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Now




Luke

Saturday 13 April

Something told Luke not to watch, to turn away, that he’d be sorry if he looked. But his eyes were drawn above him where he stood. A white flash seared overhead. It gathered mass and started falling. It tumbled, spinning ever downwards, ever brilliant against the darkening sky. In a drunken pirouette, it cast a spinning shadow as it fell towards the earth. Luke was in the creature’s path. He stepped aside just in time. There was a sickening thud as it hit the ground.

The creature quivered, inches from him. It was mangled, its neck was broken and its blood-soaked feathers splayed as if reaching out. It blinked with a glazed eye and he shied back. The creature shuddered and gave a long, low, piteous moan.

Luke bolted upright against his pillow convinced that he’d cried out.

‘Sophie …’

The woman beside him was breathing gently, her long hair tousled, tired from the night before. Luke sat shaking, a cold sweat prickling his brow. He stared nervously into the dark, listening to the sound of the water lapping outside. It had been a while since the white bird called to see him.

Last night’s shift was heavy going. The girl had been critical. According to her friend she’d taken some pills at a party. She was young – fifteen – three years younger than Nina. It had taken hours to get her stable. Everyone called him a hero.

Wide awake, he sat and waited for the dawn. When light streaked the sky, he dressed quietly and slipped downstairs. Through the kitchen, out the heavy door and down the glass corridor to the boathouse. The air was damp and it was cold for April. His breath formed in ghostly clouds as he stepped into his boat. It felt good to be up and about.

Checks complete, he steered the cruiser out into open water. Powering up the engine, he planed slowly through the waves before picking up speed. It was the first Saturday in a month he wasn’t on call. He’d left his mobile in the glove compartment of the car and his laptop in the boot. He was under orders.

The sky was bruised and sullen, and rain was in the air. He’d head first for Carey’s Island then cruise across to Lisheen Bay before heading back to Kilbawn Pier. Out here, alone, Luke could think. He often thought about escaping, of floating off to somewhere safe. As he watched, a bank of trees sheared away from the pine-green stubble of the hillside down towards the lough. The rain had been relentless. Mudslides had closed roads all around Lough Carberry and the forecast warned of further flooding.

The surface of the water wrinkled as the breeze picked up. On the northern hills, turbines were staked in the ground like giant white crucifixes, their long arms turning in the rain-soaked wind. In the distance, Luke saw folds of starlings swishing one over the other, dispersing then coming together in great bisecting arcs of flight.

Something had disturbed these starlings. He scoured the hillside for a bird of prey. Luke’s days were driven by reason and
logic. Birds of prey were driven by instinct and impulse alone. He envied their simplicity, the pureness of a kill to sate an appetite, not cursed by doubt or conscience. There were things in life he couldn’t control and Dr Black was helping him with those. There were also things he couldn’t accept. Things that lay between him and sleep. Things so dark no one would want to know.

The wonder of the starlings lingered as he approached the house. Seeing his home from the water made him feel sad. It was a project he and Alison had worked on together. Locals had dubbed it the Glasshouse and the name had stuck. Three large cubes of flat-roofed, glass-panelled walls, off-set slightly from one another. They linked to the boathouse by a long glass corridor over the lawn. The house had won several design awards. That had made Alison happy. His wife liked beautiful things.

But there was something else. Foreboding. As he looked out for the inlet marked by a rocky outcrop and an old bench, he sensed that something was out of place. He spotted what it was. Something painted on the lough side of his boathouse. Drawing close, he made it out.

Six white letters in fresh paint:

G  U  I  L  T  Y




Classified

Luke guided the cruiser into the boathouse and sat in the silence, trying to think. Low drifts of fog swirled across the water. It was the first time in a fortnight he’d been out on the lough. He checked his watch. Sophie would be up by now expecting him back. She was coming to his place most weekends now. He told himself not to worry, that she couldn’t have seen it. It was on the lough side, and couldn’t be seen from the house. He’d clean it later.

He had to move. He couldn’t stay out here, shivering. Stepping off the boat and onto the steps, he grabbed the handrail. There were five steps clear of water instead of the usual eight or nine. He’d never seen the water as high. The result of all the rainfall, combined with run-off and the opening of sluice gates up the river. He stopped at the security camera by the door, and waved.

‘Hello,’ he mouthed and smiled. ‘I’m home.’

It was a one-way system and he didn’t know if Sophie was even watching but he’d behave as if she was. Yanking the door open, he started to hum as he dragged his legs through the glass corridor on towards the house.

OK, showtime.

I’m a normal guy with a normal life.

At the sound of footsteps in the kitchen, the dog raised his head.

Luke bent to rub him. ‘What’s got into you, little man?’

No reaction.

‘He’s jealous, pure and simple,’ said Sophie. ‘He doesn’t want to share you.’

Sleepy-eyed, she handed Luke a coffee.

‘I dunno, he’s not the jealous type.’ He took the mug. ‘I’ll tell you one thing though. He’s not the same since giving up the fags.’

Sophie laughed.

‘Can’t believe you used to smoke. A bad boy in your day?’

He tapped the side of his nose and looked at the dog. ‘Hey pal, you’re going to have to straighten up. Cos if it’s a toss-up between yourself and this gorgeous woman …’ He turned to Sophie. ‘We’re together how long now?’

‘Two months and twelve days, to be exact.’

‘Really? You hear that, Duffy? So pull yourself together, because I’m hoping the lovely Sophie’s going to stick around.’

He wrapped an arm around her waist and kissed her neck. She smelled warm and musky. He was trembling but she didn’t seem to notice. The animal watched them closely. Sophie pulled away and returned to the hob with a smile playing on her lips. Luke headed for the table.

‘The paper man buzzed a while ago,’ Sophie said.

‘Oh yeah?’

He sat down.

‘Said this place was as far as he could go, that further up the road is flooded.’ She twisted the peppermill over the pan. ‘How bad is it out there?’

She fetched two breakfast plates and, leaning over, she set them onto the table. She was wearing nothing under the white cotton nightdress – usually enough to get a reaction but right now Luke’s mind was elsewhere. Anyway, Sophie didn’t like it when he took the lead. That was her domain.

‘It’s like some enormous bog. Floods, muck, sludge, trees uprooted. I witnessed a mudslide right in front of my eyes … a whole bank of trees just ripping away. It’s a godawful mess. They’ll have to close more roads and as for driving, well, that’s going to be even more of a pain in the arse …’ He was speaking way too fast. His mind was racing.

Sophie set the cafetière on the table. ‘Eggs all right?’

He’d started without her, not out of hunger but keen to occupy his shaking hands.

‘Perfect. The dog’s bollocks, in fact.’ He cast an eye in Duffy’s direction. ‘Sorry, pal.’

No reaction.

‘A pity about all the kids making first communion today.’ Sophie sat down. ‘Imagine, all those pretty white dresses in the wet.’ She looked up from her plate and across the table at him. ‘You OK? You seem a bit off.’

‘Fine.’ He held her gaze. ‘It was great to get out on the water. It’s been a while.’

Her eyes stayed on him as she reached across the table for the paper.

‘You’re pale though.’ She peeled off the plastic covering. ‘Sleep all right?’

‘Tired, that’s all. It was rough in the ER yesterday. I didn’t want to bother you with it last night but we had a young girl in. For a while there we didn’t think she’d make it. Same age as Nina, more or less. But it worked out all right in the end.’

‘I don’t know how you do it,’ she murmured.

He was still getting used to being asked how he felt. Alison had never asked. He watched as Sophie opened the paper. She spread it across the table at the entertainment pages.

‘Jersey Boys is on up in Dublin.’ She fixed him with her soft brown eyes. ‘We should go. It got great reviews.’

‘So I believe,’ he said. ‘Some of the guys at the hospital have been. I’ll check my diary.’

He’d spotted the ad for U2. He fancied that as well. Maybe he could swing it that they’d do both. The thing about Sophie was that she enjoyed entertainment for entertainment’s sake. Not like Alison. Not to fundraise. Not to lobby. Not to grease a palm.

‘Top up?’ She held the cafetière.

‘Please.’

She came close to pour. This time Luke reached out and stroked her leg.

She pushed his hand aside. ‘Chancer.’

‘Spoilsport.’ He pulled a face.

Settling into his chair, he pulled the paper towards him. It was a treat to sit with the weekend papers and a cooked breakfast. If only he could relax. He started to turn the pages but it was impossible. His mind kept returning to the scrawl along the boathouse wall.

Something in the paper caught his eye. He stiffened.

‘Luke, you all right? What’s the matter? Luke …?’

He was staring. Sophie stood. He felt her eyes on him, watching as he read and re-read the classifieds, his finger pressing down hard on the paper. He angled the paper towards her, his finger drawing attention to one particular entry. He turned his gaze up to her.


The private rooms of Professor Luke F. Forde (Paediatric Cardiothoracic Surgeon) will remain closed on Monday 15 April and Tuesday 16 April due to the tragic and untimely death of Nina Forde-Thompson, beloved only daughter of Professor Luke Forde and Government Minister Alison Forde-Thompson. May she rest in peace.



Sophie was saying something but he couldn’t make it out. Her hand was squeezing his shoulder. He felt light-headed. A knot formed in the pit of his stomach. Sophie sat on the chair beside him and turned the page over. The listings were alphabetical. She traced her finger down through the death lists.

There it was, again:


Forde-Thompson, Nina, 18 years of age. 12 April. (The Glasshouse) Tragically and untimely. Only child of Professor Luke F. Forde and Government Minister Alison Forde-Thompson. To the inestimable grief of her parents and her loving grandfather Senator Cornelius Thompson. House private. Family cremation at a later date. Ashes to be scattered over Lough Carberry in County Clare. A bright star gone for ever. May she rest in peace.



Luke looked at Sophie in horror.

‘Oh, God, no.’

He jumped up from his chair and rushed to the hall, grabbing his car keys from the hall table.

He had to get to his phone.




A Few Months Earlier




Doctors

January

‘So then, Luke – you don’t mind if I call you Luke?’

Luke shook his head. He just wanted to get this over with.

‘Better to dispense with titles, I always think.’ The guy was softly spoken. He pointed to a green upholstered armchair. ‘You were referred to me by your GP?’ The therapist was rustling through a sheaf of papers.

‘No.’ Luke sat down awkwardly. ‘I was given your card by … a friend.’

‘Ah, that explains it. I can’t see the referral and I like to keep my paperwork together.’

Not making a great job of that, thought Luke, as three more sheets floated off the desk. His secretary Fran, however, had recommended this guy and she didn’t recommend lightly. ‘Doctor Black’s good to talk to, so I hear,’ she’d said. ‘Helped my brother when he went through his marriage difficulties. Men are such rubbish at talking about their feelings.’

Yet another article of faith, another incontrovertible fact from long-serving, officious Fran, gatekeeper to his consulting rooms, custodian of his business affairs. She had placed the business card on the filing cabinet. ‘One of those that left the priesthood,’ she’d said, raising an eyebrow. ‘Married now, so I believe.’ Fran was nothing if not thorough.

The therapist abandoned his paperchase. ‘Right then, Luke, what would you like to talk about today?’ he asked, settling himself into the armchair opposite.

So that’s how this was going to go? A series of open-ended questions when a few pertinent ones could put an end to all of this? Luke rubbed his chin. He contemplated making his excuses there and then, and leaving.

‘In your own time …’ Terence Black nudged a box of tissues in his direction.

Did this guy think Luke was going to become emotionally incontinent on demand? He’d regretted coming as soon as he’d set foot in the waiting room. All those crappy photos of waves and mountains and Buddhist temples. He should have acted on instinct, finished his take-out coffee and crossword in the car, and driven off.

‘Would you like a glass of water?’ Terence asked.

‘No …’

Luke was floundering, vainly trying to think of an excuse to get out of here.

‘Oh well, OK, maybe I will then …’

Jesus. Why had he ever thought that this would help?

‘Don’t worry. It can be hard to start.’ Terence poured from a jug into a plastic cup and set the water in front of Luke.

Luke checked his watch. ‘It’s just that I’m due back at two-thirty.’ He was doing a valve replacement that would be assisted by his senior registrars.

‘My fault. I was late,’ Terence apologised. ‘Look, a lot of the time, people come to see me because they feel that, for some reason, things are not quite right. Finding out the cause can be something of a … process.’ He drew quotation marks with his fingers.

Luke winced. It set his teeth on edge.

‘However, we have a good twenty-five minutes today, so why don’t you start by telling me a little about yourself. Who you are—’

Luke looked at him askance.

‘Oh, of course I’ve seen you on TV once or twice,’ Terence responded quickly, ‘talking about your work for children with heart defects, and your involvement in various trusts and charities.’ He leaned in. ‘But let’s imagine I know nothing at all about you. You tell me about yourself.’

What on earth had Luke walked himself into? There was no easy way out of here. He might as well say something.

‘OK … well, you probably also know that I’m married to Alison Forde-Thompson. She’s running as an independent candidate in the local elections.’

Terence nodded.

‘And we have one child, Nina.’ He paused. ‘Since campaigning started, things have been … well, difficult for us all.’ In the run-up, Alison had been doing her utmost to link her election aspirations to Luke’s success.

‘I’m sure something like an election campaign would put a stress on any family.’

Luke gave a wry smile. He’d known it was a matter of time before Alison followed her father’s footsteps into politics. It was a natural progression from her PR world. She freely admitted to relishing nothing more than turning people to her way of thinking.

Terence sat blinking, waiting for a response. Disclosure did not come easily to Luke. ‘I guess it doesn’t help that my wife’s been spending quite a lot of time at Crow Hall. Her father’s place,’ he volunteered.

‘That’s Cornelius Thompson, the senator?’

‘Correct.’

A number of years earlier Cornelius had been forced to retire from office. Found drunk in parliamentary chambers, he added to his transgression by fondling a female colleague, and was abusive to the policewoman who’d tried to stop him leaving in his car.

His reputation had been rehabilitated since then by none other than Thompson Consulting, his daughter’s PR firm. Cornelius currently enjoyed the position of senator in the upper house – all courtesy of Alison’s persuasive powers. ‘I create myths and I make the ugly truths go away,’ she’d say.

‘So, the campaign has been hard on your daughter Nina?’ Terence probed.

‘She and her mother don’t see eye to eye.’

‘She gets on better with you?’

Luke thought carefully. ‘Yes …’ He hesitated. ‘That would be true to say. Alison says we’re thick as thieves.’

Terence made a note. ‘I’m sure I don’t need to say that what you say in here is confidential. I’m here to help. What you say in this room remains between the two of us.’

Luke shifted in his seat.

‘I’m not sure exactly,’ he started, ‘but I think … I think my wife may have left me.’ He rubbed his chin. He felt like a prize idiot.

‘I see. Why do you say that?’ Terence blinked slowly.

‘At first I thought Alison was spending quite a bit of time at Crow Hall, getting campaign advice from her father,’ Luke explained. ‘She’d sleep the occasional night there. But I noticed recently that there are large gaps in her wardrobe, like many of her clothes are missing. And she can be gone for days at a time.’

The therapist looked at him thoughtfully. Luke had a sudden insight into just how ridiculous he sounded. How could any fool
not know whether his wife had left him? And why would he not simply confront her and ask?

‘Can I ask you something, Luke?’

He tensed. ‘Ask away.’

He’d answer if it wasn’t incriminating.

‘Do you love your wife?’

Luke exhaled.

Easy question.

‘I’ll tell you one thing,’ he replied. ‘I’m pretty certain Alison doesn’t love me. And to tell the truth I wonder if she ever did.’

Later that afternoon, back at the hospital, Luke grew increasingly ill-tempered. He kept spotting deposits of hair and dust along the corridors. The unkempt floors were symptomatic of a greater malaise at St Matthew’s University Hospital.

Luke encouraged a higher standard in the cardiac surgery unit. The cleaning rota he’d organised for the staff sitting room was working well, undertaken by the staff in the unit themselves without the help of slipshod cleaners.

Making his way towards the scrub room, he ruminated on the session with Terence Black. He’d had a plan of what he’d wanted to say going in there, but he’d been thrown off course. He’d wound up talking a load of old nonsense instead.

As he stood at the taps washing his arms, he glanced about the scrub room at his team. He frowned. Which one of them had betrayed him to Fran? A theatre nurse? One of the registrars? A senior house officer? They wouldn’t dare. If there was one thing he couldn’t stand, it was a snitch.

Each time it had happened, there was alarm from those around him. Increased blinking, an exchange of glances, suspicious looks. Eyes questioning his and air sucks of alarm through the porous gauze of facemasks. He’d be breathless, paralysed, unable to function. And after what would seem like for ever, the feelings would subside. His pulse would slow to normal. He would breathe. Bit by bit, snippets of hushed conversation would return.

The last time it had happened, he had been concentrating on manoeuvring wire from a defibrillator. All of a sudden he’d gone rigid. Perspiration had trickled from his forehead. He’d floundered, unable to proceed. The whole terrifying episode had probably lasted only seconds but it was long enough for people to notice. The time before that, it had happened when he was making an incision into an artery for a catheter. Again, Luke had frozen, closing his eyes, trying to smother the host of unwanted images flooding his head.

It was clear to him that someone had voiced concerns about what was going on. And Fran had somehow surmised that Luke’s out-of-character behaviour was down to problems with his wife. Fran had never been a fan of Alison. As far as Luke was concerned, if his secretary chose to believe his behaviour was due to stress within his marriage, he wouldn’t disavow her. The one thing he couldn’t do was fool himself. He’d noticed a pattern.

Luke had been careful in choosing his secretary. In spite of that, an informality had found its way into their working relationship. Fran’s familiarity could be tiresome. And she saw too much. She definitely said too much. Luke was still annoyed at an exchange they’d had earlier in the week.

‘Not backwards in coming forwards, is she?’ Fran had remarked about Alison. ‘Making excellent use of your name.’ Her eyes were fixed on her computer screen.

Alison had double-barrelled Forde to her maiden name for the election. Prior to that she’d gone by Thompson.

‘Yes, indeedy, has her notions, that one.’ Fran reached across her desk for a pen.

Luke bristled. ‘Branding is key in politics and PR.’

Fran snorted. Her typing grew more vigorous. ‘Perfect timing also.’ Her voice was smooth, her fingers furious. ‘With your name splashed all over the newspapers.’

Of late there’d been a flurry of articles detailing Luke’s volunteer work in the broadsheets. Fran was right. The timing had been fortuitous. Though he tried to dispel the thought, he found himself wondering if his wife had somehow been behind those articles. He found it disconcerting to see the Forde name on every pole and hoarding in County Clare. What Fran had said struck home. His secretary had an uncanny knack of pointing out unwholesome truths.

It was late when Luke left the hospital at the end of his shift. He was relieved the procedure on the thirteen-year-old boy had gone well. He was strolling down to his reserved space in the hospital car park when he heard the electric whirr of a nearby car window.

‘Hey there, Luke!’

It was Johnny Whelan, a consultant in emergency medicine.

‘Johnny, how’s it going? A&E was mental today, so I heard.’

‘Like a zoo,’ said Johnny.

‘What we do for kicks,’ Luke said drily.

‘I’ve been meaning to ask.’ Johnny leaned out his window. ‘You on for Thailand this year?’

‘Maybe …’ Luke was caught on the hop. ‘I’ll need to check my rosters. The usual suspects?’

‘Yeah, same select bunch. You, me, and Hugh Smyth. The same old reprobates.’

‘I thought Hugh was out …’ Luke lowered his voice, ‘after last time …?’

Johnny grinned. ‘Miriam doesn’t know.’

Miriam was Hugh’s wife. They had three young kids.

‘What goes on tour stays on tour?’

Johnny winked. ‘Too right.’

Luke slapped the roof of Johnny’s car. The window was purring up when Johnny appeared to think of something else. He froze the window.

‘Maybe we could have a get-together in your basement? To kick things off?’

‘Sounds like a plan. I’ll be in touch.’

‘Top man,’ said Johnny.

For the first time that day, Luke felt a glow of pleasure. He was pretty self-sufficient. Although he had to admit he enjoyed the camaraderie of those Thailand trips. As he swung out of the car park to head for home, he tried his best to hold on to the warm glow.




Sebastian

‘Nina?’

Someone was home. Luke had seen the house lit up from the road above. Light bounced and danced off the glass walls.

‘Alison?’

Duffy came scudding and sliding across the marble hallway. Luke’s nostrils filled with the warm scent of baking and something else. Definitely not Alison. He’d seen her wear an apron once. For a photoshoot to launch a charity event.

His stomach rumbled. Apart from a few snatched mouthfuls, he’d been too busy to grab a proper bite to eat all day.

‘In here,’ a voice called out.

Luke followed the voice down the hall to the kitchen at the back of the house. It was Nina in the garden room adjoining.

‘Well, this is a hive of … of …’

He was about to say ‘industry’ but realised it didn’t fit. Industry suggested order, control, planning. What he saw was none of these things. He scanned the kitchen. Flour and cooking debris sat on the island among election posters and glossy pamphlets. Paint-splattered newspapers were strewn over the floor in the garden room. All Luke could see of Nina were two bare legs underneath the easel. His daughter was on a gap year, working part-time, and taking a night class in life drawing before heading to college in the autumn.

‘It’s my day off.’ She poked out her head from around the easel. She was wearing her glasses and a black T-shirt. It was covered in flour. ‘I’ve been painting.’

‘You don’t say.’

She stuck out her tongue.

God knows how his daughter ever got that part-time job in Spillane’s bakery in town. She always managed to look dishevelled, as if she’d been dragged backwards through a bush.

‘I guess it’s just the two of us this evening. Have you heard from Mum today?’ asked Luke.

‘I have. She wants me to order a birthday cake for some old dear at Inishcloon who’s going to be a hundred.’

Inishcloon was the local nursing home.

‘That’s all she wanted?’

‘Don’t sound so surprised, Dad. If it’s not about the election, she doesn’t want to know.’ Nina peeked out from behind her easel. ‘She’s too busy canvassing the incapacitated and the bewildered. She’s Election Bridezilla.’

Luke headed for the cupcakes, the dog at his heels. ‘I’m starving. I’d eat the twelve apostles.’

‘No!’

Luke stopped in his tracks.

‘I don’t think you’d like them.’ Nina scrunched up her face.

‘They look grand to me.’

‘No, really … I overdid the raising agent. Give me a minute and I’ll fix you an omelette.’

An omelette would do fine. She could hardly make a bags of that. ‘Let me see what you’ve been painting …’

Luke ruffled the dog’s head as he walked around the easel.

‘What on earth …?’ Luke felt the blood drain from his face.

‘It’s a first attempt.’ Nina sounded disappointed. ‘I can do better.’

It was crude. It was primitive. A novice’s attempt at life drawing. The subject: a bony dark-haired youth draped over what looked like their leather sofa, legs sprawled wide, genitalia on display, a knife and fork criss-crossed the concave stomach, eyes rimmed in black. In the bottom right-hand corner, she had titled the work, Eat Me?

‘What, no eyebrows?’ It was a ridiculous question but he could think of nothing else to say.

‘He shaved them off.’ Nina giggled.

Luke was looking at a real person. Not a creature conjured from her rich imagination.

‘Who is this … this person?’

‘A guy from my night class. His name is Sebastian.’ Nina angled her head to the side, surveying her work. ‘He’s really gifted. Look.’

She directed Luke to the kitchen table. There among the mess was another painting.

‘He’s so talented. Don’t you think?’

Luke pretended to examine the work, as if he were genuinely considering its merits. It was a good likeness. Some of the essence of Nina had been captured. That clever vulnerability. That blend of intellect and innocence. Her lovable goofiness. Agreeable Nina. Luke offered no opinion.

‘Aw, c’mon, Dad. You’re not going to come over all censorious on me, are you?’ She looked pained. ‘It’s a bit late for all that now. You’re the one who always encouraged me to experiment.’

‘Not exactly the kind of experimentation I had in mind, Nina.’

His daughter was eighteen. The fact that she chose to pose half-naked for some crude life drawing was her prerogative. This young fella, whoever he was, probably couldn’t believe his luck. Luke wanted to shake her but she had to be handled with care.

‘Wait ’til you see this.’

She danced across the floor to grab her tablet.

‘He’s really clever.’

She swiped her finger across the screen.

‘There,’ she said, her breath coming in excited bursts. ‘Isn’t it genius?’

Genius wasn’t a description that immediately sprung to mind. Adolescent and derivative, more like. Although the construct itself was good. It appeared a biblical homage at first. The expression on the face chilled Luke. Two manic, black-lined eyes were staring out at him from a plate. Unlike John the Baptist’s head, this youth’s head was flanked on either side by a knife and fork. The same bony, dark-haired youth as before. Nina’s new friend, Sebastian. Behind his head was the bloody, butchered head of a cow set on a pole, its tongue lolling from its mouth.

‘Powerful, isn’t it?’

Nina’s cheeks flushed with excitement.

‘Doesn’t it look like the cow is about to eat Sebastian? It does, doesn’t it? And you’ve no idea how long it took us to drill a hole through that old table. Ages. But it was worth it. A statement like this would make people think twice before they ate meat, don’t you think?’

‘I’m starving, Nina. What was that you said about an omelette?’ That was quite enough about this guy Sebastian. But Nina hadn’t heard. She was too busy admiring the freakish work of her newfound friend.

It was to be expected that there’d be a boyfriend some day. But did Luke really want someone like this in his daughter’s life … this weirdo? He eyed the cupcakes with suspicion. Too much raising agent, my arse. Did she think he was soft in the head? Luke thought back to the strange smell when he’d come in. He’d play along for now. But he wasn’t stupid.




Tanya

Luke made a second appointment to see Dr Black. Instead of getting better, things were getting worse. Most nights the white bird came to him as he slept, and each time he would explode into waking. His heart would hammer violently against his chest and cold sweat would slither down his face. He’d noticed a deterioration in his performance at the hospital, and if he had, others had as well. During the day he was too tired to be alert, at night he was too scared to go to sleep.

Terence Black’s clinic was close to St Matthew’s University Hospital. Luke would never have bothered going to see him otherwise. On this, his second visit, he sat in the waiting room doing a crossword instead of skulking in his car outside. He was against the clock and he hoped the therapist was keeping time.

Screwing up his eyes, he focused on the empty crossword boxes. He bit his lip. He was struggling with a clue. He texted Nina. ‘Clandestine,’ came her prompt reply. His mouth eased into a smile. They were alike in many ways.

At the nearby sound of a door opening, Luke looked up. Terence appeared in the doorway opposite. ‘Come on through,’ he beckoned. Luke got to his feet. On time today. A better start. The therapist glanced beyond Luke to speak to the woman at the reception desk. ‘Could you possibly mail through those attachments again?’ he asked.

Luke followed him through to the office and sat down in the same armchair as before. Terence was clearing the remains of a sandwich into the waste basket. ‘I’m glad you came back,’ he said. He proceeded to open the drawer of a filing cabinet under his desk. Retrieving a folder, he came to sit in the armchair opposite.

‘I’m anxious to get this sorted.’ Luke cut to the chase.

‘No problem.’ Terence cleared his throat. ‘All righty, last time we spoke, we touched on your wife and daughter.’ He settled back. ‘So, how are things there?’

This time Luke was ready.

‘Fine. Nina seems to be enjoying her gap year, trying out new experiences before going to college.’ He filled Terence in on the paintings and on Nina’s new friend. He took a moment before continuing. ‘Her mother dismisses her efforts a lot, unfortunately. In as much as Alison has time to think about anyone else’s endeavours.’

‘And how do you feel about that?’

Luke immediately regretted opening up. He sounded needy, petulant.

‘I suspect Nina’s behaviour is driven by a craving for her mum’s attention,’ he said hastily. ‘And I wonder sometimes whether her newfound interests are really genuine—’

He stopped himself, again surprised at sharing so much. He hadn’t expected to give voice to this latest concern. He needed to be careful not to head off on a tangent again.

‘Please, go on,’ said Terence.

Luke settled back. The line of questioning appeared to be safe for now.

‘The way things are at the moment, Alison is totally absorbed with her campaign. And of course there’s all that wind farm carry-on up on Lough Carberry.’ Luke shrugged. ‘The thing about Alison is that she has to be at the centre of every shindig, big or small – fundraising for a local playground, birthday parties at retirement homes … you name it, Alison’s at the heart of it.’

‘You feel left out, is that it?’

Luke shook his head.

‘It’s Nina really,’ he said. ‘She’s the one who feels left out—’

Luke was suddenly distracted by a flashing in his peripheral vision. The flashing often heralded the beginnings of a migraine. The conversation looked like they were going down the same dead-end route as the last time. ‘Can I suggest something here?’ said Luke. ‘You’re the professional in this situation, Terence, but I have to say I think we’re heading off on a wild goose chase with this.’

Terence blinked, bemused. ‘Yes, I agree it may seem like that. You’re an intelligent person, Luke,’ he said. ‘I don’t discuss theory with every patient, but I’d like you to understand what it is we’re trying to do here.’

Luke didn’t have time for the scenic route. Why could the guy not just get on with things?

‘Something has happened to you, Luke,’ Terence continued sombrely. ‘With your cooperation we can discover what that something might be. Or at the very least to acknowledge it, and to bring it into awareness.’

‘Look, I know that this is only my second session,’ Luke responded, ‘but I need to fix whatever it is that’s happening to me. And urgently. With this in mind I’d like to come to what I think the event is.’

Terence leaned back considering this request. ‘All right then,’ he said. ‘I’m listening.’

Luke swallowed. He felt clammy. The seat underneath him suddenly felt very hard. He cast his mind back to a night six weeks earlier. It was time. The time had come for him to talk about Tanya.

It had been busy that night. He wasn’t usually called to the Resucc room but the hospital’s one emergency paediatrician had gone off duty. The girl’s injuries were extensive. She had a blunt rupture of the aorta. Most victims died straightaway, but this girl, his patient, was somehow still alive when they brought her in.

There were pelvic, rib and open ulna fractures along with facial lacerations and contusions. Even if they saved her, she would never be pretty again. Her face would stop and shock. Luke focused on the task in hand, blocking out her youth and all that potential hanging in the balance. It didn’t make a difference. He couldn’t stop the bleeding. The girl arrested.

There were moments that stood out in Luke’s career. He knew, standing there, that this was such a moment. It would be with him for ever. The deadly hiatus. That deafening hush, that sacred silence before the team dispersed to treat another patient.

‘How can this happen?’ the mother whimpered. She leaned against a wall on the corridor, blood and matter congealing on her blouse. The girl’s father had an arm around her shoulder. He too was sprayed in the girl’s blood.

‘How could anyone do this?’ the father asked, his voice thick with emotion.

‘I’m so very sorry,’ said Luke. He always felt inadequate in dealing with the bereaved. ‘Her injuries were … well, they were catastrophic.’

The mother moaned.

‘Tell me,’ said the father. ‘Tell me exactly what they were. I want to know.’

The mother turned, burying her head against the father’s chest. Luke told them about the thoracic injury, the fatal injury. There was no need to tell them everything. That was for the police. They didn’t need to know just then. He spoke as gently as he could, all the while horror was welling up inside him.

His voice shook as the words coming from his mouth stuck on the dryness of his tongue. His compassion for the parents was supplanted by alarm. The mother lifted her head and looked at him strangely, an extra layer of confusion and bewilderment on her ravaged face. The father clasped her even tighter. The tattoo on his forearm spelled out the name of the child. TANYA.

‘She was a little girl,’ said the father. ‘I am going to kill the monster who did this.’

The mother went deathly pale.

Luke was struck by an urge to run. His eyes darted up and down the corridor looking for someone, anyone to take these people off his hands. From the corner of his eye he sensed a movement. When he turned to the couple again, the mother had crumpled onto the floor. She was slumped in a heap against the wall. Thankfully, a passing nurse happened by and Luke scurried back to Emergency to immerse himself in the commotion of another trauma.

It was amid these events that Luke was convinced his unravelling had started. As he finished recounting the episode to Terence, he wondered if he’d come anywhere close to describing the debilitating fear he’d experienced that night. The feelings of shame, of loathing, the slipping gravitas.

‘We’re on to something now, all right,’ said Terence. ‘We’re cutting through the thorns.’ He drew quotation marks.

Luke wished he wouldn’t do that.

‘However, you do this kind of work all the time, Luke. This is your profession. Sometimes things go well, sometimes they go
wrong. Perhaps what you’re telling me about this girl is indeed at the heart of it. But then again, what if it’s a symptom rather than the cause? I’m not saying there isn’t something in what you’ve just told me. But I think we should explore things further.’

Luke crossed his arms. He said nothing more. He’d been in this position before. In the headmaster’s wood-panelled office at boarding school, being exhorted to rat on Nathan Nolan. Nolan had been the ringleader in an initiation rite involving a first-year.

Old Froggy refused to believe that Luke had any direct involvement, suspecting him only of witnessing the incident. The first-year had been blindfolded, laid on his back, tied to a plank and was told he was being levered out the top-floor window of the dormitory block. Unknown to the boy, the plank was levered on a bed and not out of a window, but that was immaterial to the kid.

A nice lad like Luke Forde would never be a willing participant in an incident like that. That’s what all the teachers said. Forde was a decent guy who’d never cause a lad to lose control of his bowels and shit himself in fear. Happily for Luke, Old Froggy agreed.

Luke got away with murder at St Aloysius School for Boys. Everyone felt sorry for him after what had happened to his parents. Though it was true that Nolan was one hell of a prick, there was no way Luke was ratting on the guy. First rule of boarding school: no snitching.

‘You’ve done really well so far,’ Terence coaxed.

But Luke was done. He tapped his foot. He was saying nothing further. He wanted to be free of this room, free of the rumbling cadence of Terence’s voice, free of his forensic stare.

‘I think what you’ve described here, Luke, the incident with the child in the hospital … Tanya … it’s only a symptom. I think the real problem, what it is that’s really bothering you, lies further back.’

Luke shook his head. ‘I don’t think so. I think you’re wrong about that. For me, that is when it started.’

Terence waited. The therapist had the ability to administer silence like a truth serum. But Luke had made his mind up. This was a mistake. This therapy lark would make things worse. He had shared as much as he was going to.

Terence leaned towards him. ‘You know what? I’m sensing that’s enough for today. Perhaps next time we’ll go back and talk about Nina?’

Luke considered this a moment. Maybe. Maybe he could do that. But it would require a much longer session. And where would he start?




Family Dinner

‘What a head wreck of a day.’ Trudging into the kitchen, Luke pulled off his scarf. That latest session with Terence was heavy going.

‘An election campaign is no joke either.’ Alison was sitting on a high chair at the island. ‘Nine more days to go.’

Despite her complaint, there were no signs of flagging that Luke could see. Her dress looked neat, her make-up fresh, and she smelled of perfume.

‘Nina’s making dinner,’ Alison whispered. ‘Lentil stew.’ She pulled a face. ‘Smells delicious,’ she said loudly. She held up her glass of wine. ‘Want one?’

Luke declined.

Nina was busy at the hob. ‘As I keep saying, Mum, it doesn’t have to be all about meat, you know.’

‘It’s a good source of iron, sweetie.’ Alison threw her eyes to heaven.

Alison was a carnivore. Luke remembered an occasion in their flat in Edinburgh early in their marriage. The arrangement was whoever was home first would cook the evening meal. If Luke suspected he was in danger of landing the job, he’d park out of sight up the hill and wait for Alison to get home. He wasn’t fond of cooking and preferred to use his time to study.

On the occasion in question, having waited half an hour, hunger got the better of Luke. He gave up, went into the flat, and set to preparing dinner. Alison turned up shortly after. In the tiny kitchen, with his back to her, he talked about
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