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He hadn’t even wanted to kill the third girl.

No, that wasn’t right, God forbid he should sound like some kind of seething maniac, he hadn’t even wanted to kill the first girl. It had just happened. He knows this is a notoriously inadequate, worse, a barely articulate explanation, but there it is. Not that it hadn’t come unprompted. Oh no, there had been a perfectly good reason for killing the first one. Or at least, he thought so at the time. And no, he hadn’t always wondered what it would feel like, or whether he’d be capable of killing if it ever came to it; he hadn’t felt an overwhelming sense of triumph either, or freedom or euphoria or whatever it was a genuine psychopath supposedly craved by his actions; at the time, he hadn’t felt anything much beyond panic, then sadness and guilt, tinged with relief that he had overcome the practical obstacle that had suddenly confronted him. It was only later…

He tried to explain it to the second of the Point Dume girls, who he thought exhibited an intelligence and an empathy the others had lacked. He had been mistaken in that, but he still feels it was a good analogy, even if it was unlikely in the extreme that he’d ever set it out for anyone again. Imagine, he told her as they grazed on buffalo wings and drank the semisparkling Prosecco he liked, Prosecco dei Colli Trevigiani, the one in the blue bottle, imagine you awoke to the the sound of an invading army on the streets of your city. By lunchtime, they are in control. By nightfall, the knocking on the doors has begun. Suddenly the world has changed. Resistance would amount to suicide. What do you do? Because through sheer good fortune (still the primary, perhaps the sole determinant of success in life) they don’t want you, they want the blacks, or the Jews, or the bankers. (He hadn’t said bankers back then, but he’d say it now, of course, and he’d get a laugh. Or at least, he imagines he would. He certainly would be entitled to a laugh. But he’d rarely had much success in making girls laugh. In a way, that is part of the problem.) So why not tell the soldiers what they want to know? The Jews are hiding in the attic or in the cellar, they have two dogs you’ll need to poison or shoot, the children are in the shed at the bottom of the garden, thank you and good night, Officer.

Because, for all our talk of merit and distinction and hard work rewarded, life is measured out in split-second moments when it could go either way—did anyone see you push the other kid off the swing? Did your wife smell your girlfriend’s perfume on you? Did your boss see you out for lunch on the day you called in sick? And of course, it’s not that these moments won’t arise, it’s how you conduct yourself when they do that counts. Because we call it good fortune, or luck, or grace—he calls it grace, God’s grace, if truth be told, yes, the grace of God, old God Himself, either you believe or you don’t and not a lot you can do about it either way—but you have a role to play in that luck, that grace, how it impacts, how it intervenes in your day-to-day, how it makes your fortune, your future, your fate. So in that moment, you have to lie, to prevail, to persuade—the other kid pushed you, too, the perfume was your sister’s, the lunch was with your oncologist, anything that works. The Jews are in the attic, and here I am, finishing my dinner, free.

And each time you do it, you’re telescoped back through all the other times you’ve done something like it, right back to the first one, the first desperate scrape, the first time you mouthed the prayer: O God, please God, help me, if You only get me out of this, I promise I’ll never, never, never again…

He has lost track of how many times he has said that prayer. He said it the very first time, of course, just as he said it when the second Point Dume girl was dying. He found it decreased his anxiety levels and helped to leaven the extent of his rage. The first time was the most unexpected, not because it was without precedent—he had had difficulties with girls before—but because of the way he chose to react. It was simple and, he conceded, sordid, in its way. The girl—he called them girls but they were always well into their twenties, he had no interest of any kind in children, never had, even when he had been a child himself—the girl had been blond, greasy cheeks and brow shining through streaky makeup, denim cutoffs, low-cut top, eyes bloodshot, pink nail varnish chipped, red mouth wide and slack and glistening, she’d heard he worked in the industry and that was it, her yeasty breath in his face, her damp hands tugging at him. Later on, he’d come to realize that she was one of a type. A grip had told him that she—or rather, girls who resembled her, and once he started looking around Los Angeles it sometimes seemed as if they all did—was a classic fraying-at-the-edges Hollywood skank. But this was the first time he’d worked in L.A., and girls like this were new to him. Besides, he had thought there was something else around her eyes, he didn’t know what…a certain sadness that he understood, and might like to share, to commingle with a certain sadness of his own.

Back at his place, he’d poured the cold Prosecco from the blue bottle, even then it had been a favorite of his, he’d tried to get her to sit and talk, he’d asked her questions, told her a little about himself, but she didn’t want any of that, she didn’t want to behave like a person, like a human being. She couldn’t sit still. She’d asked him to play some music, and when he couldn’t find what she needed, she tuned the radio station herself, classic rock, appalling stuff, plastic riffs and shrieking vocals, and she danced for him, like a stripper, and he sat and watched because that was what she wanted, and then she came closer to him, she was in her underwear now, black panties and a red bra, not only did they not match, they weren’t even the same line or brand, he felt ashamed for her as she came closer and knelt before him and unbuckled his belt and unbuttoned his jeans. He wasn’t close to hard, wasn’t going to get hard, not this way, not with her, not now, he had felt a tremor in the bar, but nothing since, not as she tugged and yanked on his cock and then took it all into her mouth, not such a great feat really as it was shrinking by the minute and the harder she worked, the more it shrank, until it felt as if it had vanished altogether, as if she had swallowed him down to the root. She looked up at him through bleary, glazed eyes that were suddenly glaring, and he thought perhaps she was angry because of his inability to get an erection, but then she spat him out and said:

“Let go of my arms!” and he realized, in his anxiety, in his inability, he had been squeezing her forearms, squeezing them tighter and tighter,

“Let go of my arms, you asshole!” and now his palms were all slick with something greasy, what was it? He released one hand and saw it was beige brown and shiny. Fake tan? And blood, there was blood, too, and he saw that he had opened wounds on her arms, track marks, he realized later, from intravenous drug abuse, the makeup had been there to conceal the needle marks,

“I’ll call the cops if you don’t let me go, you dickless Irish fuck,” and maybe if she hadn’t said that, in such an abrasive, shrill caw of a voice, and if she hadn’t wrenched her body back and shook her frizzy dried blond head about, and if she hadn’t said it again,

“I’m calling the cops, you crazy motherfucker!” and if she hadn’t started screaming, yes, it was the screaming that pushed him over, combined with the fear of the LAPD, of going to jail in Los Angeles, the idea was terrifying, unthinkable, and it was a big break for him, this movie, America, everything, he couldn’t let it be jeopardized by this filthy little…

(He knows he only learned the term later, but he feels ever since that he had thought it at that moment…)

Filthy little skank…


His hands were on her neck so quickly, his thumbs pressing hard against the cartilage of her larynx, his fingers gripping the back of her neck, that by the time she started to pummel him with her weakened hands, she was already drifting away, the light in her bugged-out eyeballs guttering as she died.

He hadn’t felt much at the time beyond panic, then sadness and guilt, then relief. It was only later, looking back, he felt more. It was the look of it he remembered, the look of the girl as she expired, as the light in her eyes flickered and dimmed. The dying of the light. That’s not why he killed the first girl, of course—because he hadn’t known then what would happen when he played it back in his mind, reran it, unspooled it like a movie. It had been raining outside, he remembered, and as he was strangling her, he thought of lines he had always liked in Macbeth: “There will be rain tonight/Let it come down.” He didn’t kill the third girl because of some lines in Macbeth, though. He did it because he knew that later, he would hold it in his mind’s eye, the exquisite framing of it, the flash of red, the fade to black. He would hold the grace of her light within him.








CHAPTER 1



Jack Donovan, the Jack Donovan, in a darkened Dublin bar, great handsome bull’s head tipped back, plume of still-dark hair coiled over broad black-shirted back, full pint of stout held aloft to the east, shot of whiskey to the west, and the feet all pounding in a ring around him as he sinks the dark pint to rising hoots and cries, and then a roar as he knocks the shot back and lifts the empty glasses up through the flickering light: to east, to west, to north and south, a bacchanalian benediction, and bows until his hair sweeps the floor. Josh Tyler steps forward in jeans and Mastodon rock-band T-shirt, slight, unshaven, pint of Guinness in hand, wrists braided and bangled, just another skinny student on the lash if you didn’t know about the Oscar nomination or the thing with Mischa Barton. He embraces Donovan, kisses him on the lips, lifts the pint and tips it slowly over their joined heads. Donovan lifts his face into the falling beer, and Tyler steps aside and drains the glass over his director with a flourish.

“Ladies and gentlemen, a Jack Donovan picture,” he says, and Donovan bows to whoops and cheers, elevated, as is everyone watching, by the Hollywood anointing: showman Jack, braggart Jack, broth of a Paddy Irish boy Jack, back shooting moving pictures on the streets of his hometown.

There’s a voice in my ear: dry, amused, ironic.

“Only trouble is, it’s always the same Jack Donovan picture.”

Mark Cassidy, Donovan’s director of photography, elegant, Anglo, almost camp, with him since the no-budget movie they made in Dublin nearly twenty years ago, the one that started them all off. If it was always the same picture, Mark Cassidy should know. So should producer Maurice Faye, Jack’s representative on earth, diplomat, scammer, fixer extraordinaire, elfin, tweed waistcoat, hoop earrings, raven thatch now silvering at the edges, phone at his ear as he slides out of the pub to take another call from the West Coast. So should Conor Rowan, First AD, chubby, ruddy, strawberry blond crop, permanently furrowed brow, implacable sergeant major, charged with waging total war for the good of the group. The home team, the gang of four, Jack Donovan’s men since they were hungry guttersnipes dreaming of celluloid glory over the gantry of this very pub with barely the price of a pint between them.

I smile at the crack, always the eye-rolling same from Mark, only happy when he’s cringing. I assume Mark means that wherever they go, and for as long as they’ve been going, and no matter what kind of film they end up making, it will all come down at some stage to Jack Donovan, carouser extraordinaire, professional Irishman, the life and soul of the all-night party, Jack Donovan howling at the moon, raging once more against the dying of the light, surrounded by the fans and the fakes and the flakes, the casts and the crews and the camp followers, Jack Donovan, lightning rod, channeling the savage energies, tapping the occult information, transmuting the base energies of a Dublin pub through his own alchemical powers into something altogether other, something exalted, into some strange kind of…magic, yes, no less than the intangible quality that pervades all of his movies, even the misfires (perhaps especially the misfires), a roiling, kinetic sense that the veil between this world and the next is gossamer thin, in places a mere shadow, that the concrete, the ordered, the rational, that is the illusion: magic is immanent in the world, and Jack summons it up, like some ancient fire starter, some witch doctor, some shaman. Or so it seems to us, to all of us, even Mark Cassidy, all of a hush now as Jack holds his hand aloft, the vibrations in the room at a precarious pitch, nothing to hear but the clink of glasses and the breath of a hundred souls, and just as I realize what he’s going to do, Mark turns to me and shakes his head, aiming maybe for jaded incredulity but stalling at wonder, and Jack opens his mouth and the first line sails out in that extraordinary voice, pure tenor, not as fine as it was, wood-smoked and whiskey-basted by one careless owner but still mighty, and the expressions on the faces of those who’d heard rumors of this but never dared dream it might be true, let alone that they would witness it, as E lucevan le stelle from Tosca fills them, fills us all with sad joy and desperate longing for a love we didn’t know we’d lost, for a home we’d forgotten we missed.

Afterward, as people are first too stunned to applaud, and then as they do, the noise they make like thunder, and as reality descends in murmurs and in muted shouts, the evening running down, Mark turns to me.

“Typical bloody Donovan,” he says, his voice an acrid buzz. “If he’d sung Nessun dorma, the room would have erupted. But Jack always wants to leave the audience yearning.”

As he says this, it seems to me that there are tears in his eyes. But I can’t be sure, because there are certainly tears in mine.

It may still be the same Jack Donovan picture, but Maurice and Conor are on their feet as well, still crazy, still in his thrall. Even Josh Tyler, whose last day of shooting was today, whose party this was, is happy to let Jack take center stage.

What’s the matter with these people?

It’s simple, really.

Jack Donovan is the matter with them.

I should know. A long time ago, he was the matter with me.

I make a brief appearance in a Jack Donovan picture (don’t reach for your popcorn or you’ll miss me). In his adaptation of The Dain Curse (1997), the Dashiell Hammett novel, I am “Irish man in bar.” I even have a line. I was working as a private detective in Los Angeles back then, and Jack and I had become friends. We were in Hal’s Bar on Abbot Kinney Boulevard in Venice one night while he was casting.

“Hey Ed, say ‘whiskey.’”

“Whiskey.”

“There you go. You could be Irish man in bar, right?”

“I could. I often have.”

The movie starred Nick Nolte and Drew Barrymore and Lisa Eichorn and Michael Madsen, and if it didn’t really work, everyone agreed the book didn’t entirely work either. Besides, Hammett’s mix of Californian religious cults, sexual deviance and violent gunplay was hospitable enough to the elements people loved in Jack’s films: sharp dialogue, quirky humor, a strange, poetic sense of yearning, a fraught exchange of status and power between a beautiful older and a beautiful younger woman and an uneasy sexual relationship between a young man and woman who may or may not be related. A couple of the performances won Golden Globes, and there was an Oscar nomination for best adapted screenplay. (Jack’s movies without exception got best screenplay nominations. According to Jack, it was because he always buried a quotation from Yeats or Joyce or Heaney in there, to act as a watermark denoting Quality Irish Literature: This Is The Real Deal. That may sound cynical on his part, but I believe it was actually self-deprecating: those quotations were never out of context, or at least, they never seemed so to me. And the screenplays were better written than anyone else’s, although that didn’t always make them better movies. But what would I know? When it comes to Jack Donovan, I am far from being a reliable witness.)

So there I am, waiting for Jack Donovan, and because I’m not drinking, I don’t feel much like extending him the usual indulgence. Apart from on a film set, where he is always on time and available, Waiting For Jack is what everyone who knows him gets used to doing. Maybe it started out because of a romantic life that to be kind you might describe as “complicated.” Maybe it goes back to his childhood (more of both of those later). Maybe he reserves any sense of order, discipline or basic forward planning for his work, allowing himself to be completely unruly and chaotic in his life. Chaos. That’s something else we’ll come back to. Whatever the reason, I’m not interested. Madeline King, Jack’s PA, is coming toward me, late twenties, dressed in black, legs to here, all dark curls and twinkling smiles and professionally casual Galway charm.

“I know you’re waiting, Ed—”

“I’m not waiting. I’m leaving.”

“Stop. It’s the usual fecking nightmare with Jack—”

“It’s one from which I awoke a long time ago. Jack called me. And I didn’t mind the concert, or watching Josh Tyler play John the Baptist, but I’m not hanging around like a supplicant here. It’s late.”

Madeline does a slight, smiling double take at this, and checks the time on her phone.

“It’s nine o’clock. That’s not late sure. From what Jack told me, it’s certainly not late in Ed Loy’s world.”

I say nothing. It’s true, a few months ago, nine o’clock wouldn’t have been late, would barely have been early. But that was before I’d met a woman who puts her kids to bed around nine, and who has to be caught within the following hour or so, otherwise she’s asleep. A woman who doesn’t drink on a school night. A woman who wouldn’t have fitted into Ed Loy’s world at all and in almost every respect still doesn’t, apart from the minor detail of my having fallen in love with her.

Madeline rolls her eyes at a text message and says: “The thing of it is, Jack has gone on. He wants you to follow. There’s a car waiting outside.”

I don’t know if I roll my eyes, but I feel like I should. Jack has gone on. How many times have I heard those words? I don’t think I ever once arrived at the appointed meeting place without Jack having left word behind the bar or with the waitress that he had gone on, and that I should follow. He would always have a car waiting for me, but frequently he would have departed the second spot by the time I’d show up. Usually it was just a schlep across town: from the Formosa to Bar Marmont, or Musso’s to the Ivy. Once, though, during the private plane years, or was it months, however long the big deal with Warner’s that didn’t work out lasted, Jack had gone on to LAX, and was waiting for me on the runway. We flew to New York “for dinner at Patsy’s on Fifty-sixth Street, because Frank says it’s the best,” Jack said, suddenly, improbably on first-name terms with Frank Sinatra. And I think there was a trip to Mexico “to find the real mezcal,” but the details are very hazy. They didn’t last long, but those were the days. But those were also the days when I didn’t much mind who I woke up beside, or where. Those days are gone.

“Tell him he has my number, we were were due to meet an hour ago, I have somewhere else to be.”

Madeline clutches my arm.

“Please,” she says. “I can’t tell you what this is about, but he won’t go to the Guards. He said you were the best. He needs you.”

I look at her, at her pale cream skin, at her deep blue eyes, stricken with anguished concern and evident adoration for Jack. Poor Madeline. I can recall an Emma, a Susie, an Amanda, two Aprils and a Cindy. It ended in tears every time. I haven’t seen Jack in a while, but from what I’d been told, it looks like it always will.

Before I can reply, Conor Rowan is there, red brow furrowed, mouth in a mirthless smile, beaded with sweat, perma-hassled and reveling in it.

“Excuse me folks, Ed. Maddy, I know it’s not your area, it’s not mine either, but Geoff had to go and I said I’d catch you, one of the extras, she’s a friend of yours, Nora Mannion…”

“She’s a friend’s sister, I put her in touch with the casting agent, I don’t really know her. If she’s not working out—”

“No, she’s great, Jack’s really happy with her, herself and two other girls have a look he really loves, black hair, blue eyes, that whole Connemara thing you have yourself.”

“Grand so. Glad it worked out.”

Madeline’s pale skin reddens as the compliment hits home. She nods to Conor, then inclines toward me to exclude and dismiss him and fixes me with a peremptory look, waiting for me to consent; when Conor speaks again, she flinches visibly.

“Except, Nora, could be she’s done a runner.”

“What do you mean, a runner? You know what—”

“She wandered off late this afternoon. One of the trainee ADs lost track of her. Jack wants to cut away to her first thing tomorrow—”

“You know what these young ones are like,” Madeline snaps, impatient, side of the mouth, an improbable oul’ one all of a sudden. “She’s probably on the tear.”

“Geoff followed it up. Her mobile goes straight to message. The girls she was staying with, they said she doesn’t drink, this is not like her—”

“She’s twenty-one, she’s not old enough to be like anything yet. This is her, finding out what she’s like. Now, I have a thing here, Conor, for Jack, I need to do.”

Conor gives her his blank smile, as if he understands, and is personally disappointed by his own behavior, but he isn’t going to go away until he gets what he wants. Madeline responds with a young one’s petulant sigh.

“What?”

“Ring the sister. Ask if there’s anything, you know. Anything we should know, why she—”

“She’s just an extra…”

Conor’s smile intensifies and his face gets redder, and Madeline stops short without him having to interrupt her. When he speaks, it’s as if to a stubborn child.

“Jack wants to cut away to her tomorrow, do you understand what I’m saying to you? He’s using the three of them like fates, or furies, you know, the way he does. He’s already shot on her, made her focal. So if we can’t get hold of her, it’ll be a fucking disaster. We’d have to reshoot with a replacement, and we can’t afford to do that. Or we’d have to tell Jack to cut the three of them altogether, and that would still entail major reshooting, which would be worse, because not only can we not afford the reshooting but Jack will be pissed off because he can’t do what he wants to do. That will be, if you know anything about this business, and I don’t know if you do since this is your first job, or about Jack Donovan, an apocalyptic fucking crisis. So he’ll want to know everything is being done.”

Madeline has been torn a new one, and it seems she has to take it. Her tone is as even as she can make it.

“If it’s so major, why didn’t he tell me about it?”

“Because he relies on us to do these things without being asked so that he can devote himself entirely to being Jack Donovan, which is his job. And enabling that to take place is ours. You got me?”

“All right. I’ll find out what I can, I’ll call you with whatever I have. Five minutes. All right, Conor?”

“Always a pleasure,” Conor says, and wheels away, his mouth set in his trademark grim smile.

Madeline mutters “asshole,” bites her lip, pushes air through her nose like a thwarted pony, then tosses her hair and turns to me. But I’m not looking at her, I’m reading a text on my phone:

Girls to bed too late, me too sleepy and too sorry, rain check, will you still xxxx me tomorrow?

So now I have all the time in the world.

“Where’s the car?” I say, feeling not a little thwarted myself.

Madeline asks me if I need her to come with me. I tell her that since I don’t work in the film business, I can probably survive traveling by car without an assistant with my ego unbruised, and that in any case, she evidently has better things to be doing than minding me. Like keeping her job, I think. As I leave, the slight figure of Josh Tyler is surrounded by a ring of adoring women, their faces aglow with the light of his celebrity. All the stars in heaven.








CHAPTER 2



In the nightclub, which is overfurnished and -carpeted and -decorated and has always felt to me a bit like being in your granny’s good room, except with a bunch of drunken idiots looking over their shoulders to see if anyone famous is in, Jack Donovan is ensconced behind the velvet rope with a lively group that includes an Oscar-winning film director and two former supermodels (you’d know their names), neither of whom looks like she’s getting any older, and a couple of world-famous Irish rock stars (you’d know their names, too). Jack beckons me to the table, but I shake my head and hang by the bar. Everyone looks happy enough to see me, and I wave and smile to assure them I love them all dearly, but I’ve had enough glamour for one night. Maybe if I was drinking it would be another matter. Even if all my sobriety has been in vain, it’s too late to start now. Isn’t it?


Jack joins me at the bar and claps a beefy arm around my shoulder.

“All work and no play, Ed,” Jack Donovan says.

“This is work, Jack.”

Jack takes a step back and looks at me, his expressive face and flashing eyes crinkling into a thousand questions and insinuations.

“Man alive, you look well, Ed. The eyes, the skin. More than just off the booze. There’s a rare bounce of light coming off you, a fine old glow.”

That’s how Jack Donovan talks sometimes. Like the opera he sang, it’s corny, and then beyond corny, and then suddenly more real than anyone else’s speech, until you wish everyone could talk like that all the time.

“Am I permitted to inquire after the lady’s name?” Jack says.

“Anne. Anne Fogarty.”

“And she has kids, does she?”

“Two daughters. How did you know that?”

Jack shrugs, an elaborate affair that involves his entire frame, his outstretched hands turning like the arms of a crane shifting in the wind.

“You’re not the type to go running after young ones, Ed. And with women our age, if they’re not married, it’s usually because they don’t want to be, or they used to be. And if they used to be, they often have children.”

“That’s neat reasoning, Jack. Seems to me you don’t need a detective. Whatever this problem you have is, you can solve it on your own.”

“Besides, Tommy Owens gave me the lowdown.”

“Tommy Owens?” I say. “I didn’t know you knew Tommy.”

“We met that time he was out in L.A. with you. Remember? He gave me his number. Still the same. Thought I’d talk to him first. Get the lay of the land when it came to Ed Loy, this year’s model.”


I nod. A lot had happened between Jack and me. We had been friends, and I had worked for him, and then we stopped being friends and I didn’t want to work for him anymore, hadn’t wanted anything to do with him, until now. Now, in the flesh, I’m more than pleased to see him. It has been too long.

“I never got the chance to say I was sorry, Ed—”

I shake my head, put an arm on his shoulder.

“It wasn’t me that needed an apology. But I know you tried to make things right. Another lifetime, Jack.”

“Never since, Ed, I assure you—”

I cut him off again with an upheld palm. I don’t want to talk about it, don’t want to think about it. Sooner or later, we would get to it anyway. The past is always out there, a land mine buried and forgotten about, ready to blow the present apart at any moment. I know that. But I don’t want to let it in tonight. However bad it seems, and God knows it got pretty bad back in L.A., it was a long time ago, and in another country, and tonight, it’s good just to see an old friend. And if that isn’t worth breaking a few weeks off the booze, I don’t know what is. Which is probably why I end the night with a dawn swim in the Forty Foot, drunk as a lord.

I join Jack’s table for an hour or so, and am handed a champagne flute full of a dark pink liquid I recognize as a Bellini: Prosecco and peach puree. One of the famous Irish rock stars is as famous for talking as he is for being a famous rock star, and the other film director had been an actor not known for his diffidence, but neither can get a hearing tonight. Jack is in full flow, talking up his movie as if he was pitching it to investors, rather than in the middle of shooting it.

“It’s the fulcrum of our emotional, our sexual, our psychic history: Monto, the largest red-light district in the whole of Europe for over a hundred years, Nighttown, Joyce calls it in Ulysses, where most of the girls have been trafficked, as we’d say now, lured, bewitched by the brothel-keeping madam, the enchantress, the Greek goddess Circe, and then kept virtually as slaves, and it lasts right through the war of independence and the civil war until the mid-twenties, when the Legion of Mary puts an end to it—and what replaces the brothels? The Magdalene laundries, the reform schools, and the industrial schools run by the Church, where women and children were trapped and abused for decades. All the lost girls: stretching back, children of empire, stretching forward, children of the Republic, and at the center, the two wars, the first between the IRA and the British army, and then between factions of an IRA torn asunder by a disputed treaty. And amid the warren of brothels, there are safe houses for both sides, hiding holes for spies and informers, whispering johns and whores telling tales, all manner of intrigue and betrayal and hypocrisy, of passion and heartbreak and death: the unwanted babies drowned, the diseased whores smothered. And that’s the bloody heart of the movie, the violent, delirious, debauched birth pangs of a nation in the filthy side streets of the red-light night town, dirty old town, Dublin town…”

There is a pause after this, everyone punch-drunk on the rhetoric, Jack Donovan stealing the air out of the room once again. Jack drains his glass and grips it like a trophy. Then the rock star who likes to talk picks up the jug of Prosecco and peach juice and says:

“Federico Fellini…will you have a Bellini?”

At which, the entire table explodes in mirth, a blessed release from the intensity. Jack laughs, too, but within minutes, he starts to look ill at ease, agitated, unhappy in his own skin. It’s a contrast I remember well in him, the soaring leap of imaginative fancy, as if he was singing an aria, followed by the descent to cold hard earth, the well-worn flight path from elation to despair. After a few minutes, during which he affects a show of attention to the rock star, who is saddling up his own winged horse of speculation and reminiscence, and then, with apologies and embraces, indicating to all that he has an early start and business still to do, Jack and I retire to a small room equipped with an antique desk, leather armchairs, a wall planner and a couple of wooden filing cabinets. A trim lady in her fifties in a low-cut ivory dress with luminous blond hair and skin that glows burnt orange, like glazed pottery, appears. Jack looks at our drinks and makes a face. I drain mine and do the same.

“Two Irish Manhattans, Glenda, Jameson whiskey, of course, with the vermouth half and half sweet and dry.”

“Will you be wanting cherries, boys?” Glenda says, laying it on thick, a Northside Circe tempting us with dubious potions.

“Always, Glenda, always,” Jack says, licking his lips and laughing a big barroom laugh. When Glenda departs, Jack frowns, as if he is preparing with difficulty to unburden the contents of his troubled mind. What he says, however, is:

“A Manhattan made with scotch is called a Rob Roy. There should be a proper title for one made with Irish whiskey. Ed?”

“Are you sure they can make a mixed drink at all here? Dublin has not gotten any better at that, Jack,” I say. “There are still a lot of places where you ask for a Martini, they give you a tumbler of vermouth and ice.”

“Which is why I’ve been in here tutoring them in the occult ways of the bartender. Now they can manufacture a perfectly respectable Sidecar, Old-Fashioned and Negroni, and a superior Martini. The point being, the Irish Manhattan. A Robert Emmett?”

“Too many syllables. An Oscar Wilde?”

“Too hackneyed. And we’d risk appealing only to a niche market.”

“A niche market who buy cocktails.”

“A Padraig Pearse. A De Valera. A Michael Collins.”

“A Manhattan is not a Collins drink. A Great O’Neill.”

“Red Hugh O’Donnell. A Red Hugh. H-U-E.”

“Red Hue is good.”

So when Glenda brings the drinks, Jack tells her about the christening with great excitement, and Glenda gives us a smile pitched judiciously between flirtatious and maternal and brushes the side of Jack’s face, a gesture that is part stroke of the cheek, part pat of the head.

The Red Hues are very good, so good, in fact, that my reason for being there at all almost deserts my mind until Jack pulls an envelope from his breast pocket and takes a few sheets of notepaper from it.

“The Mystery of the Spiteful Letters. Wasn’t that an Enid Blyton, Ed?”

“I think so.”

“The Famous Five, or the Secret Seven?”

“The Five Find-Outers, I think.”

“That’s right! Who’s this they were again, Julian, Dick—”

“That was the Famous Five. Are they the problem, Jack? Is this why you needed to see me? Those letters?”

Jack Donovan nods his head, suddenly unwilling to meet my eyes. He is shielding the letters with his meaty hands, an embarrassed expression on his face, as if, after all this time, he’s made it to the doctor’s waiting room and his cough has mysteriously disappeared. He makes fluttering movements with his fingers and twists a grimace of a smile onto his face, as if he is about to dismiss the likelihood of the letters amounting to anything serious. But no sound comes out of his mouth.

“Probably best to let me see them so,” I say.

Jack passes the letters across the table, drinks the remainder of his Red Hue and leaves the room.

There are three letters, and they have been assembled in the traditional fashion by cutting out words from magazines and newspapers and pasting them together so that they make a sentence. They read as follows:


	1. All praise to God the Father, all praise to God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit, eternal Three-in-One.


	2. Flanked by thieves, Jesus remained Lord. But all three died the same death.

	3. Once, twice, three times a dead man. He will know neither the day nor the hour.



Jack comes back into the room with two drinks. I am still halfway through my first, and feeling every sip, unlike, apparently, Jack, who takes a long hit on his fresh drink before he sits down.

“Stupid stuff really, not sure why they have me so rattled,” he says, making his eyes twinkle and his brows rise as he asks me to reassure him that everything is all right and there is no need to worry. With every client (for that is what Jack had just become), there is a moment like this. Just as you hope your doctor will tell you that all you need is to go home and have a cup of hot tea and two paracetamol and your cough will magically vanish. Anonymous letters often fulfill their purpose simply by being sent; the idea that the threats they make would ever be acted upon never enters the sender’s head. Often, but not always.

“So why do they have you rattled, Jack? Do you have a notion of who they could be from? Do you think it’s someone who might be threatening you, who actually wants to turn you into a dead man?”

Jack shakes his head.

“I didn’t think I knew anyone who would send something like this. But that said…I meet a lot of people, you know what I mean?”

This last comes with a lubricious gleam, I guess in the unlikely event that I’ll have difficulty understanding what he means.

“We’re assuming it’s a woman, then.”

“Well, it’s a woman’s thing, isn’t it? Anonymous notes. Ringing you up and not saying anything.”

“You’ve had calls also?”

“Not from this one.”


“From which one?”

“Ah, that’s not relevant. A mad one, she was…sitting up with a bottle of brandy and a telephone, I sorted it out. You know the kind of thing I’ve always had to put up with, Ed.”

Of course I know, Jack. That’s why I stopped wanting to have anything to do with you. Don’t go back there, Loy. You go back there, you’ll remember why you should have nothing to do with Jack. But you want to take this case. Why? Because…it’s time. Because you’re ready, at last. Because no matter what, Jack Donovan is a friend of yours, and a man sticks by his friends, even if—especially when—they do things you don’t agree with. And because the little voice in your head says you should, and the day you stop listening to the little voice in your head, you’re finished.

“How did the letters arrive? Through the post?”

“By hand. They just appear, in my coat. In the pocket of a notebook.”

“Okay. Well, we could set up surveillance on the set, get a fix on who is delivering them.”

“Okay, good.”

“But you probably know already, don’t you? You know, but you don’t want to deal directly with it.”

Jack grimaces again.

“Do you want me to give you a list?” he says.

“What do you want me to do, Jack? Either you’re worried or you’re not. If you are, tell me why and help me narrow it down. The biblical stuff, the Trinity, does that ring any bells?”

Jack twists in his chair again, heaving his great bulk about like a figure trapped in a landscape that hasn’t been drawn to scale.

“My sister. My older sister, Marie. She’s…we’re not close. She resents…has always resented me my career, my success.”

“Did she have similar ambitions?”

“She worked in the theater. As an actress, then when that didn’t work out, as a director. She wrote plays, had her own company, first they did kind of socially committed stuff, going around community centers and so on, and then they changed to a kind of theater-in-education outfit touring schools. None of it ever quite caught fire. She tried writing plays, got a couple produced, again, didn’t really lead anywhere. All the time she’s broke. And I’m, not to make myself out to be a great fellow, I’m paying her bills, so on. I bought her a house, in the mid-nineties, just before the boom, a little cottage in Ringsend, that’s where she wanted it. For cash. So she doesn’t have a mortgage. Worth a lot now, less than before, but a lot more than she didn’t pay for it. And she’s got a job, she’s a script editor for that RTE TV soap, whatever it’s called.

“So you know, she’s doing all right, she’s not exactly a tragic case. But it’s not what she hoped for. She wanted to be, I don’t know, in the National Theater in London. Or at the BBC. Or in Hollywood. And she’s just…she’s got this idea that I stole her life, I had all the luck…because it wasn’t even my intention to do this, I was training as a singer and then sidestepped into film, that somehow I deprived her…like there was only room for one talent in the family. It’s not rational. But it’s what she thinks.”

“And the religious stuff?”

“In the past few years, she’s joined a Catholic group, Communion and Liberation. I don’t know that there’s anything wrong with them. There isn’t the sinister vibe you get with Opus Dei. But the last couple of times I’ve met her, she talks of nothing else: Jesus this, the incarnation that. Gone into it very deep. The Holy Father. And there’s a crowd of Latin-mass folk she’s got in with as well, the Tridentine mass, very traditionalist Catholic. The Society of Saint Pius the Tenth—SSPX. Now, they are a creepy shower, proper back-to-the-fifties merchants.”

“I still don’t get it. She’s your sister, she doesn’t like you, she’s very religious. Even if she did send you these letters, mightn’t they be more in the way of a spiritual wake-up call? Man must die to be reborn, Jesus was greater than you, and He died among thieves, don’t be getting above yourself, type of thing. I mean, she’s not threatening you, is she?”

Jack nods as if he’s agreeing with me, then produces an envelope, out of which he gingerly prises a folded sheet of thick art paper. Rust-colored fragments shed from the page as he flattens it out on the table and pushes it toward me. There are two images daubed there. One is an upside-down crucifix; the other is the finely etched rendering of a fetus in the womb. The drawings are dark red in color, and if I’d been asked to guess, I’d say they were painted in blood, or at least painted to look that way.

“A few years ago, Marie got pregnant. Wasn’t with the father, didn’t want to be with the father, called me and asked me what she should do.”

“She’s your older sister?”

“I know. It’s always been this way. Because our parents died when we were so young, or not because of that, but…that’s what I’ve always put it down to, Marie missing our father, wanting me to stand in and then resenting me for it, never able to sustain relationships with other men. Anyway. She calls me, and I say, do what you want, if you really want to keep the child, I’ll help support it. If you want a termination, we can arrange that also. And she says, in this tight voice, very emotional, very clenched, ‘if I really want to keep it,’ and then she says, ‘termination.’ Which is to say, I am weighting my advice, I am using mimsy words for brutal procedures, I am biased toward encouraging her to have an abortion. Am I? Maybe I am. Maybe I don’t think it’s entirely reasonable of my sister to depend on me to support a child she wants to have without a father in the picture. I offer to, sure, but maybe I don’t toast her to the rafters and strew the bunting around the village. She hangs up on me. Calls me again the next day and says she wants to have an abortion, in L.A., and can I arrange it. So I do, and a week in Shutters on the Beach afterward to rest and recuperate.”

“And she’s never forgiven you.”


“Something like that. Another debit entry in the ledger.”

“And…what? This is your sister. I assume you’re not saying she’s a danger to you.”

“I don’t even know that she’s the one sending the letters.”

“But if she was. What exactly do you want me to do?”

“Get her to stop.”

“It’s family, Jack. You don’t feel up to dealing with it yourself?”

“She makes me feel guilty. And she wears me out. I’m exhausted with her. And I know I’ve done everything I could for her, and her problems are not my problems, but…what I suppose I’d like you to do is, ask her to leave me alone. I’ve…I don’t want to deal with her anymore. See her anymore.”

“Tell her you love her and kiss her good-bye.”

“I know. I know you’ve done that for me before. I…it’s not the same.”

“They were never your sister before. Otherwise…okay, forget about it. Anyone else?”

“You’re laughing at me.”

“I’m not laughing, I’m…smiling through the pain. Just tell me who else you think might have written the letters.”

“There’s my ex-wife.”

“Your ex-wife. When did that happen?”

“When you and me were on the outs. She was a runner on Twenty Grand, the film I made after The Dain Curse.”

“I saw it.”

“You were the one, then.”

“That bad?”

“A metaphysical road movie set in the Sierra Mountains, starring a cast of unknowns and Harry Dean Stanton. Lord God Almighty, Ed, was I on drugs?”

“I don’t know. Were you?”

“Of course I was, but that’s no excuse. The business it did, let me tell you, it made Kundun look like Star Wars.”


“And you met your wife on the set?”

“That’s right. Teri. I mean, Geri. Fuck.”

At this moment, Jack at least has the grace to blush.

“Geri. Geraldine,” he says.

“As opposed to Teri. Teraldine.”

“Fuck off.”

“How do you forget the name of your ex-wife?”

“It’s late. And these drinks are strong. Anyway, I didn’t forget her name. I misspoke her name.”

“I’m sure she’d appreciate the distinction.”

“Of course she wouldn’t appreciate the distinction, that’s why she’s my ex-wife.”

“Forgetfulness—excuse me, ‘misspeaking’ like that is apt to turn wives into ex-wives.”

“Do you want me to tell you about her or do you just want to sit jeering at me?”

“Sitting and jeering is working well at the moment, actually. And for the record, I liked Twenty Grand.”

“Well, that makes the entire painful, humiliating and very nearly career-ending experience worthwhile.”

“I’m glad.”

“You didn’t happen to see The Late Late Show last week, did you?”

“I didn’t,” I lie.

“Speaking of career-ending experiences.”

“Never mind The Late Late Show, Jack. Geraldine.”

“Geraldine was and is Irish, from Dublin, South County Dublin, Foxrock to be precise. She was in the costume department, the design assistant, so she was their eyes and ears on set, keeping the actors sweet while making sure they didn’t roll up their sleeves or unbutton their collars between takes, you’d be surprised how dumb actors can be about all that stuff. Anyway, she was a dab hand at keeping everyone sweet, being bubbly and flirty and easy on the eye, but she was completely useless at the main part of her job, so the thing very quickly became a continuity nightmare. And as if that wasn’t bad enough, she wasn’t endearing herself to her department in a variety of other ways either, vanishing when she should have been on set and coming in late and generally behaving as if for some obscure reason she could do exactly as she pleased.”

“Apart from screwing the director, I wonder why that was.”

“So the costume designer fired her. Quite correctly.”

“And what, to cheer her up, you married her?”

A comedy twinge of shame flashes across Jack’s increasingly bleary features.

“Something like that. She was so upset. And…I don’t know, I didn’t even like her very much, she was a spoiled little princess with a deluded sense of entitlement, she didn’t have much a sense of humor, wasn’t even that keen on sex, or as I was later to find out, wasn’t that keen on sex with me. I don’t think she even liked me very much either. It was just, I felt I was the reason she had lost her job, although the costume people told me later that that wasn’t true, she was rubbish at her job long before she began to think she could get away with being rubbish at her job because she was screwing the director. And there she was, hanging around, crying, waiting for me to make it right.”

“So you proposed to her. Out of embarrassment and inappropriate guilt, with a dose of white-knight-to-the-rescue for good measure.”

“Like I said, you and me were on the outs, Ed. I had no one around to tell her I loved her and kiss her good-bye. God forgive me, I didn’t even like her.”

You didn’t like any of them, Jack. That’s been the problem all along.

“And how long did it last?”

“Long enough for me to buy a big house around the corner from Mummy in Foxrock. I was still in post on the movie, Geri found the place. I never actually set foot in it. We agreed to divorce before Twenty Grand was finished. Mostly because, when she paid an unannounced visit to L.A., she caught me in bed with someone else. And that was the end of it.”

I shake my head.

“Until? There isn’t enough there for upside-down crucifixes and fetuses daubed in blood. What happened next?”

“What happened next was, I bumped into her one night about five years later, about five years ago, in this very spot, and drink had been taken and bygones had become bygones and I finally got to see the house I’d bought, indeed, to spend a night or two or five, to be precise, there. And very nice it was, too, although I’m not sure we liked each other anymore by the end of it. And then I went back to L.A., only to hear a while later that Geraldine was seven months pregnant and I was the father and maybe this would be the making of us, destiny once more, true love will find a way. And while I’m an anything-for-a-quiet-life-at-heart type of guy, as you know, and often to be found on the passive-to-pussy-whipped scale where the ladies are concerned, I sort of hoped if and when I had kids, it might be with someone I actually liked, or failing that, who at least liked me. And I wondered about it all. I specifically wondered about the fact that Geraldine, who had always been built like a boy, had grown hips and a belly by the time we got together again. Not that
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