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Part One


HALLOWEEN



We from the bridges head descended, where
 To the eighth mound it joins, and then the chasm
 Opening to view, I saw a crowd within
 Of serpents terrible, so strange of shape
 And hideous, that remembrance in my veins
 Yet shrinks the vital current.
 Amid this dread exuberance of woe
 Ran naked spirits wingd with horrid fear,
 Nor hope had they of crevice where to hide,
 Or heliotrope to charm them out of view.


DANTE, The Divine Comedy, Inferno
 Canto xxiv
 Translated by Cary















One





THE LAST CASE I WORKED, I FOUND A SIXTEEN-YEAR-OLD girl for her father; when she told me what he had done to her, I let her stay lost. The case before that, I provided a husband with evidence of his wifes infidelity; that night, he beat her to death, then hanged himself in the marital bedroom. Now I was calling on a man who by nightfall would be the prime suspect in two murder cases. Maybe one of these days, Id get a better class of client. Maybe someday. Maybe not today.


The late October sun hung low in the grey morning sky, a silver glare behind the mist that had blown in south of Seafield. At Bayview Harbour, I swung sharp right up a steep lane and parked by a double-fronted stone Victorian house with a brass plaque on the wall that read Shane HowardDental Surgeon. I opened the low gate and walked along a cobbled path bordered by glistening rowan trees, their berries flaring blood orange through the mist. Crows on the roof beat their wings and made their low tubercular moan. At the heavy green front door, I looked back and breathed in air that was dank and clogged with salt and the musk of rotting leaves. It was the cleanest breath Id draw until it was all over.



The hall was dimly lit by a dust-stained chandelier with only two working bulbs. Framed photographs of green-shirted Irish rugby players in action hung from the picture rail. The receptionist had snow blond hair and high cheekbones and midnight blue eyes and an engagement ring with red stones that made me think of a crab claw. I gave her a card with my name and what I did for a living printed on it and her eyes widened with anxiety; she compressed her lips and nodded at me gravely and reached for the phone.


Its all right, Anita, Ill deal with Mr. Loy.


The speaker was a swollen man in his midforties encased in a charcoal three-piece wool suit that bulged like a bulls pelt. He had a port glow to his full jowls, a plume of dark grey hair swept back from his oily brow and a complacent expression in which boredom and self-satisfaction vied for supremacy. He inclined his head to one side and flexed his protuberant eyes and fleshy mouth in a brisk rictus of acknowledgment. The gesture made him look fleetingly like a gigantic Oriental baby. I looked at the floor and noticed his feet: like those of many fat, self-important men, they were very small.


Denis Finnegan, Mr. Loy. Mr. Howards solicitor. I wonder if I might have five minutes of your time. His voice was like the quiet oily purr of an expensive car.


Mr. Howard spoke to me himself, I said. He didnt say anything about a solicitor.


Finnegan did the Oriental thing again with his face, this time with a lot of blinking and sighing, as if to deplore the free will with which his client had unaccountably been gifted.


I raised an upturned palm toward him and nodded; Finnegan turned on his heel and, beckoning with a nod of his huge head, began to climb the stairway halfway down the hall. Through a glass door, three patients sat around a large mahogany table, leafing through magazines. I followed Finnegan up the stairs and into a small dark sitting room off the first-floor return. A bare yellow bulb hung from the cobwebbed ceiling; there were concertina files and drug company cartons piled against the ocher walls and a dusty three-piece suite arranged around a low table. Finnegan sat on the couch; I took one of the creaking chairs; it was the kind of antique furniture you felt might break if you shifted in your seat.


I assume my client has told you everything, Finnegan said, and waited for me to reply. I waited for him to continue. We sat for a while in the ensuing silence. Finnegan crossed an ankle over one knee. His socks were red silk, and his tiny polished brogues gleamed in the yellow light. He raised his eyebrows expectantly, as if it was only a matter of time before I told him what he wanted to know. I stood up and made for the door.


Mr. Loy, I understood we were going to talk, he said, his voice yelping a little.


So did I. But youre not talking.


I opened the door. Finnegan stood up surprisingly quickly and waved his hands at me. They were pudgy hands, and they matched his socks.


Please sit down, Mr. Loy, he said. I wont take up too much of your time, I assure you.


I shut the door behind me but stayed standing. Finnegan crossed the room, handed me a business card, then retreated to his seat and nodded briskly, ruefully, as if conceding his ill-judged choice of tactics.


Mr. Howard didnt ask me to, ah, intercede with you today.


No kidding. I guess he hasnt told you why he wants my intercession either. Well, if he hasnt, Im not going to.


Finnegan pursed his lips and raised his eyes, if not quite to heaven, at least to the dirty yellow bulb above his head, and steepled his index fingers together; after an interval of meditation, or silent prayer, he exhaled loudly through his nose and began to speak.


My clients mother recently passed away. She leaves a substantial property on several acres adjacent to the Howard Medical Center. That property, and the lands surrounding, are currently the cause of some contention between my client and his wife.


And between your clients wife and your wife. You are married to Shane Howards sister, Sandra, arent you?


Finnegan nodded slowly, thoughtfully, his eyes vanishing momentarily into the folds of his crimson jowls.


You do your homework, Mr. Loy.


This is Dublin, Mr. Finnegan. I just keep my eyes and ears open.


Yes, I am Mr. Howards brother-in-law, but I have no interestno beneficial interestin his mothers estate: the property and lands were left solely to Mr. Howard; his sister is not named in the will.


So what do you want?


My clients wife, Jessica Howard, is, ahm, a highly spirited personality. If she were to discover that her husband had, for example, hired a private detective to spy on her, in the hope of gaining evidence that might be used against the lady now or at some future date, in proceedings intended to undermine her claim to what she is legally and morally entitled to consider her due


She wouldnt see the funny side.


She might pursue a litigious course which in the short-to-medium term would probably benefit no one except my colleagues in the legal profession. And while strong collegiate impulses are not alien to me, the bonds of family are more tightly drawn; for my late mother-in-laws estate to dwindle while disputatious solicitors spar, Jarndyce and Jarndycelike, would, for the family, be to find ourselves in a very bleak house indeed.


Finnegan unleashed a salvo of self-approving mews and yaps as a coda to his painfully forced literary reference, and his thick lips quivered with near delight at his own facility, and for an instant I could see him back in the university debating chamber, basking in the braying regard of his peers, the legislators and judiciary of the future. He opened his great maw to continue, but I beat him to it. It was a little after nine in the morning, and I hadnt had breakfast, and another of those ornate sentences that showed how much his father had paid the Jesuits for his education and I was going to have the kind of headache only gin would cure, and it was too early for gin.


Its about his daughter, I said.


Emily? Denis Finnegan said.


Thats right. Shes gone missing.


And he wants her found?


Or wants to talk about it, anyway. Shes nineteen, so theres a limit to what I could do, if shed prefer to stay lost. What Id be prepared to do.


I see. I see. I was under the impressionor rather, I made, in the circumstances, the understandable assumption


You thought he was hiring me to dig some dirt on his wife.


I certainly suspected he had something of that character in mind.


Is there any dirt to dig?


Lets just say I believed it expedient to inquire a little further into the potential veracity and, so to speak, density of any such allegations before deeming it appropriate to conclude that an operative such as yourself might properly be charged with the task of investigating further.


I had the headache now. My left eyelid was flickering like a lightbulb about to blow. I put my hand on the door and opened it, all the while keeping contact through my right eye with Denis Finnegan, who had narrowed his eyes and bared his teeth in a grimace of farewell. With the bare bulb directly above his head, his great face suddenly resembled a skull swollen and distorted by water.


Well speak again, Mr. Loy, I have no doubt, he oozed.


The words hung in the air like an emblem beneath a deathshead. I stepped backward through the door and pulled it shut and went downstairs.


A broad-shouldered sandy-haired man in a white linen tunic had his face bent close to Anitas pale head. His voice was working in a low rumble, then hers gushed forth in a flow of easy, throaty laughter. It was the kind of laughter that makes a man feel like his luck is in, the kind of laughter you hear in bars and on street corners late at night. When my leather-soled black wing tips hit the tiled hall floor, their heads sprang apart, and the man raised himself to his full height and turned to face me. He was about six three, heavily built like the rugby forward he had been, with a scowl on his open face.


Mr. Howard, I said. Ed Loy. We spoke on the phone.


Howard nodded slowly and looked at his watch. Youre late, he said, his tanned brow frown-ridged, bushy eyebrows shading his eyes.


Your solicitor thought he needed to speak to me, I said.


Is Finnegan here again? Howard said.


He glared at Anita, who flushed and nodded quickly. Howard flung a meaty hand in my direction.


What did he want? he said.


I dont know, I lied. I dont think he knew himself. To listen to the sound of his own voice, it felt like.


That sounds like Dinny, all right, Howard said, nodding. The huge planes of his face slowly began to shift into a smile. Then he laughed, an astonishingly loud, crashing sound, like the engine of a tractor flaring into life. As suddenly as it had started, the laughter sputtered out and he stared down at the black and white tiles and cleared his throat. He lifted his head, leant across the reception counter and patted Anitas hand.


Ill be in the study, Anita. Im not to be disturbed, he said, nodded to me and unlocked a door across the hall from the waiting room. I followed. As I passed Anita, she was caressing her ring between finger and thumb. In the faint light, the uncut stones had the bright glow of arterial blood.


Nice ring, I said. Whens the big day?


Its not an engagement ring, she said. Her accent sounded Eastern European. Color seeped across her pale cheeks like red ink on a blotter. Its for protection. A talisman.


Protection against what? I said.


She shrugged.


You know. Whatever. My sister gave it to me.


She tried to smile, but it didnt come out right. She looked down and fussed with some papers on her desk. As I opened the study door, she had pushed her left hand to her mouth and was gnawing on the ring like an anxious child with a pacifier.





Shane Howard sat behind a dark wood desk, lit by a green-shaded lamp. The long room was otherwise in gloom: heavy velvet drapes hung over the windows. There were more rugby photographs on the wallsHoward had been a second-row international when I was at school, and one spectacular shot showed him bursting across the line through a shambling disarray of English forwards. Above the white marble mantelpiece hung a portrait of a handsome silver-haired man in tweeds and flannels with a stethoscope around his neck; a plaque at the base of the gilt frame identified him as Dr. John Howard, 19151985. All over was an airless fug of dust and old upholstery and cigar smoke; Howards desk was strewn with papers and framed photographs, used cups and glasses, an almost empty bottle of Bushmills and two overflowing ashtrays. I sat across the desk from him, refused his offer of a cigar, and shook my head quickly when his hand strayed toward the whiskey. He nodded, cleared his throat, and then took an envelope from the desk, passed it to me, and said, My daughter.



Emily Howard was about nineteen, slim and petite, with a pale complexion and black eye shadow around her large brown eyes and full red lips and short spiky hair dyed candy apple red and piercings in her ears and nose and on her tongue. She also had a red rose tattoo high on one thigh and her nipples were pierced and her pubic hair had been shaved into a tiny heart and dyed red. I could see this because in the photographs, she was naked, and having sex with a boy and another girl, in most of the usual ways and a few that werent so usual, except in photographs like this. The other girl wore a sequinned eye mask and her blond hair was tied in a shiny scarf; the boy wore wraparound shades and a black baseball cap; the only one you could get a clear look at was Emily. I looked up at her father. His bloodshot eyes were fixed on one of the framed photographs on his desk: a sandy-haired big-eyed girl of about six with no front teeth, biting into an apple.


I looked at the photographs again. When I worked in L.A., at least once a month I was asked to find a girl whod gone missing, and shed almost always turn up having sex on camera in the San Fernando Valley, and in the movies she did, she always had this smile that didnt reach her angry eyes, a smile that said fuck you to someone, usually her father or her stepfather or her uncle; to some man who had taken everything from her before she was old enough to understand what it was. And shed always say the same thing: that she was never going home again. And if letting a bunch of strangers ejaculate on your face is preferable to going home, then home must have really been something. So Id go back and tell the clientthe father or stepfather or unclethat she didnt want to see him, and usually Id give him a tape or a magazine so he could understand for himself what he had done. But he rarely did; more often than not, hed ask me if I could get her autograph.


Will you find her? Howard said.


I looked at him. He didnt look the type, if there was a type, which there wasnt, and this wasnt that kind of porn. Still, it was hard to tell from the photographs: in most of them, Emily Howard looked detached, ironic even, as if to indicate a distance from what she was doing; but in a few of the shots, there was a glint in her eyes that could have been anger.


How did you get these? I said.


They were hand-delivered. I didnt see who by. And there was a message.


He passed me a sheet of white A4 with a note typed on it: Next stop the Internet, where your daughters ass will live foreverunless you cough up fifty grand by midday on Thursday. Well tell you where and when.


They dont say theyre holding her against her will, I said.


What are you suggestingthat shes in on it? Howard said. How dare you?


Could she be?


Get out of my house.


Howards voice was loud, but it lacked conviction; he clutched the edges of the desk with his great hands.


Has she new friends, or friends you dont know about? Has she become secretive about who she knows or where she goes?


Howards hands slapped down hard on the desk, sending papers flying and raising a cloud of ash. He stared to one side and to the other, opening and closing his mouth as if, in his rage, he didnt trust himself to speak, or he couldnt figure out who he was angriest at. Then he tried another laugh, but it didnt catch, and left him breathing hard and blinking back what looked like tears.


Maybe youd better tell me all about it from the beginning, I said. When did it go wrong between you and Emily?


Howard flung his head toward me as if I had accused him of something, chin thrust out, jaw set, eyes ablaze, ready for the fray; then as quickly the fire left him; he nodded eagerly, exhaled loudly, and in a low, deliberate voice that sounded as if it was allowed out only on special occasions, began to speak.


Thats just it, he said. We had always been very close, all the while she was at schoolgreat pals. More. I suppose she was Daddys little princess, you know? Thats what her mother always said, anyway. But we were the best of friends. Always came with me to see Seafield play rugby, even the away games. Picking her up after dates and clubs and so on, like her own personal driver I was. Then she went to university, and all that stopped, overnight, it seemed. Didnt want to know me. First cheek and smart answers, then the silent treatment. Wed always kept her hair long, and one day she came home with it all cut off, spiked up and bleached blond. Broke my heart. I mean, look at her.


Howard plucked one of the framed photographs off his desk and passed it to me.


Thats Emily the day she got her Leaving Cert results. A real lady she was growing into.


I looked at a pretty girl with long blond hair and too much orange makeup and fussy designer clothes and intelligent eyes blurred with boredom and premature cynicism. There were fifty-year-old women all over the city traipsing from beauty parlor to hairdresser to designer store trying to maintain that look. At least Emilyd had the spirit to tear it up.


Once she did the hair, we didnt know what to expect next: a pierced nose, a tattoo, God knows. She dropped all the girls shed been to school with, girls shed known all her life, girls whose parents are our friends. Her boyfriend since fifth year, David Brady, had just made the Seafield first fifteen, smashing guy, one of the best fullback prospects in the country, good career aheadand she dumps him for one of the club barmen, hes in her class at college, some scrawny clown who plays in a band. Broken up about it, poor David was. Then she started staying out, night after night, wouldnt tell us where.


Drugs?


No. I dont know. Drink maybe. Hangovers. She spent enough time in that bed. But shes nineteen, half of them get sleeping sickness that age. Seems to go to all her premed lectures.


Shes doing medicine?


Howard gestured to the portrait above the fireplace with a wry smile.


Shes going to make her grandfather proud. He didnt think dentists were top drawer. At last, a doctor in the family.


How long has Emily been gone?


This is Wednesday. I havent seen her since last Friday. The photographs arrived yesterday.


And do you think shes in on this?


Shes always had everything she wanted. No girl could have been better looked after.


Maybe shes tired of being looked after. Maybe shes decided its time she looked after herself.


Howard shook his head.


No, Ishe has seemed angry at usbut I dont believe she would do this. Not unless she was being forced in some way.


Why was your daughter angry, Mr. Howard?


I dont know. I dont know. She had no cause to be. No cause.


Howard shook his head, his damp brown eyes gaping, seemingly bewildered at the thought that his daughter might not be his best friend for life, or that at nineteen she might want her own life, rather than the one he had fashioned for her.


Will you find her?


Mr. Howard, why havent you taken this to the Guards? I said.


Because I dont want any more people knowing about this than have to. In my experience, once the Guards know about something, so does everyone else. I can depend on you to be discreet, I assume.



I said nothing. My job was getting people to tell me their secrets, not swearing them to secrecy. Discretion rarely came with the territory.


Anyway, if I send the Guards after her, I have little chance of winning her back.


Maybe shes a bit old for her father to win her back, I said.


Maybe, he agreed wistfully, staring again at the photograph of his daughter as a six-year-old, as if that was the image of her that had taken permanent root in his mind. But shes never going to be old enough to have her body splashed across the Internet like a cheap whore.


I couldnt argue with that.


There was a knock on the door, and Anita appeared.


Dr. Howard, there are six in the waiting room. And Miss OKelly iswell, you know how she gets. A phenomenally loud overelocuted female voice could be heard bellowing something about consumer choice and the need for a patients charter.


Its not her fault, Howard said. Ive kept them waiting. Thank you, Anita. Give me a minute. The receptionist shut the door behind her. Howard stood up.


Mr. Loy, I have patients to treat. If theres anything else


Ill need phone numbers for Emilys boyfriends and friends, past and present, Ill need to look at her room


I was about to say. My wife is waiting in the house. Shell fill you in on all that.


Ill need to know immediately they call, and what they say. Ill need your mobile number to key into my phone, so Ill know when you call. And Ill need a check.


I told him how much I wanted, and he said I should invoice him, and I said I preferred to get paid up front, and he asked would I settle for half, and I asked him if thats how he ran his own business, and he said that was completely different, and by this stage Miss OKellys fluting cries were loud enough to be heard through the closed door, so Howard wrote the check, smiling, as if he found the little peoples need for money quaint and amusing, and flung it at me, just so Id remember how completely different we were. He went out to rescue his patients, and as I heard his loud mechanical laugh defuse Miss OKellys ire and I got down on my knees to retrieve the check from under the desk where it had fallen, I wondered, not for the first time, why it was that the richer the people who hired me, the more reluctant they seemed to pay me. Maybe it was an attempt on their part to recapture the control they felt they had lost by revealing so much about themselves. Or maybe it was just that they hadnt become that rich by parting easily with their money.













Two





WHEN SHANE HOWARD SAID HIS WIFE WAS WAITING IN the house, it turned out he didnt mean the house we were in: that was only used as a dental surgery these days. Anita directed me downstairs through a stone-floored kitchen piled with boxes of drug company samples and calendars and laundered white tunics and out into a sodden, half-wild back garden. Through the thickening mist, I walked along another damp cobbled path flanked by rowan trees until I came to a dark green marble pond about fifteen feet in diameter. The low walls formed a hexagon, and each side and angle was inlaid with a greenish crystal flecked with red the size of a childs fist. Orange and yellow leaves floated on the surface of the cloudy water. The whole thing looked beautiful and grave and strange, like a memorial without a dedication, and I wondered what its purpose was, what puzzle it was asking me to solve. Then I reflected that a downside of my job was the habit of searching for mysteries where there were none; sometimes a pond is just a pond.


At the bottom of the garden a tongue-and-groove door in a whitewashed roughcast stone wall opened into the garden of what Anita had rather loftily called Howard residence. (Anita had also scrupulously avoided mentioning Mrs. Howard by name.) Howard residence was a seventies-style L-shaped dormer bungalow with great floor-to-ceiling plate-glass windows. The garden was tended to within an inch of its life, with snooker table lawns and tightly sheared borders of bay and box. At the front of the house, a black Porsche lurked on the gravel drive, sleek and feline; the garden there dropped steeply to another white stone wall, shielded by a row of mature eucalyptus; a hundred feet below the wall, the railway tracks vanished into a tunnel; beyond that, a shroud of grey where the sea spread out toward the sky. What sounded like gunshots snapped in the damp air, and then the crackle and hiss of fireworks sparkled through the gloom, and I remembered it was Halloween. I rang the doorbell and Jessica Howard answered it and led me into a room the depth of the house with walls of glass back and front.


Jessica Howard was maybe a little too blond for her age, and the skirt of her dark suit was maybe a little too short, and another woman mightnt have worn heels so high or a top cut so low or perfume so musky, not this early in the morning, or at all, but another woman might have looked tarty, or cheap, or desperate, and Jessica Howard didnt: she looked bold and direct and careless. Or at least, thats how it seemed to me at first; then again, I wasnt another woman. While she made coffee I looked around the room, which was sparsely furnished with a couple of long couches and a round glass table with four metal chairs. On the walls, there were framed posters advertising theatrical productions: Juno and the Paycock at the Abbey, An Ideal Husband at the Gate, Shopping and Fucking at the Project. Above the fireplace, two photographs hung: one showed a younger version of Mrs. Howard in Restoration costume with cleavage fit to bust; in the other, she sat naked on a rug with her back to the camera, her head turned around to smile, heavy-lidded, into the lens. Between them, a portrait of the lady in pop art oils, big-haired and glowing like a trophy bride. I began to see where at least some of Emilys anger might have come from.


Jessica Howard brought a tray with a pot of coffee, a jug of hot milk and two mugs to the table, and I joined her there. She offered me a cigarette, which I gladly accepted, poured coffee, which I took black, blew a fine jet of smoke toward the ceiling and smiled at me. I shifted in my seat and said, Mrs. Howard


Jessica. Call me Jessica. And I can call you Ed, cant I?


I said she could. Her blue eyes flickered, as if registering a victory, and I noticed how cold they were; the sex that animated every curve of her body didnt seem to touch her soul.


Well, Ed, did my husband manage to tell you anything of worthin between banging on his desk and shouting his head off?


He gave me the basic outline, I said, laying the photographs and the note on the table between us. She leafed through the shots, shaking her head and sighing heavily, but her dismay seemed more aesthetic than maternal.


That hair is such a mistake, she said. Not to mention the tattoo and the piercings. Emily has a good body and fine features, but she seems determined to make the worst of herself. Still, if these photos do end up on the Internet, the consolation is, no one will ever recognize her.


Provided she reverts to being an orange-faced south county Dublin blonde, I said. Maybe shes frightened no one will ever distinguish her either.


Not everyone can stand out from the crowd, Jessica Howard said. Now, what do you need from me? I have to show a house later this morning.


I thought you were an actress.


So did I. Not enough people agreed. Of course, when theatrical fashion swings toward the more homely type, one begins to feel foolish for having hung on to ones looks. And sometimes, sleeping with all ones directors can be as bad for ones career as sleeping with none of them. But thats the way it goes. And selling houses in the current market is like catching money in a bagnot a comparison one could ever make with working in the theater.


She smiled and passed the photographs of her daughter back to me, taking care to brush her hand against mine as she did so. She licked her lips and widened her eyes in a what are we going to do next? kind of way. I tried not to take her flirting personally, but I was the only man in the room, and I was a man, and I still hadnt had any gin.


You dont seem too anxious about whats happened to your daughter, Mrs. Howard, I said. Jessica Howard didnt exactly roll her eyes, but she came close.


Do you know whats actually happened to Emily? I dont, she said. Shane wants to keep treating her like a child. Shes nineteen years old, for Christs sake. When I was nineteen, I was living in Paris with my boyfriend, Id had an affair with a married man, an abortion, Id taken cocaine, acid, heroin, Id had any number of threesomes, she boasted, gesturing dismissively toward the photographs of her daughter, as if they presented some kind of threat, as if mother and daughter were rivals. Maybe they were.


And would you wish all of that for your daughter? I said. My voice rang pinched and priggish in my ears, but I intended the reproof.


What Id wish for her is that shed get out into the world and live. And it looks like, at last, thats what shes doing.


Your husband believes shes being held against her will, that she was forced to have sex on camerathats abduction and rape, Mrs. Howard.


I dont believe that for a second. I think this is some scheme the girls dreamt up to squeeze more money out of Shane. And to give him two fingers as well, let him know shes not Daddys little girl anymore. Thats what I would do if I were she.



Why would Emily need to blackmail your husband? Surely hes always given her whatever she wants?


Only as long as she does what he wants. Thats the Howard family motto: do what we want and well tolerate you. The code of the Howards.


She drew hard on her cigarette and exhaled in a long sigh of rancor and discontent.


They wanted me to give up my career when we had Emily. Sandra, and the mother. Said it was unfair to the baby, and to Shane, who had his rugby and was building the surgery and needed support at home.


And what did you say?


I said Shane wouldnt have married some frau whose only ambition was to raise his children and keep his house, and I had no intention of turning into one. In retrospect, I think thats precisely what Shane did want. But he didnt get it. His mother hated me. Always had, hated me even more then. Wouldnt even come to see me onstage, not once in twelve years.


And the father was some kind of famous doctor?


Jessica Howard rolled her eyes and said Ye-ah with two syllables, like a character in an American sitcom.


Dr. John Howard. Professor of Gynecology and Obstetrics at UCD, Master of the Rotunda Maternity Hospital, Knight of Columbanus, senator, adviser to four successive ministers for health, the power behind the Howard Maternity Center, where the sons and daughters of the comfortable are born, the Howard Clinic, where they go for repairs, and the Howard Nursing Home, where they die. Famous enough for you?


Kind of.


Its refreshing theres someone who doesnt know the Howard legend, chapter and verse.


I lived in L.A. for twenty years.


Well, if you didnt know what a great man he was, youd quickly learn: his children keep his memory alive like he was a saint; they practically light candles to him.



And Shanes sister, Sandra, is she a doctor too? It tends to run in families.


A doctor? Sandra Howard was a teacher, Jessica Howard said, using teacher in the sense of failure. Her voice had darkened, curdled with bitterness and smoke.


She was deputy headmistress at Castlehill College. The youngest deputy headmistress in the country, no doubt you heard about that in L.A., her mother certainly regarded it as of international importance. Now she runs the whole medical setup, all the clinics and trusts and funds and chairs and so on. The keeper of the Howard flame.


A foghorn sounded in the bay, harsh and prolonged. Jessica Howard looked out toward the gloom and shuddered. It was such a theatrical gesture that I almost laughed out loud, but somethinga flash of rage, then a dark shadow in her cold eyesmade me stop. I didnt know what the shadow meant, and I wasnt sure I wanted to, but it was no laughing matter. When she spoke again, it was in a completely different register, as if she had conceded her facade had been too brittle for the situation.


Im not an uncaring mother, or indifferent to my daughters safety. On the contraryits because I care that I want her to break free, to gain her independence. I dont want her in thrall to the Howards, you see.


You make them sound like a cult.


Sometimes I think they are. The confidence and security of believing youre part of a natural elite, that your family has some great mission to accomplish, that youre entitled, by reason of your birthall that is pretty seductive. Certainly seduced me. The power, the prestige, the charm of the Howards. But the way they want to control peoples livesit didnt succeed with me, so now theyre trying with Emily.


When you say they


Oh, the mother played her part before she died, but Sandra and Shane, mainlythey speak as one voice, usually Sandras. Dont get me wrong, Sandra is in many ways a great lady, and shes had her share of troubles: her first husband died, and she had to look after her awful mother on top of her own kids. Its just weird when it feels like the man you marrieds a stand-in for his sister. Eventually, its beyond weird.


So what are you saying, it was Sandras idea that Emily should do medicine, shed be carrying on the family line, so to speak?


You pay attention, Ed. Its rare in a man, almost unheard of in an Irishman. Yes, despite the fact neither of Sandras kids is going to be a doctor, the burden of family destiny came to rest on Emilys shoulders.


Against her will?


I thought so. She seemed happy enough, but she always did. She liked to please, she was a dutiful daughter, that was the role she played. And now thats exploded, hasnt it? The center wouldnt hold. I should have protected her. I should have been there more.


She slumped in her chair, suddenly looking awkward and ungainly, like an adolescent herself, exhausted by the passions that surged through her without warning.


I shook my head.


We dont know. Maybe your daughter is as angry and resentful as you say. Maybe she engineered all of this. Or maybe shes being held against her will. We need to find her, and find out from her what she wants.


If it means being returned to her father


Shes nineteen years old, Mrs. Howard, as you pointed out. Shes free to go wherever she pleases. Is her father really such a monster?


No. No, of course not. I just think what Emily needs now more than anything is her independence


And what do you mean, returned to her father? Do you not live together anymore?


I dont know that thats any of your business. But no, is the answer. Were in the process of separating. Solicitors are drawing up papers. All that good stuff.



So Denis Finnegan had more than one reason to be concerned about Jessica Howards highly spirited personality. I watched her now, talking into a mobile phone whose insistent ring had rescued her from any further interrogation. As she spoke, her shoulders eased back and her chin lifted, as if her relief at escaping the demands of her family was warming her blood. She closed the call and shook her hair back and moved her teeth against her pouting lips, like a Thoroughbred in the show ring.


Thats work. Ive another client who wants to view the house. I need to go now. Shane can take you through anything else you need.


I looked at her, unable to conceal the astonishment I felt.


What? she said.


You sure youre not too busy to be bothered with all of this? I said. Your ex-husband-to-be passed me over to you because he wouldnt keep his patients waiting; now you want me to go because you cant postpone an appointment.


Its work


What are you, chasing the mortgage here, two houses on the top of Bayview Hill? I said. Im being paid to find your daughter, so I have to take it seriously; it would be nice if her mother did as well. Maybe youre right, shes just letting off some steam, going through a wild phase to shock you all. But if shes notif shes been kidnapped, and raped, and abused and degraded, and is trapped somewhere, frightened and aloneit would be nice when I find her if I could say with confidence that youre worried about her; nice if you could promise to be here for her if she needs you.


Jessica Howard reddened with anger and started to shout.


How dare you? Who the hell do you think you are, that you can talk to me like that? I run my own business, it took me time and energy and goodwill to build up, Ive worked bloody hard, I cant just jeopardize it all for the sake of


Shock spread across her face as she realized what she had been about to say, hung there for seconds in the quivering O of her lips and the horrified stare of her eyes and the now all-too-visible lines in her brow, and then dispersed with the tears she began to shed.


I need to see Emilys room, I said quickly. It was exhausting trying to keep up with her shifts in mood, and not a little unnerving. I needed some space to remember what her behavior reminded me of.


Through sobs, she directed me down the hall to the last door on the left. It looked like she was going to accompany me, and I was about to reassure her that there was no need when her phone rang again and she composed herself and wheeled about and headed toward the living room, laughing brightly, back in business.


Emilys room hadnt been painted black or scarlet; she didnt have a pentagram on her floor or a coke spoon in her jewelry box; there were no whips in her underwear drawer, no vodka in her desk. But you could tell the occupant of the room was someone in the process of change. The furniture was antique French, white-stained with gilt trim; the bed was brass, the bedclothes plain white. A desk sat by a window with a sea view that would have been spectacular if you could have seen through the mist, which was deepening. On the desk was the outline in dust of a laptop computer and a white telephone without caller ID. There were lecture notes and textbooks in pathology, anatomy and microbiology; no diaries or personal notebooks. There was a CD player and a few CDs: Britney, Christina and a clutch of boy bands quaked before Deicide, Sepultura, Slayer and System of a Down. On the bookshelves, brightly colored chick lit squared off against the two Naomis, Wolf and Klein, and a handful of volumes by Alice Miller, the psychotherapist who reckons were all abused children one way or another, and its all our parents fault. There were dictionaries of mythology and phrase and fable, and several books about the supposed properties and applications of crystals. Her wardrobe and chest of drawers told the same story her father had: three-quarters of the clothes were preppy suburban, then suddenly there were red satin dresses, leather jackets, fishnet stockings, spike-heeled boots. In her jewelry box, there were little gold chains and charm bracelets and a few swimming medals; on her dressing table mirror hung an array of Gothic crosses, chains, beaded and jeweled necklaces and bracelets. I picked up a silver wristband that had greenish stones with red flecks. They looked like smaller versions of those I had seen set into the walls of the garden pond. Against the light, the red in each stone looked like veins in a tiny green skull.


Under the bed, I found a beautifully made dollhouse: it had castellations and a turret and a tower. The back doors opened to reveal the usual furniture and a random assortment of toy figures; neither side of the roof opened. The house stood on a broad wooden base; to the front there was a drive lined with plastic trees; at the rear there was a lawn sloping down to a circular pond; the perimeter of the pond was made of tiny pebbles glued together. A fine coat of dust clung to it like age; I guess it hadnt been played with for a long time.


I went through every item of clothing that had a pocket, but there were no scraps of paper or tickets; there was nothing else under the bed, no boxes of letters or mementos or photographs. I flicked through the pages of the books, but all that fell out, from the very oldest, were dried autumn leaves. Had Emily taken everything with her that bore a personal trace, or had she simply not kept any of it to begin with? I heard Jessica Howard calling my name. I did the only other thing I could think of: I pressed redial on the telephone.


After a dozen rings, a male voice answered. Woodpark Inn?


I thought for a few seconds.


Hello?



Have you a late extension tonight? I said.


Halloween party, ten till two, battle of the bands, tickets twenty euros, he said.


Thank you, I said, and hung up. The Woodpark Inn. Not Emily Howards style, I would have thought. But then, what would I know? As much as anyone, it seemed.


In the living room, Jessica Howard sat at the table, her hands folded across her breast, her head slightly bowed, her crossed legs tucked beneath her chair. She looked exhausted, about ten years older than the woman who had greeted me. The way she sat seemed intended to minimize her body space, and I remembered at last what she reminded me of: the swings between sexual exhibitionism and physical awkwardness, between rage and carelessness, cold objectivity and tears. She reminded me of the lost girls I tried to rescue from San Fernando Valley porn sets, or rather, the way theyd be in twenty years time, eyes still bright but hard, souls cold as the dead.


She brightened up when she saw me, and pointed to a sheet of paper on the table.


David Brady was Emilys boyfriend for two years. This is his address and mobile number. Heres a photograph of the two of them together. Absolute ride, I certainly would have, thighs to die for. The guy shes going out with now is called Jerryblank, Im sorry. He was a barman at the rugby club, not sure if he still is. Oh yes, and his band is calledwhats the other name for Calvary? You know, where Christ was crucified?


Golgotha, I said.


Thats right. His band is called The Golgotha Pyre.


A smile creased up through her beautiful, sad face.


You can only imagine what they sound like.


She got a bag and an umbrella and saw me to the door. Outside, as she was locking up, I thought of the Alice Miller books.


Jessica, was Emily in therapy of any kind?


No. At least, not that I know of. But I wouldnt be surprised ifno, actually, Shane wouldnt have kept that from me. No, she wasnt.


Are you?


Her slender figure crooked against the cold rain that had started to fall, Jessica Howard flashed a grin at me as she walked toward her car.


Im beyond therapy, Ed, she said, without turning around. Im out the other side.


She got in the Porsche, pointed it down the hill and vanished into the mist.


I walked back up to my car. I drove a racing green 65 Volvo 122S. It had been my fathers, and although we had never seen eye to eye, I somehow felt driving it was keeping faith with his memory, though Id be hard put if called upon to explain exactly what I thought that meant. Beneath the windscreen wiper someone had left a white envelope, which was now damp with rain. I pulled it out, sat into the car and opened it. Inside was a mass card. The name on it was Stephen Casey, and the date of the requiem mass was set as All Souls Day, 1985. All Souls Day was November 2, two days from now. I put the card in my jacket pocket. Before I had a chance to turn the car, a black Mercedes the width of the road swept past me, with Shane Howard at the wheel.










Three





TOMMY OWENS HAD GIVEN UP BOOZE AND DOPE AND coke and E because he was broke because he couldnt hold down a job because of all the booze and dope and coke and E hed been doing, and his ex refused to let him see his daughter until he cleaned up. Being sober all the time wasnt easy for Tommy, and Tommy being sober wasnt easy for me either, since hed asked me to act informally as his sponsor. I explained that, since I had no intention of stopping drinking, that mightnt be the wisest idea, but he insisted, maintaining that having to put up with some sanctimonious bastard thrilled with himself for having given up booze would drive him to drink. In practice, it didnt mean a lot more than my letting Tommy hang out at my house, sleep on my floor and generally make himself at home whenever it suited him, as well as helping him out of whatever scrapes he inevitably found himself in. All of which Id been doing anyway. The new development was Tommy wanting to be involved with the cases I worked, to talk them through and offer me advice. At first I resisted this because my work was complicated enough, and depended a lot on instinct and intuition, capacities that were easy to undermine, especially if exposed to the chaos of Tommys mind. Not to mention client confidentiality. But his thinning, wispy hair and tufty straggle of beard werent the only ways in which Tommy resembled a beady old lady: he knew everyone in Seafield, Bayview and Castlehill and outlying areas, and everything about them, always had, since we were kids, who lived where and who lived there before them; who was rising, who falling, everyones business but his own. So when I checked my phone and found three messages from Tommy asking what the deal was with Shane Howard, I called him and gave him the bare skeletonit was always a fine line, because I had the persistent suspicion if he heard something juicy enough, hed trade it in for a night in the pub and a gram of coke. Not this time though. Immediately he heard David Bradys name and the word porn, he said I should meet him at once at my house in Quarry Fields.


Although I had grown up in the house, I hadnt been back in it long enough to get used to calling it mine, despite a hefty standing order on my bank account reminding me that I was the only one paying the mortgage my mother had taken out to fund the retirement she didnt live to see. A fifties semidetached, it had seen better days, and I had done nothing to the exterior to improve it, other than have the side garage demolished and a gated wall built to connect the back line of the house to the perimeter. The earth had been turned where the concrete was lifted, and I scattered some grass seed for want of any better idea of what to do with a space I still considered haunted. Tommy was outraged, and accused me of wanting a businessmans lawn, like a fuckin snooker table; he had worked for my father once, and restored the Volvo in the garage, so he felt he had a claim on the space. He got busy with paving stones, cobbles, recycled tiles and anything else he could steal from the day laboring jobs he occasionally worked, laying them in a loose path and planting herbs and heathers in the gaps between them. The hedge at the front of the house was of holly, yew and cypress; Tommy flanked the path with these, adding bay to give richness; the result was a secluded, tranquil path running south toward a gate of spiked black palings that let in the afternoon light. It was a good job, and I was grateful to him.


Inside, I had done little other than sand, stain and varnish the floorboards and paint the walls and ceilings white. I didnt have much in the way of furniture, but I bought a brown leather couch long enough to pass out drunk on without waking with a deformed spine. Tommy Owens was sitting on the couch now with two remote controls in his hands. I sat beside him and reached out a hand and he passed me the DVD remote.


Why dyou still wear your wedding ring, Ed? Tommy said.


It was a good question, one Id been asking myself. My marriage had fallen apart after my daughter Lily died, days short of her second birthday; I have the vaguest memory of signing divorce papers, drunk, like everything else I did in the aftermath. My ex-wife had recently been in contact with me for the first time since then. She wanted to be the one to tell me that she was getting married to the man she had gone out with before she met me, the man she had never entirely gotten over or indeed separated from while we were married, although of course I didnt know about that until it was too late. She wanted me to know that she would soon have this mans child, and she wanted me to hear it from her, not someone else. I thought it unlikely in the extreme that anyone who knew me in L.A. would ever mention my ex-wife to me again, but maybe she was acting out of sensitivity. Maybe she wanted to tell me that she grieved too for what we had had, for what had been lost. It didnt feel that way, however. The way it felt was that she had held our shared past, our child, our history, held it aloft in one hand, and then set fire to it, and she wanted to make sure that I had seen the flames. I didnt say that though. I wished her luck, and hung up before I said anything else, before she could hear the bitterness and anger in my voice, the grief that had never entirely abated, and that felt sometimes like it never would. I still wore my wedding ring because I didnt want to forget the flames that burned me, or the past that binds.


Saves me beating them off with a stick, I said. Tommy rolled his eyes.


Im not sure if there are ideal conditions to watch porn, but sober before midday doesnt even come close. On the screen, a blue-eyed blonde in her early twenties was going at it with a pale, blond-haired bloke about the same age or younger on someones living room floor. The woman wore a black satin eye mask, the man wore black wraparound shades. I looked at the photographs of Emilys threesome. It looked like the same guy in the film. Something about the blonde looked familiar too. They were joined by a plumpish dark-haired woman wearing a lot of complicated black underwear, most of which she left on. There was no attempt at a story, no dialogue other than moans and groans; the camera work was shaky and amateurish and there was no lighting, so the action was enveloped in shadow and murk.


Tommy, where are we going here? I said.


Hold on, hold on.


Scowling, for Tommy had always been puritanical about anything to do with sex, he fast-forwarded until the scene cut to one where the threesome were shot against two full-length mirrors.


Now, there.


He froze the disc. Visible in one of the mirrors was the handheld camera, and the forearm, of the cameraman. On his wrist, the man wore an identity bracelet with a series of letters and numbers in relief where a name would usually go.


Thats David Brady, Tommy said.


How can you tell? I said.


What can you see?


2 J S 2, I said. Whats that?



2JS2. When David Brady was at Castlehill, the school won the Junior Cup two years running, and then the Senior Cup the same. David Brady was the only one to play on all four teams.


Rugby, Tommy? Itll be golf next.


Fuck off. Theres practically a fuckin shrine to the guy in the Castle Inn sure.


Since when do you go to the Castle Inn? Thought that was rugby all the way.


I get around man. I get around.


I showed Tommy the photographs, and he quickly matched the skinny guy with the one in the film by means of an eagle tattoo on his left shoulder blade.


The backgrounds the same too, carpet, cushions, sofa, Tommy said, nodding seriously, thoughtfully, like we were partners. I wasnt ungrateful for his help, but still.


Where did you get this, Tommy?


This what? he lied. His eyes flashed quickly to his end of the couch and back. Old Pokerface.


This porno DVD were watching. Where did you get it?


I got up and stood over him. I could see his green canvas backpack tucked away on the floor by the
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