow absorbing her. Most of the men who came

  into the shop were too timid to look at her, and would stand turned away a little from her, fidgeting, and grinning like fools with a tongue-tip showing between their teeth. But Dr Kreutz was not

  timid, oh, no—she had never before encountered a person of such self-confidence, such assurance. Contented, that was the word she thought of to describe him, quite contented—or

  quite quite contented, for that was another of his habits, the way he had of saying words twice over, so rapidly he made a single word of them, mostmost, quitequite, in

  his soft, amused, sing-song voice.




  He took out a little leather-bound notepad from the inside pocket of his jacket and tore a page out of it and insisted on writing down his address for Mr Plunkett, in case the stuff he wanted

  should come in—it was only aloe vera, although she thought that day it was ‘allo’ he was saying, like a Frenchman in a cartoon trying to say ‘hello’—and

  then left at last, ducking his dusky, narrow head as he went through the door, like a pilgrim, she thought, or one of those holy men, bowing devoutly on the threshold of a temple. He had such

  beautiful manners. When he had gone, Mr Plunkett muttered something under his breath about darkies, and dropped the slip of paper with the address on it into the waste basket. She waited a while

  and then, when the chemist was not looking, retrieved the paper, and kept it.




  Dr Kreutz had his consulting room—that was what he called it—in an old house on Adelaide Road, in the basement flat there. When she saw it first she was disappointed. She was not

  sure what she had expected, but it was not this poky, dingy place with a single window, the top half of which looked out on a narrow strip of fusty grass and a bit of black iron railing. On the day

  after he had come into the shop, a Wednesday, which was early closing and therefore she had the afternoon off, she told Billy she was going to visit her mother, and took the bus to Leeson Street

  bridge and walked down Adelaide Road, keeping to the opposite side, under the trees in front of the Eye and Ear Hospital. She passed by the house once and made herself go all the way to the top of

  Harcourt Street before turning round and coming back, this time on the right-hand side. She glanced at the house as she went past, and read the brass plate mounted on a wooden board on the

  railings.




  

    DR HAKEEM KREUTZ




    SPIRITUAL HEALER


  




  There was nothing to be seen in Dr Kreutz’s window, the panes of which gave her back briefly an indistinct, watery reflection of her head and shoulders. She told herself she was being

  stupid, creeping about the streets like this on an October afternoon, using up her half-day. What if he should come out of the house and see her there, and maybe remember her? And just as she was

  thinking it, there he was all of a sudden, walking towards her from the Leeson Street direction. He was dressed today in a sort of shirt-length tunic, gold-brown, with a high, round collar, and

  loose silk trousers and sandals that were just cut-out leather soles held on with a couple of lengths of thong wound round up to his ankles; his feet, she could see, were another version of his

  hands, long and narrow and golden brown like the stuff of his tunic. He was carrying a string bag with three red apples in it and a loaf of Procea bread—how strange, she thought, that even in

  her agitation she should notice these details. She considered turning and walking rapidly away, pretending to have remembered something, but instead she kept going, though her knees were trembling

  so much she could hardly walk in a straight line. Will you get a grip, for God’s sake! she told herself, but it was no good, she could feel the blood rising to her face, that

  alabaster-white face of hers that registered even the faintest of embarrassments with a show of pink. He had seen her—he had recognised her. She wondered, with crazy inconsequence, how old he

  was—as old as Mr Plunkett, she guessed, but how differently he carried his age. Her steps led her on. What a lovely loose way he had of walking, leaning down a little way to one side and then

  the other at each long, loping stride he took, his shoulders dipping in rhythm with his steps and his head sliding backwards and forwards gently on its tall stalk of neck, like the head of some

  marvellous, exotic wading bird.




  She was so flustered at the time that afterwards she could not remember exactly how he had got her to stop and talk. There was a raw wind, she recalled, swooping down in gusts from the sky and

  making the fallen sycamore leaves scuttle along the pavements like big, withered hands. He did not seem to mind the cold, even in his thin kaftan and his practically bare feet. A purple-faced old

  fellow going by in a motor-car slowed down and goggled at them, the pale young woman and the dark man standing there together, she grinning like a lunatic and he as calm as if they had known each

  other for ever.




  Yes, forty, she thought, he must be forty if he’s a day, older than Billy, even. But what did it matter what age he was?




  He was asking her name. ‘Deirdre,’ she said, her voice hardly more than a breath, and he repeated it, trying it out, as if it were the first two syllables of a song, or of a hymn,

  even. Deirdre.




  







  3




  QUIRKE HAD LONG ago lost what little faith he might once have had in the Catholic pieties that the Brothers at the workhouse, officially known as

  Carricklea Industrial School, where he had endured his early childhood, had tried for so long to beat into him. Yet even now, when he was well into middle age, he still had his household gods, his

  not-to-be-toppled totems, one of which was the giant remnant of the man whom for most of his life he had unquestioningly taken to be good, even great. Garret Griffin, or the Judge, as everyone

  called him, even though it was some time since he had been in a position to deliver judgment on anything, had been felled the previous year, his seventy-third, by a stroke that had paralysed him

  entirely, except for the muscles of his mouth and eyes and the tendons of his neck. He was confined, mute but in some way sentient, to a large white room on the third floor of the Presentation

  Convent of St Louis in Rathfarnham, a far suburb of the city, where two windows, one in each of the adjoining corner walls of the room, looked out on two contrasting aspects of the Dublin

  Mountains, one rocky and barren, the other green and strewn with gorse. It was to these soft hills that his eyes turned constantly, with an expression of desperation, grief and rage. Quirke

  marvelled at how much of the man, how much of what was left of the living being, was concentrated now in his eyes; it was as if all the power of his personality had come crowding into these last,

  twin points of fierce and desperate fire.




  Quirke visited the old man on Mondays and Thursdays; Quirke’s daughter, Phoebe, came on Tuesdays and Fridays; on Sundays it was the turn of the Judge’s son, Malachy. On Wednesdays

  and Saturdays the Judge was left to contemplate alone the day-long play of light and shadow on the mountains and to endure with speechless and, if the expression in his eyes was to be credited,

  furious resentment the ministrations of the octogenarian nun, Sister Agatha, who had been assigned to care for him. In his former life, his life in the world, he had done many quiet favours for the

  Presentation nuns, and it was they who had been the first to offer to take him in when the catastrophe befell him. It had been expected that after such a devastating stroke he would live no more

  than a week or two, but the weeks had passed, and then the months, and still his will to endure showed no sign of flagging. There was a school for girls on the first two floors of the building, and

  at fixed times of the day—mid-morning, lunchtime, the four o’clock end of lessons—the pupils’ voices in raucous medley rose up as far as the third floor. At that sound a

  tense and concentrated look would come into the Judge’s eyes, hard to interpret; was it indignation, nostalgia, sorrowful remembrance—or just puzzlement? Perhaps the old man did not

  know where he was or what he was hearing; perhaps his mind—and those eyes left little doubt that there was a mind at some kind of work behind them—was trapped in a state of continuous

  bewilderment, helpless doubt. Quirke did not know quite what to think of this. Part of him, the disappointed, embittered part, wanted the old man to suffer, while another part, the part that was

  still the child he had once been, wished that the stroke might have killed him outright, and saved him from these final humiliations.




  Quirke passed these visits in reading aloud to the old man from the Irish Independent. Today was a Monday in midsummer and there was little of interest in the news pages. Eighty priests

  had been ordained in ceremonies at Maynooth and All Hallows—More clerics, Quirke thought, that’s all we need. Here was a picture of Mr Tom Bent, manager of the Talbot Garage in Wexford,

  presenting the keys of a new fire engine to the town’s mayor. The summer sale was on in Macy’s of George’s Street. He turned to the foreign page. Dozy old Ike was harrying the

  Russians, as usual. ‘The German people cannot wait eternally for their sovereignty,’ according to Chancellor Adenauer, addressing a North Rhine-Westphalia State election rally in

  Düsseldorf the previous night. Then Quirke’s eye fell on a paragraph on the front page, under the headline Girl’s Body Found.




  

    

      The body of Mary Ellen Quigley (16), shirt factory worker, who had been missing from her home in Derry since June 17th, was recovered yesterday from the River Foyle by a

      fisherman pulling in his net. An inquest will be held today.


    


  




  He put the paper aside. He needed a cigarette. Sister Agatha, however, did not allow smoking in the sickroom. For Quirke this was an added annoyance, but on the other hand it

  did give him the excuse to escape at least twice in every hour to pace the echoing, rubber-tiled corridor outside, tensely dragging on a cigarette like an expectant father in a comedy.




  Why did he persist in coming here like this? Surely no one would blame him if he stayed away altogether and left the dying man to his angry solitude. The Judge had been a great and secret

  sinner, and it was Quirke who had exposed his sins. A young woman had died, another woman had been murdered, and these things had been the old man’s fault. What impressed Quirke most was the

  cloak of silence that had been drawn over the affair, leaving him standing alone in his indignation, exposed, improbable, ignored, like a crackpot shouting on a street corner. So why did he keep

  coming dutifully each week to this barren room below the mountains? He had his own sins to account for, as his daughter could attest, the daughter whom he had for so long denied. It was a small

  atonement to come here twice a week and read out the court cases and the death notices for this dying old man.




  His thoughts turned again to Deirdre Hunt. There had been no question of not performing a post-mortem, after he had chanced on that needle mark in the woman’s arm. He had his professional

  duty to carry out, but that was not what had made him take up the knife. He had been, as always, simply curious, though Quirke knew there was nothing simple about his curiosity. He had cut open the

  cadaver, palped the organs, measured the blood, and now, with the Judge for silent witness, he had it all out for himself again and viewed it from all the angles he could think of. Still it made no

  sense.




  He turned. ‘What do you think, Garret?’ he asked. ‘Just another lost girl?’




  The Judge, propped against pillows, his mouth awry, glared at him. Quirke sighed. The room was hot and airless, and even though he had taken off his jacket he was sweating and could feel the

  damp patches on his shirt under the armpits and between his shoulder blades. He wondered, as he often did, if the Judge registered these things: heat, cold, the commonplace vagaries of the day. Was

  he in pain? Imagine that—imagine being in unrelenting pain and not even able to cry out to be released from it or just to plead for sympathy.




  He sighed again. He recalled the premonitory twinge of unease he had felt when the woman at the hospital reception desk had handed him the note from Billy Hunt asking him to phone him. How had

  he known that something was amiss? What intuition, what sixth sense, had forewarned him? And what was this dread he was feeling now? It was a postmortem he had performed on the body of another

  young woman that had led to the unravelling of the Judge’s web of secrets; did he want to become involved in another version of all that? Should he not just let the death of Deirdre Hunt

  alone, and leave her husband in merciful ignorance? What did it matter that a woman had drowned herself? Her troubles were over now, why should her husband’s be added to? Yet even as he asked

  himself these questions Quirke was aware of the old itch to cut into the quick of things, to delve into the dark of what was hidden—to know.




  Sister Agatha came bustling back into the room, plainly irritated that he was still there, when at other times he so patently could not wait to be away. And why was he tarrying like

  this? Did he expect some silent revelation from the old man, some grand sign of guidance or admonition? Did he expect help? The nun was a little, wizened, bearded woman with an eye as

  sharp as a robin’s. No matter in what part of the room she was she contrived always to seem planted protectively between him and her helpless, bedridden charge. She disapproved of Quirke and

  made no attempt to hide the fact.




  ‘Isn’t it grand,’ she said, without looking at him, ‘to see the sun shining still, and it so late?’




  It was not late, it was six o’clock; she was telling him she wanted him gone. He watched as she tended the old man, adjusting his pillows and smoothing the thin blanket and the turned-back

  top of the sheet that lay across the middle of his chest like a broad, restraining band. The Judge had never seemed so huge as he did here, bound helpless in his narrow metal bed; Quirke recalled

  from long ago a day of fierce storm at Carricklea when he had witnessed a giant beech tree brought down by the wind, its fall making the ground quake and the crash of it rattling the panes of the

  window at the sill of which he was eagerly watching. The old man’s lapsing was like that, an end of something that had been there for so long it had seemed immovable. How much of this

  destruction was Quirke’s doing? And was he now about to start another storm that would topple from its pedestal the monument Billy Hunt wanted to erect to his dead wife?




  He took up his jacket from where he had draped it on the back of a chair beside the bed. ‘Goodbye, Sister,’ he said. ‘I’ll see you on Thursday.’




  Still she would not look at him and said nothing, only made a little breathy sound down her nostrils that might have been a snicker of disdain. From the Judge too there was no response, and his

  eyes were turned away, as if in bleak disdain, towards the hills.




  In Baggot Street Quirke ate a vile dinner in a Chinese restaurant, and afterwards walked back to his flat trying to strip a scum of grease from his front teeth with his tongue.

  Nowadays, without the anaesthetic of alcohol, he found the evenings the most difficult, especially in this midsummer season with its lingering white nights. His friends, or at least the few

  acquaintances he used to have, were pub people, and on the rare occasions when he met them now it was plain that he made them nervous in his new-found sober state. He thought of going to the

  pictures, but then saw himself sitting alone in the flickering dark among scores of courting couples, and even the deserted silence of his flat on a sun-washed summer evening seemed preferable.

  Arrived at the shabby Georgian house in Upper Mount Street where he lived, he closed the front door soundlessly behind him and went softly along the hall and up the stairs. He always felt somehow

  an intruder here, among these hanging shadows and this silence.




  And in his flat on the third floor there was the usual atmosphere of tight-lipped stealth, as if something vaguely nefarious had been going on that had ceased instantly at the sound of his key

  in the door. He stood for a moment in the middle of the living room, the key still in his hand, looking about at his things: the characterless furniture, the obsessively neat bookshelves, the

  artist’s wooden manikin on a little table by the window with its arms melodramatically upflung. On the mantelpiece there was a vase of roses. The flowers had been given to him, somewhat

  improbably, he thought, by a woman—married, bored, blonde—whom he had seen for a not very exciting week or two, and he had not had the heart to throw them out, although by now they were

  withered, and their parched petals gave off a faint, stale-sweet smell that reminded him disquietingly of his workplace. He turned on the wireless and tried tuning it to the BBC Third Programme,

  but the reception was hopelessly weak, as for some reason it always was in fine weather. He lit a cigarette and stood by the window, looking down into the broad, empty street with its raked and

  faintly sinister-seeming shadows. It was still too early for the whores who had their patch here—oh, well-named Mount Street!—though even the ugliest and most elderly of whom did a

  brisk trade on sultry nights such as this. He could feel the first fizzings of the desperation that often assailed him in these summer twilights. A soft small sound behind him made him turn,

  startled: a heavy petal had detached itself from one of the withered roses and had fallen, like a scrap of dusty, dark-red velvet crimped around its edges, into the grate. Muttering, he snatched up

  his jacket and made for the door.




  Malachy Griffin, looked after by an ancient maid, was still hanging on in the big house in Rathgar that Sarah and he had lived in for fifteen years. He had thought of selling

  it, now that Sarah was gone, and would sell it, some day, but he could not yet face the prospect of estate agents, and having to consider offers, and arranging for the movers to come in, and then,

  at last, the move itself. He tried to imagine it, the final shutting of the front door as the movers’ lorry drove away, the walk down the narrow pathway between the lawns on either side to

  the old gate knobbled with a century and more of coats of heavy black paint, the last smell of the privet, the last stepping on to the pavement, the last turning away in the direction of the canal

  and an inconceivable future. No, better stay put for now, bide in quietness, watching the calendar’s leaf-fall of days. Nothing for it but to get up in the mornings, go to work, come back,

  sleep: exist. No, nothing for it.




  The dog heard the footsteps approaching the front door and was already snarling and whining before the bell rang. Mal had been dozing in an armchair in the drawing room and the sound jerked him

  awake. Who could it be, at this hour? The french windows stood open on the wide back garden where the silver-green dusk was gathering. He listened for Maggie, the maid, but nowadays she kept

  stubbornly to her quarters below stairs, refusing to answer the doorbell. He thought of not answering either—was there anyone he would want to see?—but at last stood up with a sigh and

  put aside his newspaper and padded out to the hall. The dog scuttled behind him and crouched down on its front legs with its hindquarters lifted, growling deep in its throat.




  ‘Quirke,’ Mal said, with not much surprise and less enthusiasm. ‘You’re out late.’




  Quirke said nothing, and Mal stood back and held open the door. The dog retreated backwards, watching Quirke with beady hostility, sliding along on its outstretched paws and making a noise in

  its gullet like a rattlesnake.




  Mal led the way into the drawing room, and when Quirke had passed through he shut the door on the dog. Quirke went and stood in the open windows with his hands in his pockets and contemplated

  the garden, his wedge-shaped bulk almost filling the window-frame. He looked incongruous there in his black suit, a harbinger of night. Mal always thought of him as a huge, dangerous, baffled baby,

  needful and destructive. Quirke said: ‘I hate this time of year, these endless evenings.’ He was eyeing the peonies and the roses and the lavishly mournful weeping willow that Sarah had

  planted when she and Mal had first come to live here. The place had grown unkempt; Sarah had been the gardener.




  The dog was scratching feebly with its claws at the door and whining.




  ‘Want a drink?’ Mal asked, and added quickly, ‘Tea, or . . .’ and faltered.




  ‘Thanks—no.’




  They had made a sort of truce, the two of them, since Sarah’s going. Occasionally they dined together at the St Stephen’s Green Club, where Mal had taken over his father’s

  membership, and once they had gone to the races at Leopardstown, but that had not been a success: Quirke had lost twenty pounds and was resentful of Mal, who, though he had little knowledge of

  horse-flesh, had confined himself to betting a few shillings but still had managed to come away five pounds the better.




  Mal was wondering now, uneasily, what the purpose of Quirke’s visit might be. Quirke did not come to the house unless invited, and Mal rarely invited him. He sighed inwardly; he hoped

  Quirke was not going to tackle him again about budgets—Mal was head of obstetrics at the Hospital of the Holy Family and chairman of the Board of Management—but suddenly Quirke startled

  him by asking if he would care to come for a walk. Mal did not think of Quirke as a man who went for walks. But he said yes, that he had been about to take the dog out for its evening run anyway,

  and went off to change his slippers for outdoor shoes.




  Left alone before the humming silence of the twilit garden, Quirke had an uncanny notion that the things out there, the roses and the heavy-headed peonies and the luxuriantly drooping tree, were

  discussing him, quietly, sceptically, among themselves. In his mind he saw Sarah there, in her big-brimmed Mediterranean straw hat, tweed-skirted, garden-gloved, walking towards him across the

  grass, smiling, and lifting a wrist to push a strand of hair back from her forehead.




  The day’s newspaper lay on the table where Mal had thrown it, the newsprint gleaming eerily, like tarnished white metal, in the evening light from the garden. Quirke saw the headline

  again:




  

    GIRL’S BODY FOUND


  




  Mal came back, in his cracked brogues and his crumpled grey linen jacket. He no longer dressed as he used to: the old sartorial care was gone; he had let himself go, like the garden. Physically,

  too, he had faded, his features become indistinct, as if a fine sifting of dust had settled uniformly over him. His hair was dry—it looked almost brittle—and was going noticeably grey

  at the temples. Only the lenses of his wire-framed spectacles were as glossy and intent as ever, though the eyes behind them seemed vague, as if worn and wearied by the strain of constant peering

  through those unrelentingly shiny rounds of glass.




  ‘Well,’ he said, ‘shall we go?’




  They strolled by the canal in the hush of evening. Few people were about, and fewer cars. They went as far as Leeson Street and then all the way down to Huband Bridge. Here, once, long ago,

  Quirke had walked with Sarah Griffin on a Sunday morning in misty autumn. He thought of telling Mal now about that walk, and what was said, how Sarah had begged him to help

  Mal—‘He’s a good man, Quirke’—and how Quirke had misunderstood what it was she was asking of him, what it was she could not bring herself to tell him outright.




  Mal was humming tunelessly under his breath; it was another of the habits he had developed since Sarah’s death.




  ‘How are you managing?’ Quirke asked.




  ‘What?’




  ‘In the house, on your own—how are you getting on?’




  ‘Oh, all right, you know. Maggie looks after me.’




  ‘I meant, how are you, in yourself?’




  Mal considered. ‘Well, it gets better in some ways and worse in others. The nights are hard, but the days pass. And I have Brandy.’ Quirke stared, and Mal smiled wanly and pointed to

  the dog. ‘Him, I mean.’




  ‘Oh. That’s its name, is it?’




  Quirke looked at the beast as it pattered hurriedly here and there in the soft greyness of dusk with its curious, busy, stiff-legged gait, like a mechanical toy, bad-temperedly sniffing at the

  grass. It was a stunted, wire-haired thing the colour of wet sacking. Phoebe had got it for him, this man whom until two years ago she had thought was her father, to be company for him. It was

  plain that dog and master disliked each other, the dog barely tolerating the man and the man seeming helpless before the dog’s unbiddably doggy insistences. It was odd, but ownership of the

  dog made Mal seem even more aged, more careworn, more irritably despondent. As if reading Quirke’s thoughts, he said defensively: ‘He is company. Of a sort.’
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