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  Prologue




  ON THE EDGE of shadow, something moves.




  A figure advances. It pauses, briefly, and stoops to pick up the bits of debris that litter its path. Last night’s heavy rain and high winds have scattered the grass with gnarled snatches

  of branches; roots; upended plastic flowerpots. One gloved hand brushes these obstacles aside, pushing them beneath the straggly bushes, where they lodge, trapped. At least the wind is starting to

  drop.




  The figure remains bent, keeping low to the ground. Its progress is soundless. One heavy, laced boot presses into the mud, then the other. Although it is still dark, the cover afforded by the

  trees and hedges is poor, winter-thin. The figure crouches, pulling back the dark hood that keeps falling forward, like a monk’s cowl. A man’s face is revealed, cheeks ruddied by the

  cold, eyes smarting. The eyes are watchful, bright even in the darkness. He lifts the small silver camcorder to his eyes, one hand adjusting the strap around his neck to a more comfortable

  position. A wood pigeon startles, rustling in the branches. The man shoos it away.




  Just then, light floods one of the gardens below. The watcher adjusts his gaze at once, moving the camera several degrees to the right. A woman steps out onto the deck. She pulls the belt of her

  dressing-gown tighter and folds her arms, hugging her elbows for warmth. She looks around, absorbed in what she sees: gravel, the bleakness of stone, the bareness of winter. Nevertheless, she looks

  pleased with herself.




  The watcher shifts a little. The effort of crouching has put a strain on his knees and thighs. Pins and needles will not be far behind.




  But the woman doesn’t stay long. She appears to look up in his direction once, when the outside light goes off. He lowers the camcorder quickly, just in case. He doesn’t want to risk

  a careless glint giving him away. But he feels sure he has not been spotted – it is much too dark. The woman takes a last look around the garden and goes back inside, locking the doors behind

  her.




  ‘Same routine as before,’ the watcher murmurs to himself. He checks the time, the small numerals on his wrist showing greenly in the darkness. ‘Well, give or take five

  minutes.’ He trains the camera on the house to the left. Just checking. But there is no movement; still nothing. Not everyone is an early riser, he supposes.




  From his standpoint above the gardens, the house on the right looks even more inviting than before. The curtains have been left open and the freezing air makes the interior look alive: somehow

  warmer, denser. There is now a view to be enjoyed. An ordinary scene of tables, chairs, the familiar clutter of a kitchen, the pleasure of watching a woman’s movements, knowing that she is

  unaware of his presence, that she suspects nothing. It is a particular pleasure, this one. One he has almost forgotten. He lingers for a while, feeling a stab of envy. The sharpness of it takes him

  aback. He has not expected to feel that; envy above all things.




  Time to go. No point in spoiling the ship.




  The man stands up to his full height now and backs away from the top of the stone wall. He needs to be careful here: he has already snagged a sleeve on the barbed wire and those shards of glass

  are dangerous. The night they’d met in the pub, Wide Boy had mentioned every detail about the house and garden, other than this. Maybe he doesn’t know. He will, though, and soon enough.

  But it’s worth the risk: this vantage-point gives the watcher a perfect view of the two houses beneath. A view that will be all the better come spring, too, with a leafy covering of new

  growth. Nature can sometimes be generous. And, as he understands it, this will be a waiting game. Slow work is still paid work, and he is in no hurry to get a result. Not any more.




  A few gardens away, a dog barks. Somewhere in the distance, a car starts, engine gunning into life. A local boy racer, probably. More sound than fury.




  Satisfied now, the man moves away, down the muddy walkway that has emerged, straight and narrow, from underneath his daily footsteps. Once he reaches level ground, he bends down and undoes the

  laces of his boots. He wraps both boots in plastic and pushes them well down into the belly of the rucksack that he carries, slung loosely over one shoulder. He changes into city shoes and unwinds

  himself from the strap of the camcorder, placing it carefully on top of the boots.




  His shoes are looking a bit worn, he notices. Could do with a lick of polish, too. Amy used to do that for him, back in the day. He straightens up again. Not a whole lot to report to Wide Boy

  when he sees him this evening, but still. He’s earned his money, done what he was asked to do. That’s the important thing. One final delivery and then the day’s work is done and

  dusted.




  The thin branches quiver behind his departing back as the watcher makes his way down the slope, hat pulled low across his forehead. He hunches forward and shoves his hands into his anorak

  pockets. He wonders, just for a moment, if these sheltered people have any idea of what’s coming next. Of how fragile, how precarious all their comforts are. It’s nothing to do with

  him, of course. He’s just doing the job he’s being paid to do . . .




  When he reaches the street, things are still quiet. The early morning commute is not in full swing, not yet. To the east, the sky is just becoming light: a greasy, yellowish pall that lingers

  over the still-sleepy city.
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  MONDAY MORNING; three minutes to six. Lynda woke.




  Her eyes were drawn at once to two pinpoints of light blinking redly on the clock’s digital display. She reached over, groped for the switch and pushed it to the ‘off ’

  position, before the alarm had a chance to ring. She lay still for a moment, waiting for her eyes to become used to the dark. Something had startled her out of sleep, but she couldn’t figure

  out what it was.




  She half-turned now and checked on Robert. Had he woken her? Sometimes he called out in his sleep. Sometimes one arm would flail towards her in the dark. Lynda was disturbed by this

  restlessness, although Robert never seemed to remember it. He was still unconscious now, as far as she could tell, his mouth slightly open, slack, his breathing barely audible.




  Lynda slid the duvet away from her and eased herself towards the edge of the bed, careful not to wake her husband. She searched along the floor with her toes but, as usual, she couldn’t

  find her slippers. When she found them at last – surely not where she’d left them during the night – she wriggled her way into the fleecy lining. Then she lifted her dressing-gown

  from its hook and closed the bedroom door quietly behind her.




  She liked this time of morning. The house was quiet, more or less. Over the years, she had grown used to its elderly groanings and sighings, the murmurs of wood and water. Robert’s

  childhood home: a place so familiar to him that he no longer heard its night-time mutterings, but Lynda did. They often kept her company when she couldn’t sleep. And that’s how she

  thought of them: as companions, friendly voices during the hours of darkness.




  She crossed the landing now to Ciarán’s room and slowly turned the handle of his door. It wasn’t locked. She nodded to herself. Good. That meant he’d got home at some

  stage last night. Safely. No matter what, that was something to be grateful for. She paused on her way past Katie’s door. It was wide open. The room had an emptiness that somehow filled it,

  as though it was holding its breath. Lynda still hadn’t got used to her daughter’s absence. At twenty-one, Katie was a passionate student of Irish and History at University College

  Galway. She often declared that wild horses wouldn’t drag her back to live in Dublin.




  Downstairs, Lynda followed her usual routine. She drew back the curtains, cleared the newspapers from the coffee table, picked up the stray mugs and glasses that littered the counters. She even

  took a moment to empty Ciarán’s careless ashtray, before Robert saw it. It was easier to do it herself, Lynda had decided a long time ago. Much easier than nagging her son.




  Katie used to help her with these chores, once upon a time. She was an even earlier riser than her mother, another addict of the slow, uncluttered hours. Lynda wished she could make it home more

  often. Even the occasional weekend would do: Galway wasn’t a million miles away. But We Mustn’t Grumble, Robert kept telling her, tongue in cheek. He liked to claim that he and Lynda

  had, by the standards of the day, raised two trouble-free young adults. Not many parents could say that.




  Not even me, Lynda has thought on many occasions. Not so sure I’d say it with such conviction. But she had never voiced this. She believed that she and Robert saw these

  things differently, that sometimes even the best-chosen words were not enough to close the gaps between them.




  Now Lynda opened the doors to the garden and stepped outside on to the wooden decking. The sensor light snapped on instantly. The grey-green boards were slippery underfoot; they felt

  treacherous. The thought came to her suddenly. It surprised her, the force of it. It was freezing out there, the January air biting and bitter. She pulled her thick dressing-gown more tightly

  around her, her hands gripping her elbows. But she could still feel the cold. The wind stung her cheeks, continued to bite at her feet and ankles.




  No matter what the weather was like, Lynda always took this time to gaze at her garden, her creation. Just below the deck, there was a wide, undulating sea of grey, raked gravel. A few crumpled,

  brown-papery leaves fluttered across the calm surface; there was a stray crisp packet, too. Its shiny foil eye winked at her. And the lid of a Styrofoam cup, rolling cartwheels around the garden. A

  striped straw was still attached, poking its way through the opaque surface.




  Despite the high walls and hedges and railings, all of this rubbish still managed to make its way into Lynda’s garden with a tenacity that baffled her. For a moment, she imagined the

  wilful determination of inanimate objects, the gleeful sense of malice behind these invasions of her space. She laughed at herself. She’d clear them all up later, once the day was aired.




  A stone tortoise, oblivious to these foreign bodies, seemed to swim towards her across the garden, its lumbering head pushing through the gravel waves. Lynda loved the sense of stilled energy

  all around it, admired its blunted purpose. This, according to the oriental legend, was her rock of good fortune, her isle of immortality. Surrounding the tortoise, the evergreens threw their

  shadows. Soon, in spring, their growth would become luxuriant. She liked the predictability of her Japanese garden, the way that no matter how much the seasons changed, her island still stayed very

  much the same.




  The sensor light clicked off, having grown used to her presence. Shivering now, she turned to go back inside. As she did so, she thought she saw something move, high above the garden. Just last

  year Robert, with Ken from next door, had had to string barbed wire across the top of the old stone wall. A rash of burglaries along the street had made everyone feel on edge. Ken had embedded

  rough pieces of glass into a new layer of cement, too, just for good measure.




  She glanced to her right now, into Ken and Iris’s back garden. She couldn’t help it. It was an old habit, and old habits were the ones that took longest to die. As Lynda waited for

  any sign of life, a wood pigeon cooed and took flight, flapping its way across the garden. She tensed, looking up again, but the trees along the high wall were blank, dark. She felt a surge of

  relief. Just a bird – nothing to worry about. She made her way carefully across the deck and stepped back inside, locking the double doors behind her.




  She had an hour or so to herself, before the house began to stir. She made tea and toast and sat at the long wooden table, rustling her way through the pages of yesterday’s Irish

  Times. She settled into the crossword. The central heating clicked and hummed steadily, filling the kitchen with warmth. Down time, she thought. Warm-up time, before the real day began.




  This was the time she missed Katie the most. She missed the clatter of their early morning conversations. And the phone, too, of course. These days, the phone hardly rang at all, it seemed to

  Lynda, although she knew that that was nonsense. It still rang for her. And for Robert. It was just an impression, that telephonic silence. But still. The absence of Katie was a resonant one. It

  made itself felt above all in these early mornings, even though more than a year had passed.




  But Robert was right. She shouldn’t complain. She was lucky, really. Luckier than so many other people. Particularly these days.




  ‘Ciarán, it’s gone half-past. If you don’t get up now, you’re going to be late again.’




  Lynda heard Robert’s voice booming across the landing. Automatically, she stood up and filled the coffee-maker. Strong and black: Robert said his heart wouldn’t start without it. His

  heavy footsteps made their way downstairs, abruptly silenced by the carpet as he crossed the hall. Lynda looked up and smiled as her husband opened the kitchen door.




  ‘Morning, love . . .’ He kissed her on the cheek. ‘Your man above is out for the count. Did you happen to hear what time he got home at last night?’




  Lynda shook her head. ‘No,’ she said, firmly, not wanting this conversation again. ‘I heard nothing until six o’clock. No idea what time he came in.’




  Robert frowned. ‘Has he lectures this morning, do you know?’




  ‘I’m not sure.’ Lynda pushed the plunger down into the coffee, wiping the granite countertop as she did so. Some of the grounds always managed to escape.




  ‘Anyway, I’ve called him twice already.’ Robert lifted his keys and mobile phone from the kitchen table and put them into the pockets of his suede jacket. ‘I’m not

  going to call him again. He’s big and ugly enough to look after himself at this stage.’




  Lynda said nothing. She’d call Ciarán herself, later. Perhaps bring him up tea and toast, once Robert had left. Breakfast in bed helped to ease Ciarán into the day. It made

  the certainty of his bad temper recede a little. And that made her morning easier, too. The joys of working from home. But at least she had no need to brave the tangle of city traffic; no need to

  hurry up and wait. ‘Toast?’ she asked Robert.




  He nodded. ‘Yeah, thanks.’ He accepted the cup of coffee Lynda offered him, but he didn’t sit down. Instead, he took his briefcase from its perch at the end of the kitchen

  table and opened it. He handed Lynda an envelope. ‘Can you lodge that for me this morning? It’s a draft – I don’t want to leave it hanging around.’




  Lynda suppressed a rush of irritation. She hadn’t planned on leaving her studio this morning, had things to do, drawings to finish. Her time was accounted for, all of it.

  ‘Sure,’ she said. ‘Business account or personal?’




  Robert hesitated. It was a fractional delay, but enough for her to notice. ‘Personal,’ he decided. ‘As soon as you can. I’ve a site meeting in Blessington at ten and

  I’m tied up for the rest of the day.’ He glanced in her direction, gestured towards the envelope with his coffee cup. ‘I know you’re busy – I wouldn’t ask you if

  it wasn’t urgent. Sure you can get to it?’




  She nodded, feeling suddenly guilty. Sometimes, she thought, she underestimated the pressures he was under. Sometimes, she forgot to understand. And at least he had acknowledged her day.

  ‘No problem,’ she said. ‘I’ll get to the bank just as soon as it opens.’




  ‘Great, thanks. Appreciate it.’




  There was the sound of the letter box flapping open, the thud of post hitting the floor. ‘Postman’s early today,’ Robert commented.




  ‘Always is on Mondays,’ said Lynda. She was surprised that he had forgotten that. It was one of the more enduring, predictable rhythms of their home. She began to empty the

  dishwasher. At the same time, she switched on the radio for the eight o’clock news. The headlines astonished her, all over again. The last few months had been like life lived in another

  country. Crisis after crisis – job losses, plunging house prices. It was as though the miracle of the nineties had never happened. How come the Celtic Tiger had turned tail so quickly?




  She turned around to see if Robert was listening to George Lee’s latest economic forecast. The ‘busiest man in Ireland’, as Robert called him. More banks were toppling,

  lurching drunkenly towards collapse, bringing directors and shareholders with them. But Robert was no longer in the kitchen. Lynda reached up instead to open the cupboard door.




  And then, suddenly, he was beside her again, looming out of nowhere. They collided clumsily and Lynda dropped one of the three mugs she was clutching, still slippery from the dishwasher. She

  watched as it fell from her hands and shattered on the tiled floor. The white shards dispersed everywhere, sputniks flying. She watched their starry explosion with dismay.




  ‘Jesus, Robert,’ she cried. ‘Don’t creep up on me like that!’ The anger in her voice caught her unawares. She glanced uncertainly at him but he didn’t

  respond. They both looked at the litter of china on the kitchen tiles.




  Then Robert turned away from her. ‘I’ll get the brush.’




  Lynda stooped and picked up the larger pieces. Homer Simpson’s yellow face grinned up at her, lopsidedly. One of Ciarán’s favourites. ‘Sorry, hon,’ she said as

  Robert returned from the cupboard in the hall, carrying the brush and pan. ‘You startled me.’ His face was white, tense. Still he didn’t reply. ‘Robert? Are you

  okay?’




  He handed her the dustpan full of broken china.




  Lynda took it and thought: why doesn’t he just put it in the bin himself? It’s right behind him. She could feel her defensiveness growing. ‘I said I was sorry – and you

  did give me a fright.’




  He looked at her, not understanding. ‘What? Oh, no, don’t worry about it. No need to apologize. It’s not that.’




  ‘Then what?’ she said. ‘What is it? What’s wrong?’




  He shook his head impatiently. ‘Nothing – just a letter from Danny, that’s all. More of the usual bullshit. Nothing for you to worry about.’




  ‘From Danny?’ Lynda didn’t try to hide her alarm. ‘That’s always something to worry about.’




  Robert stooped and kissed her. ‘We’ll talk later. It’s nothing to get upset about. Just Danny being Danny, all over again. Same old, same old.’ He shrugged. ‘Trust

  me.’ He drained his coffee cup and smiled at her, but it was a smile without conviction. ‘Now I’ve really got to run. Call you later, okay?’




  Lynda saw the strain around his eyes, the pulled-down corners of his mouth. She noticed the shadowy bit under his chin that he always missed while shaving. Her stomach went into freefall. But

  she squeezed his hand. ‘Yeah. ’Course. I’ll be here all afternoon. Has Danny said anything in particular to upset you?’




  Robert shook his head. ‘No, no, not at all. I just don’t relish hearing from him, you know that. All his “poor me” crap. Danny, the eternal victim.’ His tone was

  impatient.




  Lynda’s questions hovered in the air between them, but she didn’t ask them. Instead, she searched Robert’s face for the truth and didn’t find it. His silences always made

  her feel edgy. She had never got used to them. ‘Let’s talk about it when you get home, then, all right? We’ll keep saying “no” to whatever it is he’s asking,

  just like we agreed. Don’t you worry about him – and I won’t either.’ She gave him a quick hug and brushed imaginary specks of dust off the shoulders of his suede jacket.

  She wanted to hold onto him for a few minutes longer.




  Robert missed a beat. ‘Yeah, well, I’m certainly not babysitting him again, not after the last time.’ He seemed about to say something else, but then changed his mind.

  ‘Look, gotta run. See you tonight.’




  She blew him a kiss; he waved from the front door.




  ‘Have a good day,’ Lynda called. She watched from the porch as he struggled out of his shoes and into his work boots, holding onto the Jeep’s open door as he did so. He fired

  his yellow hard hat into the back, and settled his briefcase beside him. With one arm slung across the back of the passenger seat, he glanced over his shoulder and reversed down the long driveway.

  All his movements were swift, confident. Lynda had always admired Robert’s physicality: it was one of the things that had attracted her to him in the first place, the best part of thirty

  years ago. He had towered over everyone else she knew in those days. His longish dark hair and grey eyes had been a striking combination, one Lynda had found irresistible. His body did what he

  asked of it: tennis, football, pouring cement, sawing wood. There was nothing too much for it. She still loved its solidity, tending now towards heaviness. Predictability made flesh.




  Lynda watched the receding headlights, saw that the Jeep’s paintwork was almost completely covered by a thick layer of greyish mud. She waited on the front step until all traces of

  Robert’s presence vanished and the car had disappeared down the hill towards the traffic lights.




  She stepped into the hallway and walked quickly back towards the kitchen. Once inside, she turned to where Robert had dumped the morning post on the counter under the microwave. Just the usual

  stuff: ESB bill, gas bill, flyers for yet another pizza joint. Impatiently, she pushed them aside and riffled through the remaining envelopes one more time. She must have missed it first time

  around. But there was nothing. Nothing from Danny.




  For a moment, Lynda looked at the strewn counter with disbelief. Then she moved over to the sink and filled a glass with cold water. She sipped at it, keeping both hands around the heavy

  tumbler. It helped to anchor her. Anchored by water, she thought. Not very substantial. Still, it was better than nothing.




  She went back out into the hallway and glanced at the bottom stair. But there was no envelope here, either. Sometimes, Robert tossed the post there, just outside his office. He’d leave it,

  reminding himself to deal with it later. She stood, feeling even more puzzled now. She and Robert kept no secrets from each other concerning Danny. That had always been their most solid, their most

  united, front.




  There was a faint breeze making its way through the flap of the letter box that still needed to be fixed. She must remind Robert, again, that there was a new one waiting to be installed. She

  wished that she could block off the letter box completely, seal it closed for good. Too much news of Danny had reached them that way over the years. That, and his sporadic phone calls, all of them

  brittle, all of them needy, sucking her and Robert in again before they even realized it. But it was well over three years since they’d heard from him now, long enough for memories of his

  last visit home to be, if not forgotten, then at least gratefully put aside.




  She decided now not to ‘go there’ as her children would advise. She didn’t care to remember. Instead, she tried to shrug off the images that were flashing by, thick and fast

  now, all their bells and whistles zinging. She walked back into the kitchen and poured a fresh mug of coffee for herself, put tea and toast onto a tray. Then she made her way upstairs to

  Ciarán’s room.




  Time he was up, and out of her hair.




  Time she got to work. That, at least, was a distraction.




  Danny is remembering.




  It’s been happening a lot, these days. Whenever the time approaches to go back – he no longer cares to think of it as ‘home’ – it’s as though his own

  personal cinema knows it. It plays the same vibrant reel over and over again – Technicolor, complete with sound effects – and reminds him of all the things he can never allow himself to

  forget. Before he knows it, his past becomes the most immediate present he has ever known, somewhere much more real, much more insistent than the here and now.




  Danny has begun to walk more quickly, his steps speeding up to keep pace with his thoughts. He is conscious of something stirring, prodding at the inside of his skull, needling him to respond.

  It’s like his recent practice bouts in the ring, where his opponent kept on hitting a vulnerable spot, a small, hot cut just above his right eye. Apart from the pain, and the trickle of warm

  blood that kept blinding him, what he can remember most is the rage. The other man’s jabbing left, the incessant, relentless focus of it, meant that someone was aware of his weakness; someone

  was taking advantage, exploiting it.




  Not for the first time, Danny finds it strange the way that tiny, insignificant things detonate memories. Right now, it’s the shadow that falls on the railway sleepers as the weak January

  sun creeps along the valley. But his day, the day he is remembering, was summer. He knows that because they were all wearing shorts.




  He can see his ten-year-old self and Tommy and Mick – both boys known locally as Twinnie McCormack, because nobody could ever tell them apart. In fact, the boys made sure that nobody could

  ever tell them apart. They got away with more, far more, that way. They made it their business to confuse the ever-watchful mothers standing in gardens, looking out their top windows, keeping an

  eye on their own brood as well as everyone else’s. The Twinnies didn’t fool their mother, of course, not even for a moment. That would have been impossible. But they fooled

  pretty much everyone else’s.




  Danny can see the three of them now, skinny freckled figures, playing by the railway tracks that used to run behind the council houses, seven streets over and a lifetime away from home. His

  mother didn’t like any of them playing there. Her lip would curl a little, saying it was no place for nice children. But Mrs McCormack didn’t mind. So Danny learned to go along with

  Tommy and Mick and just say nothing. He still remembers the excitement of retrieving the pennies, flattened hot and thin by the wheels of the train, the copper hen distorted, elongated, forever

  caught in mid-squawk. They were inseparable, the twins and him. Until the day of the cat. That was the day Danny realized that the world was not as he believed it to be, that it had a method and a

  logic of its own that could defeat him, sideline him, pushing him off his own rightful place at the centre of things.




  The cat had been a poor show, he remembers that, too. It was scrawny, wild, its orange fur matted and dirty. But catching it had still been a triumph. Danny and Mick had made the trap together.

  First, they’d dug a hole in the hard summer ground, softening the soil with a bucket of water drawn from the McCormacks’ rain barrel, the one that squatted in their back yard. Into the

  hole the Twinnies placed the fish heads, stinking their way through the Evening Herald of the day before, bloody streaks making the print run.




  The Twinnies had claimed ownership of this part; Danny had been allowed only to watch. Their fish heads, their Herald, their privilege. Never mind. Danny had other, better things

  planned for later. He watched as the black ink stamped the news of yesterday’s events onto the Twinnies’ sweaty palms and forearms. Watched as the blackness made its way underneath

  their fingernails and into the creases – bendy ones, just like tiny smiles – around their knuckles.




  Mrs McCormack had wrapped up the fish heads the afternoon before, folding the newspaper at the top and bottom to make a snug parcel. Danny had watched at the kitchen table, fascinated at the way

  the fish eyes stared, cold and glassy, their mouths open, taken by surprise. Into the newspaper nest they went, along with the slimy, stringy guts and the glittering scales from their wavy blue and

  silver flesh.




  Mrs McCormack had filleted the dozen or so mackerel without fuss, joking away with the three boys as they drank glasses of MiWadi and ate fluffy biscuits – white ones only: the boys

  wouldn’t touch the pink – three pairs of elbows resting on the kitchen table. Danny had often seen Mrs McCormack use her swift, precise knife. He admired the way she moved, the whole

  cut and thrust of her. She’d put the tightly wrapped parcel into the bin when she was finished, washed her hands with Sunlight soap and dried them on the tea towel.




  ‘Off you go, boys,’ she’d said, throwing the words back over her shoulder as she looked out the window. ‘Off you go outside and play. The sun is still shining.’




  Once she’d left the kitchen, the Twinnies lifted the lid off the galvanized bin that stood just outside the back door, trying not to make any noise. Then Tommy leaned in very carefully and

  pulled out the parcel. All three raced to the embankment together where adventure lay, waiting for them to begin.




  Danny and Mick covered the hole with a length of blue sacking, stolen from Mr McCormack’s shed. On top of that, they placed leaves and twigs and a handful of dirt. That was Tommy’s

  idea – he had insisted on it. He’d seen it in a book, some story or other about hunters in India trying to snare a lion. Or was it a tiger? Danny could never remember that bit. Tommy

  had probably got it wrong, anyway. But the twin claimed that it would fool the cat into thinking it was on solid ground. Even Mick had thought that that was stupid. The cat wouldn’t have time

  to think about anything at all, he said. It would fall into their fishy trap and then they’d capture it. But they did it anyway, sprinkling the thin surface of the sacking to camouflage

  it.




  The Twinnies always stuck together, even if they didn’t agree with each other. Danny knew it would not be a good idea ever to try to come between them.




  It was Tommy’s job to make the noose. He was good at making things; his long, sure fingers plaited the strands of twine together. When everything was ready, they hid, the three of them,

  crouching behind a clump of wild, scratchy bushes that produced millions of fat blackberries in autumn.




  They hadn’t actually thought about what they would do afterwards, once they’d caught the cat. At least the Twinnies hadn’t. But Danny had. The previous night, that was all he

  had thought about, with a hot, hard pleasure stirring between his legs. He knew exactly what he wanted to do.




  ‘Here it comes,’ Tommy’s voice was a high, excited whisper. ‘Here’s the cat.’




  The scrawny animal, sure enough, was making its way across the scorched ground, heading straight for the sacking. Its tail was up, flicking from side to side. It was as though the tip had an

  eye, like a periscope breaking the surface of the sea. It glanced jerkily first right, then left, checking for trouble. The cat’s ribs seemed to undulate along its orange coat. They were so

  prominent, so distinct that Danny could count them. The paws were furtive, taking soft, sneaky steps, as though the cat was already suspicious of what lay ahead.




  The three boys kept very still, and Danny remembers holding his breath. Suddenly, there was a flurry of movement: of cat and clay and sacking. Tommy darted out from among the trees, a

  blood-curdling, whooping sound coming from his normally quiet lips. Mick followed, stumbling forward, his hands already in the hole, pressing down on the sacking, keeping the spitting, writhing cat

  in one place while Tommy slipped the noose over its head.




  It was done, over, almost before they realized it. Tommy pulled sharply on the noose, and the cat dangled at the end of his home-made rope, clawing wildly at the air. The boys were all laughing

  now, shouting, doing an Indian war dance around the struggling cat, who was showing no signs of quietening.




  ‘It worked!’ Mick was jubilant. He punched his fist in the air. ‘It worked!’




  ‘Will I let him go now?’ Tommy’s arm was tiring. He was holding it out from his body, leaning forward, his arse stuck out in the air. The cat was frantic, clawing, hissing,

  trying to make contact with something, anything at all. No wonder Tommy was keen to keep his distance, keen to let it go now that the thrill of the chase was over. But it was the wrong question to

  ask. Danny knew it was the wrong question to ask. Letting the cat go was not in his plans, whatever the Twinnies might feel.




  ‘NO!’ he shouted.




  The Twinnies stopped and looked over at him. He thought that Tommy looked frightened. The freckles were standing out on his thin face, his cheeks were getting redder by the minute.




  ‘I have an idea.’ Danny walked over to the Twinnies, holding out his hand for the cat. They didn’t stop him. In fact, he could see relief pass over Tommy’s flushed face,

  like a cloud shadowing the sun. He held out the cat, its hissing silenced now. Tommy’s gesture was an abrupt, sinewy one. Here, you take it, then. I’ve had enough.




  Danny grabbed the noose with both hands, hoping that he wasn’t already too late. The cat was still breathing, just, although its eyes were becoming milky. He didn’t have any time to

  waste.




  Turning his back on the Twinnies, he raced down towards the railway tracks. Danny could hear them shouting behind him, but he didn’t stop. He was always able to run faster than they were.

  He could see the train now, snaking its way towards him, although he couldn’t hear it yet. His hands started to tremble and he could feel his thing beginning to grow hard again. He stumbled

  as he reached the tracks, almost losing his balance. The cat was quiet now, its paws jerking weakly at the air from time to time.




  Quickly, he bent down. He pushed the animal into position on the rail, its head dangling uselessly to one side. The metal glinted back at him, warm in the sunshine. Using the noose, he tied the

  cat’s head as close to the rail as he could manage, laughing out loud as the rest of its body flailed, its paws making feeble contact with nothing at all. Fresh air – just like when

  Tommy tried to box and his punches fell back uselessly to his sides.




  Then Danny ran, further down the tracks, seeing the Twinnies standing a good way up the embankment. He waved to them to come and watch, but they seemed to be rooted to the spot.




  And then he forgot all about them. He stopped and turned to watch the approach of the train, his heart hammering. He had a great view of what came next: the loud, fat slam of the wheels, the

  blood spurting high up into the air, the rusty blur of colour. Grinning hugely, he waved to the train driver, who hooted back at him, heard the train’s shrill, mournful whistle. The man

  didn’t even know what he had done, would never know. The cat’s head had been sliced off cleanly, more cleanly than Danny would have thought possible, and rolled to one side, as though

  it had just turned to go to sleep. The rest of its body was reduced to mush. All that was left was a dark stain on the railway sleepers, a furry shadow of its former life.




  When he looked up, the Twinnies were gone. He was disappointed. They should have stayed, should have waited for him. He was filled to the brim, tingling with excitement over what they had just

  done: the chase, the capture, the execution, all of it. But when he went to knock in for the Twinnies, their mum, tight-lipped, told him they weren’t going out to play. They were staying in

  to have their tea.




  That night, Mr and Mrs McCormack came to call. He could hear their voices downstairs, make out his father’s answering rumble. Then light, cautious footsteps up the stairs: Robbie, his

  pansy older brother. At thirteen, he was still weedy, scared of his own shadow.




  ‘You’re in trouble,’ he said, breathless. ‘Daddy’s goin’ to kill you!’




  Danny stuck his two fingers up in the air, and his brother retreated, startled into silence.




  It wasn’t the worst hiding he’d ever had. Even if it had been, he wasn’t going to show it. Part of him felt that it was worth it, anyway, and part of him didn’t feel

  anything at all. He had always known, somewhere deep inside him, that this was not the sort of things mummies and daddies wanted to know about. They’d have preferred it if he hadn’t

  brought it home to their doorstep.




  He remembered the way his mum had shrieked when their own cat, Titus, had brought back stiff and broken birds, trophies, and placed them gently at her slippered feet. But she didn’t

  want them. She’d shouted at Titus and screamed at Dad to take the bodies away. Because they made her sad.




  Danny hadn’t known what to make of that.




  But he knew that his mum and dad felt they had to fix something he had broken. Or stop him doing it again. Or both. Whenever he got into trouble, there were usually tears from his mother,

  hiccups as she dabbed at her eyes with a tiny lace handkerchief. Then an earnest talking to from his father, and sometimes, but not always, a hiding. His father seemed unconvinced by punishment;

  his heart was never in it. This will hurt me more than it hurts you: that kind of thing. But still, it seemed that he felt duty bound to show his wayward son the error of his ways. That was why

  Danny had learned to keep things separate, private. He could never trust others to see the world the same way he did.




  The Twinnies should have been different. He couldn’t understand why they had gone over to the other side, why they had left him as they had, right at the best part. And then told on

  him.




  But he didn’t care – he didn’t need them.




  He’d go back to the tracks tomorrow, see if the skull was still there. Once all the fur and stuff fell off, it would be a good souvenir.




  He slept that night, and dreamt of flying.




  

     

  




  2




  ‘HELLO, MUM?’ Ciarán, home from college.




  ‘In here,’ Lynda called.




  Ciarán stuck his head around the studio door. ‘Still workin’?’ he said.




  What does it look like? Lynda wanted to ask. She felt tired, cranky. Her day had not been a good one. ‘Yep. Still at it.’




  He edged his way closer to her, negotiating a passageway between the bench, the coffee table strewn with books and the Indian footstool. All the low surfaces in the studio were littered with

  photographs and sketches. As Ciarán passed, the piles of paper trembled, threatening a landslide.




  ‘Mind that rucksack,’ Lynda said, sharply. ‘Make sure you don’t disturb anything. I’ve just sorted out all that lot.’ She waited, expecting the usual

  response. But there wasn’t one. That surprised her. No bristling; no swearing. No throwing his eyes up to heaven.




  ‘Okay, okay,’ he said. He looked around him, disbelieving. ‘I’ll leave it outside, then. Yeah?’ He’d brought with him the smell of cold air and stale

  cigarette smoke.




  Lynda nodded, bending over her drawings again. ‘Do that,’ she agreed. And tonight, she thought, he could smoke for Ireland, for all she cared. At least he hadn’t flung his way

  up to his bedroom and slammed the door. Or complained about all the shortcomings of home. Lynda had learned, lately, to dread the sound of his key in the lock, the stamp of his foot in the

  hallway.




  Robert never saw these outbursts of temper. By the time he came home in the late evenings, the anger was spent. Ciarán would be subdued. Sometimes, he was even apologetic. Robert’s

  eyes would glaze over whenever Lynda tried to explain how it had been, how it still was, in his absence. Eventually, it had become easier to stop trying.




  She heard the thud as Ciarán dumped his rucksack in the hall, and was reminded of the post hitting the floor that morning. Reminded all over again of Danny. She sighed. Then she heard

  Ciarán mutter something. She looked up sharply. She hated his sotto voce complaints: he always made sure they were barely audible. Most of the time she didn’t challenge him.

  Today, though, she was in no mood for it.




  ‘Ciarán. Did you say something to me?’




  There was no reply. She went to call out to him again and was made suddenly curious by a scuffling sound from behind the door he had just closed. She pushed her chair back from the bench and

  stood up. The door opened abruptly and Ciarán was framed there, looking, she thought, as he used to look as a small child. Defiant. That was the word. It leaped its way across the

  distance between them, crossing the bridges of all those years. She had a sudden memory of a childhood photograph: Ciarán in red Wellington boots, holding a single daffodil. Squinting up at

  the camera, refusing to smile. He elbowed his way back into the room now, dragging someone behind him.




  ‘I’d like you to meet a friend of mine,’ he said.




  At first, Lynda thought her son’s reluctant follower was a girl. She saw fair hair, expensive clothes, a tanned face. The figure was tall – almost as tall as Ciarán –

  but there was no evidence of breasts beneath the tight white T-shirt. A fellow, then, Lynda thought, taken aback. She made to move towards him at last – the least she could do was be polite.

  But Ciarán began to speak and forestalled her.




  ‘This is Jonathan, but we all call him Jon.’ He gestured awkwardly at the young man just behind him. ‘I invited him to have dinner with us tonight.’ His eyes challenged

  her.




  ‘And you’re very welcome,’ Lynda said. Ciarán never brought anyone home. She’d always known who Katie’s friends were, but Ciarán’s life was a

  mystery to her. Now, it seemed that he had taken somebody captive. He gripped Jon’s shoulder tightly. The other boy – Jon – stood up straighter and detached himself. He looked as

  though he was standing his ground. He held out his hand, beating Lynda to it.




  ‘Mrs Graham,’ he said. ‘I’m very pleased to meet you. I told this . . . this reprobate to behave himself and give you more notice, but you know how impossible he

  is.’




  Lynda was disarmed at once. Reprobate. That was Robert’s word. ‘I do indeed,’ she agreed. ‘I know just what he’s like. It’s very nice to meet you, Jon.

  Please, make yourself at home.’




  His smile was dazzling; so were his pale green eyes and dark lashes.




  ‘Are you an artist, Mrs Graham?’ he asked her at last, his eye caught by the drawings that littered her bench.




  ‘Oh, well,’ she said. She never knew how to answer that. ‘I paint and I make jewellery: silver stuff, mostly. And I design Japanese gardens as well.’




  ‘Wow,’ Jon said. He was clearly impressed.




  ‘And please, don’t call me “Mrs Graham”,’ Lynda added. ‘It makes me feel old. My name is Lynda.’




  He smiled. ‘Okay, then. Thanks, Lynda. Does that mean that you design Zen gardens, the dry landscape kind of stuff? And the meditation spaces?’




  Lynda was startled. That was an odd sort of knowledge for a young man to have.




  ‘Take a look out the window and see,’ interrupted Ciarán. ‘She’s done one out here, in the back garden. I already told you. We can pull up the blinds, if you

  like.’




  But Jon ignored him. It was as though he hadn’t heard. He kept his gaze fixed on Lynda, his pale eyes searching hers.




  ‘Well, yes,’ she said. ‘That is what I do. That, among other things.’ Jon’s interest intrigued her – she wasn’t used to it. She glanced over at

  Ciarán, conscious of him standing by the footstool. His way was barred as Jon moved swiftly towards her bench.




  ‘May I look at the drawings?’ he asked. She could hear the excitement in his voice.




  ‘Of course.’ Lynda moved back to her chair and pulled out the garden sketches she had just started working on. Jon took one of the A1 sheets she offered him. He peered closely at it.

  As he did so, Lynda noticed that his hand was trembling. When he looked up at her again, the green eyes were almost translucent.




  ‘These are beautiful,’ he said. ‘I’ve always been interested in design.’




  ‘Yeah, yeah, yeah,’ Ciarán interjected. But his tone was benign. ‘Never mind all this artsy-fartsy stuff, I’m starvin’. What’s for dinner?’




  ‘I haven’t decided.’ Lynda was annoyed at his interruption. ‘If you’re so hungry,’ she said, ‘why don’t you start to cook dinner? What

  would you like to make?’




  He looked at her sideways. ‘Takeaway?’




  ‘You pulled that stunt the last time,’ she said. ‘How about some real food, for a change?’




  ‘Nah. I think it’s vastly overrated,’ he said. He dragged one hand back and forth through his hair. As a small child, he’d do this whenever he felt frustrated, whenever

  he was expected to do something he didn’t want to do.




  ‘Let’s have a stir-fry,’ she said. ‘You can make a start and I’ll join you both in a few minutes, once I put these drawings away.’




  He nodded. ‘All right then. Sound.’ He made a show of strangling Jon, placing both hands around his friend’s slender throat. ‘Come, slave!’ he said. ‘Your

  task awaits! Your master commands!’




  Jon followed Ciarán as he led the way towards the kitchen.




  ‘Don’t you make Jon do all the work,’ Lynda called after them. ‘I know your style.’




  Jon turned and smiled at her. For an instant, his eyes seemed knowing. He glanced towards Ciarán, and then back again at her. Lynda was startled, unsure how to respond. Almost at once,

  the tanned, handsome face was smooth again, neutral.




  Her gaze followed her son as both boys left the room together. Ciarán was good-looking too, but in a different way from Jon. He had Robert’s dark hair, strong features and his easy,

  lanky height. He had an air of self-possession that could be convincing. But as he walked away, she saw the innocence of his back, his longish hair, his loping strides. There was a vulnerability

  that lurked just beneath the surface of Ciarán’s skin. Even Robert acknowledged it.




  On the other hand, this new friend seemed very grown-up. Lynda wondered where all that confidence had come from. She glanced at her watch and made a pencilled reminder to herself of the time, on

  the right-hand corner of the latest of her drawings. That way, she’d know which version to start with in the morning.




  ‘We entertaining royalty, or what?’ Robert asked, as he came into the kitchen. ‘Do I need to dress for dinner?’ He was shrugging out of his jacket and

  looking around him with exaggerated amazement. Lynda had set the table with her best china and glassware.




  She put her finger to her lips. ‘Shhh – not so loud! Ciarán’s brought a friend.’




  Robert grinned at her. It was a grin that said: See? Told you so. Told you it was only a matter of time. You fret too much.




  Lynda ignored it. ‘It’s the first time he’s had anybody here since – I can’t remember. We should celebrate, be welcoming.’




  Robert nodded. ‘Sure. Why not? Male or female?’




  ‘Male. His name is Jon.’




  ‘Okay. Right. Let me just go and get out of all this muddy stuff first.’




  Just then, both Ciarán and Jon burst into the kitchen, laughing, trailing a cloud of energy with them. They stopped short when they saw Robert, Jon looking unsure, even wary. He glanced

  from Robert to Lynda, and back again, almost as if he were appealing for help. He is shy after all, Lynda thought, amused.




  ‘Jon – come and meet Robert. Robert, this is Jon, Ciarán’s friend from college.’ At that moment, Robert’s mobile rang. He held his hand up and fished his

  phone out of his pocket. ‘Just a minute,’ Lynda heard him say. ‘Give me a second.’ He pointed towards the door, apologetically. She could still hear his voice, even after

  he’d closed the kitchen door behind him.




  ‘That’s my dad,’ Ciarán said, with ironic cheerfulness. ‘Making his second million. He gave up on the first, though. The going was too tough.’




  But Jon didn’t laugh.




  ‘That’s enough, Ciarán,’ Lynda said. She felt uncomfortable. ‘Your dad works very hard.’




  ‘Pity about the credit crunch, though, isn’t it?’ Ciarán put down two cans of beer on the counter in front of him. ‘They say things are goin’ to get even

  worse. Particularly for builders. Sorry, I mean developers.’ Ciarán made imaginary inverted commas around the word, waggling his two index fingers in the air. He tugged at the

  ring pull on one of the cans until it made a hissing sound. He pushed the second beer towards Jon. ‘Help yourself,’ he said.




  But Jon didn’t move. Nor did he acknowledge Ciarán’s offhand invitation.




  Lynda felt a surge of anger. And where do you think all of your comforts come from, you little shit, she wanted to shout. Your allowance, your clothes, your mobile

  phone? Even the beer in your hand. But she calmed herself. She was aware that Jon was looking at her. The air around him was puzzled, thick with questions. Lynda glanced at her son’s face.

  The shadow of a sneer still lingered. Jon’s presence made her see Ciarán as though from a distance, as a stranger might. And she didn’t like what she saw.




  Finally, Jon spoke. ‘Anything I can do to help?’ he asked. His tone was casual. He pushed the can of beer very slightly back in Ciarán’s direction, then he turned to

  face Lynda.




  ‘Yes,’ she said. She was glad that the silence was broken. ‘Thanks. Chop these peppers for me, if you don’t mind. I’ll go and put on the rice.’ Lynda walked

  past Ciarán on her way to the larder.




  Her anger simmered. She’d deal with him later.




  Robert joined them just as they were finishing their meal.




  ‘Sorry, guys,’ he said. ‘Never a dull moment.’ He put his plate in the microwave. Then he turned to Jon, smiling. ‘Well, Jon, very nice to have you here.’ He

  held out his hand. ‘Don’t get up. Please excuse that rude interruption earlier – but we live in interesting times.’




  ‘You don’t need to apologize, Mr Graham,’ said Jon, shaking Robert’s hand. His face flushed slightly. ‘It’s very nice to be here.’
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