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      As I hear the opening bars of music spew from the organ, I know I’m in trouble.

      The key is one I can’t sing – I’ve either got to squawk like a crow or do my best Johnny Cash impression, and neither is going to go down well with the woman in the front pew, her hand shaking as she holds the service programme for her husband’s funeral.

      She knows every word, of course. We’re both regular churchgoers, but her visits are from a sense of religious fervour and guilt.

      My visits come with the job.

      My name is Allan O’Reilly, owner of O’Reilly and Sons.

      Funeral director.

      It’s an unimaginative business name, but I inherited it from my dad so it’s not like I had any choice in the matter.

      I clear my throat and join in with the chorus, my voice little more than a murmur. At least my lips are moving in time with everyone else, even if the minister gives me a sideways look that tells me he’s not convinced.

      The caterwauling reaches an uneven crescendo. The congregation battles with the organist, who is intent on wrenching every last note from his instrument of torture until he finishes, and we fall back into our seats, exhausted with the effort.

      As they sit, I reach into my collar and scratch at the label in my shirt that has been tickling my neck for the past ten minutes. It’s newly purchased, especially for this occasion.

      I try to make an effort for my clients.

      I hear my name, and the minister gestures to me. It’s my turn.

      I fix a benevolent smile on my lips and begin to read the eulogy for Miriam MacBride’s husband.

      I wrote it myself.

      It took me three late nights and half a bottle of dark rum, but I got there in the end.

      I glance up.

      Miriam is staring at me.

      My voice falters and I clear my throat while the minister rests his hand on my arm and tells me to take my time.

      I try not to snort out a manic laugh at the absurdity of it all, the effort causing my eyes to water, and then that sets everyone else off. The people in the front row are dabbing their cheeks with paper tissues, a few muffled sobs reaching my ears.

      You see, I knew Tony MacBride.

      Better than most.

      A large man, his suits could have burst from his frame if not for the handmade quality of the material and a generous cut to the cloth.

      Tony knew how to invest, how to spot an opportunity – and how to hold a grudge.

      He began his working life selling used sports cars. The garage wasn’t far from here, in a nondescript town that carried the stench from the local abattoir across its rooftops most days in August. A hardworking man, he had the gift of the
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