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PART I









ONE





IT BEGAN DURING an unprecedented period of June heat. After a cold, wild spring that saw force-eleven winds fell ancient beeches and hail showers shatter double-glazed windows, the clouds parted suddenly and bathed an unbelieving Dublin in a strong hot sun.


For the first few days people rejoiced and celebrated. Newspapers reported traffic jams on roads leading to Howth and other nearby beaches, and farmers, ever quick to exploit good weather, worked late into the night making hay with dried grasses. But for those who remained in the city to work, the reaction was different.


By the fourth day they were stunned. Looking up from a telephone or a desk at a sparkling pristine sky, they asked themselves why they had thought late July or early August, when they had arranged to take their holidays, had ever offered better weather. They mused and wanderedhands in pockets, voices vagueuntil the sixth or seventh day, when the collective mood changed from a tentative acceptance of what life might be like in another clime to downright anger that they had chosen badly.


It was then that Peter McGarr, the senior-most civil servant in his section, decided thatschedule be damnedhe would defer to the elements and to a prerogative of his rank. Just half-century now, he asked himself how many more weeks of sunshine he might be able to enjoy in the tranquility of his back garden. He could remember whole summers of cool breezes and forbidding skies, and with so many of his neighbors and their bands of bawling bratsGod bless themhaving taken to the coasts, he would have virtually all of Rathmines or at least Belgrave Square, where he lived, to himself.





At home he took the phone off the hook.


Once hed made the mistake of leaving his phone number while on holiday in Portugal. He didnt get a moments peace until he instructed the hotel management to say hed moved on. In the minds of many of his colleagues and much of the press, McGarr had become so equated with his operation that, though much of substance could and often did occur during his several yearly absences, little of the reality of those occurrences could be acknowledged without his presence.


It was a dynamic that cut both ways, and from time to time McGarr regretted being perhaps too much the chief operative and too little the chief administrator of his agency. Yes, he had become a kind of institution, and was therefore more secure. But when, as was now the case, the work load increased dramatically with little hope of relief, it was he himself who bore the brunt of public scrutiny, not the bureau.


At his kitchen sink McGarr now filled the kettle and looked out through tall Georgian windows on the green wonder of his garden, burgeoning in the near tropical heat. It was almost as if he could actually see the plants growing; he easily convinced himselflistening to the flame drum on the bottom of the copper potthat the wide, rubbery cabbage leaves that were glistening in the morning sun had actually gained inches since he had last seen them through the same window only a few hours earlier.


McGarrs house sat on a corner lot in Belgrave Square, a cluster of mainly Georgian row houses that looked out over a small, planted green area which was bounded on two sides by major through streets. Since McGarrs arrival some six years earlier, the neighborhood had declined from shabby genteel to tatty to near-slum before being rescued by several rent moguls who divided the gracious, eighteenth-century spaces into as many as ten tiny studio apartments.


But at least they had repainted crumbling exterior brick and replaced sagging windows and doors. In such a way, Belgrave Squareunlike some Dublin squares of the same vintage that had been gentrified beyond approachability with new, ornate fanlights and brass nameplates and door knockershad remained familiar, accessible and democratic, which was how McGarr preferred things. And if prices declined again, he might plunge in himself and restore at least the dwellings immediately surrounding his own. His wifes picture gallery in Dawson Street had been doing nicely in recent years, and McGarr did not plan on being a wage slave all his life.


In the basement, the garden rooms of which he had converted to a kind of hothouse, McGarr changed into his work clothes, a pair of patched, twill trousers, an open-neck, short-sleeve shirt, and an old pair of boots heavy enough to punch down the top of a spade. A man a few inches shy of medium height, McGarr was sturdily constructed with firm, once-quick legs and strong arms and shoulders that he kept fit by means of what he called Chinese exercise. By that he meant daily bouts of vigorous, manual labor, usually, as now, in or around his house.


Bald on top, McGarr kept long the light red hair that remained, sweeping it back on the sides of his head so that it curled at the nape of his neck. He now fitted on a worn panama hat. He had a freckled face and a long nose, which had been broken often and was now bent to one side. His eyes were pale gray, and in all, dressed as he was with dried mud on his boots, he looked like a Dublin navvy from the building trades whose specialty was poured concrete.


The meringue on McGarrs boots consisted, however, of aged chicken manure and compost. Combined in the proportion two to one, it was the secret to his garden and such a fillip to growth that his neighbors and the few friends whom he had made privy to his hobby admired his handiwork in terms that he always found distressing. Having dismissed all the standard explanations for digging in the earth from reestablishing touch with his ecology to taking direct part in the cycle of birth, growth, harvest and rebirth, McGarr believed, and insisted, that he gardened for simple pleasure. Everything from journeying the forty miles down to Kildare for the magic chicken droppings, which clung like glue to his boots and made his eyes water and his nose sting, to enjoying the snappy crunch of fresh vegetables and herbs in all seasons, regaled him in a way that was beyond words. He did it because he did it, he once told his wife, for whom all urges required some explanation, and he couldnt think of anything else that would provide him with suchpleasure. There was no other word for it.





Thus McGarr worked nearly to noon on the first day of his unplanned, midsummer retreat from things tiresome and worldly, turning over and wetting down his several compost heaps and weeding and tickling his raised beds that differed from traditional Irish lazy beds in their width of six feet and their depth of four. The sun, contained by the tall garden walls, became torrid, and in looking up from his hoeing to move the sprinkler from his rows of lettuce, chicory, endives, watercress, and spinach to the beds of nearly ripe asparagus, McGarr noticed a richly bearded face at the top of the wall that he shared with his only truly contiguous neighbor.


It was that of Rabbi Viner, who had lived next door for nearly a decade now and become a particular friend of McGarrs. He too was a Dubliner by birth and sensibility, and their minds often met with a felicity that McGarr considered soothing.


Grand day, but a bit hot, wouldnt you say? Particularly in your predicament.


Which is? McGarr asked.


Locked in guilt expiation, I have it. Is this the noonday sun? Having positioned himself in the full, patterned shade of McGarrs gingko tree, he pretended not to be able to locate the source of heat. Well have to add Irish civil servants to the lyric, specifically those who phone in ill to pot around in their back gardens. We could then relate it all to the countrys unplanned-for and unsolved mortalities.


Something like the Lizzie Borden jingle, McGarr suggested.


The very thing, said Viner. On the charts in no time. Havent we all a touch of mayhem in our hearts?


Disregarding his clothes, which were now nearly wet, McGarr moved the sprinkler without turning it off; the fine spray of cold water felt so refreshing that he thought for a moment that he might raise the ring over his head. But, isnt all mortality unplanned for, or are you intimating that persons known to youyour supplicants, perhapsplan otherwise? I could send somebody round. Preventive mortality, we could call it.


Something like preventive medicine, Viner chimed in, warming to the crack, as lively conversation or any good time was called throughout Ireland. Its the coming thing, Im told. All prohibition and exhortation. Rules. Dictats. No smoking, no drinking. Did you hear me, Chief Super or Super Chief, whichever it is they call you down there in the drum.


Castle, McGarr corrected. I couldnt imagine myself in a mere fort. McGarr was Chief Superintendent of the Murder Squad of the Garda Siochana, the Irish Police. His office was in Dublin Castle.


Water. Mineral water. And joggingwho, might I ask, ever thought of that abuse of the human body? Viner was a powerfully constructed man who, much to his familys dismay, had taken on a great deal of weight in recent years, such that he was perhaps the largest man, if not the tallest, that McGarr knew. Some bloody American, no doubt.


Wrong there, said McGarr. He was Greek. Carrying the bad news, he was.


And suitably dispatched, as I remember the myth. Instant mortality right on the spot and bad cess to all his kind.


There was a pause in which McGarr removed an already damp handkerchief from a back pocket and swabbed his brow. Exactly fifty now, he was beginning to feel both the weight of his years and the injuries that he had sustained along the way. Having begun with the Garda at nineteen, he had chafed under a system that had seemed to reward bureaucratic competence and political pull more than active police work. He had resigned and spent an even score of years on the Continent, first with Criminal Justice and later with Interpol, before returning home to his present post.


But he now had a knee on which both he and a Marseilles thug, who had jumped him from behind, had fallen. It would only take limited lateral movement. His hipsame sidegave off a definite click with each step. The socket had been rearranged in a bomb blast in a Galway disco. And then his back and one arm were riddled with scars that imperfectly concealed damage of which he was reminded whenever he bent too far or reached too quickly. Or whenever he performed any vigorous activity too long.


Dont you just hate Americans and vegetables? Viner went on. As with most Dubliners, conversation between them did not always proceed linearly.


McGarr wondered if there were a correlation or a choice. He himself hated neither, and he nearly remarked that he had several good friends who were Americans, but he knew where that would lead. And since much of his garden produce regularly found its way to Viners table, he imagined Viner himself rather fancied vegetables. He hadnt become that immense on bread alone. Now what could you possibly have against vegetables? Not to mention Americans, of whom there were on last report a mere two-hundred-and-forty million.


Oh, nothing. Certainly nothing against your vegetables. All organic. No pesticides. No herbicides. Kosher in the strictest sense and delicious certainly. But vegetables are best et as an accompaniment, a side dish, garnish even, to something more toothsome.


McGarr now understood the drift of their conversation and suggested, Like beefsteak, which was what Viner wanted to hear. After a series of tests some six or seven months earlier, Viners cardiologist had recommended a diet rich in whole grains, fresh vegetables, and defatted, salt-free potions like consomms and weak chicken soup. Viner had lost scads of weight and had admitted to feeling much better. I dont nod off anymore at three or four in the afternoon. I dont get angry at little things, goddamn it! But he couldnt speak to McGarr, who he knew treasured a solid meal, or look upon his garden, without conjuring up the entres with which those comestibles might be served. They had gone through this before.


Smuddered in sauted mushrooms and lovely green onions, with a side of bleedin broccoli hollandaise. No, nosalmon hollandaise. Forget vegetables, dirt-dwelling, lower-life forms that they are, though I wouldnt ignore fresh asparagusViners dark eyes turned toward the rainbow that the full sun was creating in the mist of McGarrs sprayerlightly steamed and dripping with drawn


Sol! a voice came over the wall. Solly! Dinner! It was Viners wife.


Buther!


McGarr tried to keep from laughing. He half turned his back. What is it today? he asked innocently.


Twigs and bloody bark, if you must know. What else?


Achthings could be worse. Consider my situation. I dont have dinner at all.


And you with a fridge brimming with death. Viner lifted a hand. Oh, nodissimulate not. Ive seen it: sides of rashers, tubs of butter. Cheeses! Gruyeres, Camemberts, lovely soft, moist Bries that just melt on the tongue, he cataloged as he descended the wall and escaped McGarrs sight. Pickled herring in cream sauce. The leavings of some highly caloric repast like chicken Franaise or a pot of Beef Bourguignonne


Sol! his wife called out the open window. What are you going on about out there? Come in here now while your dinners hot.


pt de foie gras on buttered toast points were the last words of protest McGarr heard for perhaps an hour, until a dog began barking, and, though lame from injuries sustained in a bomb blast years before, in a leap gained the top of the wall, a quarter of which McGarr shared with the dogs mistress.


Somebody was ringing McGarrs front door bell, and the P.M., as the dog was called, wanted to know who. A former member of the Police Canine Corps, the animal had assumed responsibility for the entire southwest corner of Belgrave Square, which very much included McGarrs dwelling; very little occurred there without the animals blessing.


The tone of his bark, however, said the visitor was not a threat, and McGarr worked on, until the bell continued insistently and the dog came around the wall to find out why McGarr was ignoring it.


Finally McGarr straightened up from his hoeing and swabbed his brow. With the dog by his side he climbed up through the hot sun by a stile in the wall and stared down on a woman who had her finger on the bell.










TWO





SORRY, HE SAID, frightening her. May I help you? Raising a hand to her eyes, she tried to look up at him. She was a big woman in her early thirties; her dark brown hair was streaked with gray. Her eyes were also brown, and her skin was freckled and wrinkling on her white neck. Im looking for Superintendent McGarr.


May I ask why?


She was wearing a plain white sleeveless blouse, turquoise-colored slacks, and white shoes, and McGarr could see that, in spite of her youth and good bone structure, her body had lost its shape from child-bearing. Her breasts had fallen and her stomach was pouchy and distended. To it she was clutching a white imitation-leather purse. Its about my husband.


What about your husband? The dog, meaning to watch for any sign of hostility as she spoke, kept trying to hook its head around McGarrs legs.


She took her hand from her eyes and looked down at her feet, away from the sun. Lookis McGarr in, or is he not? She had a flat, Dublin, working-class accent.


Hes not, thought McGarr. Definitely. Categorically. But almost in reflex, knowing it was a mistake, he asked, What about your husband.


Ah She cast her head to one side. Hes missing.


For how long?


Three days now.


Is that unusual?


Again her head went to the side, as if to say not really, but


And you suspect? McGarr looked off into the square, decided once again it was a park. From his vantage point he could see squadrons of fat bumble bees strafing a trellis of roses that was not visible from any other part of his property. Warped in the rising heat, the scene appeared as if through a film of tumbling water, and he blessed its tranquility and quiet.


Well, sumtin happened to him. Otherwise


Otherwise, what?


Otherwise hed be speakin to me, she said impatiently. Lookare you McGarr? I cant see you standing there like that. The sun


Youve been to the Castle?


She nodded.


And they sent you here?


Noits not like they did or nuttin.


Of course you tried Missing Persons? Three days was no time for a working-class Dublin man to be gone. Hed probably a drop taken or met up with a mot or both. Given the weather, he might as easily have awakened with some new friends in Wexford or Tralee. Working his way back, he was. On the tides that flow from a tap.


But it also now intrigued McGarr why she should think her husband dead and the Murder Squad the appropriate agency to search for him. And now, in this heat in Belgrave Square.


I rang them up and they said Id have to file a report.


Which you did, I gather?


She shook her head.


Relatives. Friends. Any He looked off again at the roses. special interests?


Did she blush? McGarr thought she did.


He waited and again catalogued the inspissated, matronly hands, water-worn and clutching the plastic purse that looked like it was melting in the heat. Its not like that.


She had something else to tell him, something that had not come out as yet, and she had come for that purpose. How many wives with a husband missing three days would look up the Chief Superintendent of the Murder Squad, bang off, no other calls?


And thenshe had so turned her head that she appeared to be speaking to the closed doorI came to you because There was a pause. youre one ofus.


Really, McGarr thought. In what sense? Obviously in the pancake accent of the great family of Ath Cliath, which he hoped he shared with the woman only on occasion, and then when he was forgetting the best part of himself.


Still, it was an appeal that McGarr had not often heard, and he was enough a creature of his culture that he could not readily turn a stranger from his door. Your name?


Katie Coyle.


It was Dublin, all right, and nothing plainer. Well, Katie Coylewould you know how to get to the back garden of this house? Taking the ring of keys from his pocket, he twisted one off and dropped it at her feet. With the same hand he gave the dog a command. McGarr had saved it from the vets final needle when, after an explosion in an Irish National Liberation safe house that was being searched, the Canine Corps decided to put the animal down. Its right front leg had been damaged severely, and the dog would only ever move with a limp. McGarr, however, found the nearly nine-stone personal protection dog a home with his elderly next-door neighbor, a spinster, and there the creature adopted a proprietorial demeanor that prompted a resident to dub it the PM. of Belgrave Square.


The dog now hopped off the wall and on a hobbling gait was soon by Katie Coyles side. You neednt be afraid. Hell see that you dont get lost.


And that you get where youre going, he thought, as he waited to hear the door close and the latch catch.


He then scanned the quiet street, checking parked cars for passengers, the square for strollers or others sitting in the shade: anybody he could see in windows, doorways, stoops, side yards. But he saw no one. It was noon, and too hot to go out for those already not out.


Or for work at what was work.





In the back garden, under the deep shade of McGarrs trellised grape vines, Katie Coyle told him that her husbands name was Kevin and that they were from the Liberties, a profoundly working-class area of Dublin that occupied most of a hill between Christ Church Cathedral and the Guinness Brewery. They had nine children ranging from one year and three months to age eleven. They lived in a five-room flat, but were currently looking for something larger, but wasnt everybody else.


And what with Kevins salary, which wasnt much, and the kids, and the housing grants having been cut off again by the government, there was only so much they could do, him (Kevin) insisting that they stay in the Liberties. Where we were born and bred, the both of us, before it became the in thing to do for some.


McGarrs eyes met hers for a moment before angling off again. As she was speaking, he had been telling himself how much he needed an iced pint of lager. There were several tall cans in the fridge, but McGarr had a proscription, which he seldom broke: he would not take a drink at home alone before four in the afternoon, except on a holiday. He had almost convinced himself that it was in fact a holiday and that the beer would help him cope with the woman before him, when he chanced to ask, And what is it that your husband does?


For a living? Or elsewise?


First things first. The elsewisedoubtless beer and football; or beer, football, and horses; or (probably better for her, given their numbers) beer, football, horses, and womentheyd get to later, if McGarr tolerated her that long.


But when, with near embarrassment, she said, Trinity College. Hes a professor there, McGarr sat up on the bench they were sharing.


A what?


As though to say that she expected better of McGarr, she smiled wryly, and her large, dark eyes that were still a kind of perfection searched his face. I know Im not your typical Trinity professors wife. But nor is Kevin your typical Trinity professor.


McGarr couldnt help but wonder if he had a disturbed woman on his hands. Reaching down to stroke the head of the dog who was lying by his side, he asked, Of what? For Gods sake, he nearly added. Psychology? Criminology? He nearly cracked a smile. He could almost taste that beer.


English literature, or like Kevin says, literature mostly in English.



A professor?


She nodded, then looked toward the perfect rows of vegetables.


A full professor? he insisted. She would destroy his afternoon only for good reason. But the possible murder of a Trinity College professor of English literature and father of nine, who also curiously hailed from the Liberties, would be in the eyes of the press, which influenced such things in the eyes of McGarrs superiors, the very best of reasons. And only at his peril could McGarr ignore it.


Then he could hardly disregard the fact that nearly nine out of ten homicides were committed by persons either related or known to the victim. And here was the mans wife, who was by her own say-so unlikely, admitting that she believed her husband had been murdered. How had she put it? something happened to him. Otherwise Otherwise what?


Excusing himself by saying Let me get my notebook, McGarr walked into the basement, where he removed his boots. At the fridge in the kitchen he popped the top of a can of beer and swallowed long until the cold lager bit the back of his throat and brought a kind of satisfying pain to his right eye. He then repaired to the library where, if memory served him rightly, he thought he recalled having seen a volume by one Kevin Coyle, M.A.


And sure enough, there it was among his wifes 90 percent of the library: Myth-Making: the Personal/Impersonal of an Author of Competence. A paperback, the volume had been reviewed in hardcover to what McGarr judged was critical acclaim. Said the Times, Solid, insightful scholarship combined with trenchant wit and graceful prosethe book is a minor masterpiece of literary substance and style. As a primer on criticism, it will engage readers on every level.



Said the Guardian, Coyle has observed Pounds dictum to make it new. His Myth-Making is so artful an approach to a truly new New Criticism that it often rivals the very works that it treats.


Said the Observer, A brilliant debut. One can only look forward with anticipation to Mr. Coyles succeeding work, which promises to deal with the entire modernist movement in Irish arts and letters and to be a major publishing event.


The reviews from America were similarly glowing; fanning the pages, McGarr noted that Noreen had actually read the book. It opened readily, and there was a distinct tea stain on page 285.


At the fridge he reached for another pint can, and dialed his Castle office. Glancing out the Georgian window at the end of the kitchen, he noticed that Katie Coyle was now stroking the P.M.s wide head. A jackdaw kited down into the herb garden but fluttered up again when the dog moved for it.


Bernietell me something. Was there a woman in there a while ago?


Jesus, Chiefshe didnt. When she said she would, I told her dont. Hell eat you alive, shoes, handbag, and all. She had your address and everything.


Kevin Coyle. From what she said, hes a professor at Trinity College.


Yah. McKeons tone was unbelieving.


Lives in the Liberties.


Yah.


The wife seems to think


Ah, Chief. She went through the entire drill when she was here, and Rutie nearly threw her out the door. Bodily. Fellas only been gone a couple of days, for chrissake, and from the look a her



Records, McGarr cut in. On both of them. I want a check on hospitals too. And the Liberties bit. Send Hughie out to interview neighbors.


You must be joking. We dont even know hes missing, much less murdered, and in this weather, with what we already have on our plate, and you


McGarr hung up blindly as he tilted the can back; he then dialed his wifes shop in Dawson Street. The beer was now giving him a slight, agreeable buzz, and he imagined he must have been dehydrated. It was either that or he was going to hell altogether, which was a possibility now worth considering. He swirled his neck.


The P.M. had returned to Mrs. Katie Coyles side. The bells of the cathedral on Lower Rathmines Road were ringing. McGarr checked the kitchen clock: three, which was close enough to four, seeing as how it was a holiday of sorts. He allowed himself another gulp.


Kevin Coylewhat can you tell me about him?


Whats wrong with your voice?


Nothings wrong with my voice.


There is, sure.


Like what? He tugged again from the can.


Like high.


It was the proper word. The buzz had turned to a glow, and McGarr thought that after a bit more gardening, he might dust off his fishing rods and drive out to Howth for a little late-afternoon fishing. He had heard there were mackerel running off Pucks Rocks.


What are you doing? she went on.


Interviewing a complainant.


At home?


Why do you think Im at home?


Where else would you be drinking malt where its quiet? Early, I might add. Would that we all were civil servants.



Senior civil servants.


An adjective all too revealing.


Some twenty years separated them, and he wondered if Noreen was determined to keep him young through sarcasm.


Coyle. I understand hes a professor at Trinity. You have one of his books.


And hes one of your complainants?


Did I say that?


You didnt have to. I know the tone.


Like she knew what he was drinking, he thought. Malt, not beer. Which tone is that?


Coldly official. Your state tone. The tone of the inquisitor.


Coyle. Kevin Coyle, M.A.


Sure, and much more. An utterly brilliant young chap. Professor, as you intimated. And early. It was either they promoted him or he was off. Dont you remember me reading you the article in the Times, when the book came out?


As far as McGarr was concerned, his ears had been virginal to the name Kevin Coyle up until a dozen minutes past, but he conceded. Vaguely.


Ah, dont cod me. Yah dont. You never listen. I might as well be speaking to the bleedin wall.


Kevin Coyle. The book, he prompted.


There was a pause in which, he imagined, she considered the fate of being married to an older man. Once, when she had complained of his not taking her seriously, she had accused him of thinking of her as a tootsie, a bimbo, anairhead. McGarr had wondered where she picked up the phraseology, and when he had said, Ill take you anyway I can get you, she had exploded, See! Thats proof.


Finally, she said, I dont know why I put up with you, but the book, the first one, put Kevin in the spotlight. He had offers from everywhere, England, America. Who knows now when the other takes off.


Now?


What dyou do with yourself apart from brief stints at the Castle and early afternoon tippling? It was another point of contention between them that McGarrs life was too narrowly focused, when in fact trying to perfect him was perhaps Noreens most enjoyable pastime. Its been in all the papers for days now. He calls it Phon/Antiphon. Its a critical reappraisal of modern Irish literature in English that focuses mainly on Joyce and Beckett. Its out Monday next, I believe, and the publisher is launching it with a big bash at the Shelbourne.


Big bash, for sure, McGarr thought. It wouldnt be much of a party without the main attraction. He wondered what Coyle looked like, what he was as a person, if he could mix with the crowd, introduce his wife around at the Shelbourne, which was Irelands most socially pretentious hotel. He looked out at Katie Coyle, who was now walking slowly along a path through a rose trellis in the back garden. Dowdy was too mild a term to describe her; she was matronly before her time. Too many children andcould it be?cares to remember that her appearance might matter.


Whats he like? Ireland was a small country, and its arts community was truly a little set, of which Noreen and her family, with their picture gallery, had long been a part. It had been there in the shop on Dawson Street that McGarr, while running down a lead in a murder investigation, had met his wife. She had been just twenty-one at the time, a research student at the Cortauld Institute in London. He had been so taken with her radiant red hair and her green eyes and her enthusiasm for her subject, and for life itself, it seemed, that in a vault at the back of the shop he impetuously tried to kiss her. And received a short, sharp slap for his audacity. And think of ityou, a man old enough to be my father. Only through dogged pursuit had he proved to her otherwise.


Coyle? she now asked. Ive never met him, but you see him around now and again. Great walker, and they say he loves the city and knows it as well as Joyce knew it in his time. He even looks like Joyce. Tallish. Long, sloping nose a little flattened and off to one side. Wavy, reddish hair. Most of all, glasses.


Made an impression, it seems.


Who knows. He might be another, different, more modern Joyce, if you accept the premise that the novel has been both written and therefore exhausted by Joyce, and unwritten and therefore effectively eliminated as an art form by Beckett. Whats left then but criticism, which in the futureas begun by Coylemight become the only genuinely artful possibility for the writer of serious fiction.


McGarr glanced down at the barrel of the cold can that was beading agreeably in the heat and humidity and wondered if he could fiddle with the date of his annual holiday, arranged for four weeks hence. In other words, Coyles a man with literary He rejected the word pretensions, since teaching at Trinity satisfied at least that. aspirations.


Aspirations? Another redhead, Noreens moods could vacillate within mere minutes between elation and despair, and often bore little relation to external stimuli. Six years of marriage told McGarr that at present she was moderating toward the former condition. By nightfall she would be ready for some sort of catharsis. If the new book is accepted by critics at all like the first, the manll probably be canonized as our greatest living literary critic. Hell be able to write his own ticket.


If he can write at all, McGarr thought. Katie Coyle stood before McGarrs banks of multicolored lilacs; she was staring up at them as they nodded in the light breeze. Her hands were clasped behind her back, and in spite of the heat, she remained motionless as a statue in the full sun.


You still havent told me why youre home.


Wont be for long.


What about Kevin Coyle?


His wife thinks hes a missing person.


There was a pause. And she came to you?


She says she thinks Im one of them.


Them who?


McGarr thought of Noreens explanation of Coyles new book, which had meant nothing to him, and he said, Them who arent the others, I suspect. See you.


When? And what about Kevin Coyle? Why does she think hes missing? Oh, Peter


McGarr hung up. His wife was young, beautiful, sensitive, and intelligent, but she had a singular failing. Like most other Dubliners, she could not resist the most insignificant bit of gossip about anybody she even remotely knew, and nothing regaled her more than a certain sort of insider information. He imagined that anything about Kevin Coyle would have a currency among her art and literary friends that would command all ears. At social events those same acquaintances treated McGarr as though hed just stepped out of the pages of a crime novel.


After a quick shower and a change of clothes, McGarr found Katie Coyle seated at the kitchen table, his second can of beer before her. SorryI didnt think youd mind.


Of course he didnt; this was more us again. I dont, but you can tell me this. He pulled a chair over and, turning it around, sat down facing her. Why do you think your husband was murdered?


Their eyes met and hers quickly filled with tears, though she held his gaze. She had heavy, powerful-looking arms, one muscle of which flexed as she swiveled the beer can on the tabletop. Because people were jealous of him.


Which people?


Hiscolleagues, they called themselves.


Like who?


Wellher eyes lit on the canthere was Flood, for one. And Holderness, for another, though hes only a research student still, and not much of that.


Anybody else?


Wellthe eyes flashed offthere probably was, though I wouldnt have known, me being tied up with the kids and all.


This Flood. And Holderness. Where do I find them?


Holderness, I dont know, apart from hearing his family has gobs of money and some big estate down in the country. Its summer, and college is closed. And even if it wasnt, Holderness wouldnt be there. Kevin sacked him, and hes not to come back without some committees say-so.


Flood is still somewhere about, Id say. Him and Kevin worked on the Joyce thing Bloomsday. Though in truth the bloody business is Floods alone and just that


McGarr waited, vaguely remembering that Bloomsday was a celebration that involved James Joyce somehow.


business, as if being a scholar no longer even means being a gentleman, poor pay though it is. Summers we must care for our families too, like other people, Flood said, though by care he meant him and his bitch of a wife in up-market style out in Foxrock, and me and Kevin dodgin gurriers and bowsies in town. Says him to me one day last year when we had no food in the larder and Kevinoff someplace. Her eyes moved toward the garden. Whatdye think I floated up the Liffey in a bubble? When I got the idea for Bloomsday, I brought it to Kevin, who said he wasnt interested, and I had to go it alone. I put my last pound into the thing. Joyces Ireland and Bloomsday Tours, he calls it. Hes even got an office and a staff in Nassau Street. And all on Kevin, McGarr was to conclude.


And then Im sure Flood wouldnt miss the party that Kevins publisher is throwing for the new book, with all the celebrities he mightve sucked up to there. He used Kevin like that, sure he did. Every chance he got.


McGarr again examined her: the wrinkles that extended deep into her neck, her bloodshot brown eyes. He suspected that at one time she must have been a handsome, if large, woman. You have some problem with Flood?


Me? Nar a bit. Its just him and the likes of him and all the others there at their grand collegefops, swells, and nances, the lotcouldnt hold a candle to me poor husband, and him now dead.


And not them. McGarr said nothing still. Her voice was now laden with emotion.


Sure, it would be easy to say it was a mistake from the start, Kevin forgetting all he and us were and going in to the college to sit the exams. The moderatorship and later the prizes and such. But what was he to do with all his brains? If he hadnt, wouldnt he have resented me and the kids all the more? In a small voice she added, And us his, make no mistake about that, sir. She reached for the beer can and drank from it.


Still McGarr waited. The eight-day clock over the fridge wound steadily on, its beat more a springy tink than a tock. A fly buzzed from the hall through the kitchen and out the narrow gap below the raised kitchen window into the garden. With a kind of groan, the P.M. settled himself on the cool flagstones beneath the sink.


Bloomsday? he asked to keep her talking.


Thats the day James Joyces book Ulysses was set on. June sixteenth, 1904. And every June sixteenth Flood and Kevin took a bunch of foreigners and Americans around the paths in Dublin. The paths that a fella name of Bloom and Stephen Dedalus, the Joyce characters, traced in the book. Flood acted as guide, Kevin like Dedalus himself, or Joyce maybe. Floodd bring the group to a place, and there Kevind be spouting the words from the book perfect. He had a brilliant memory, he had. Hed need read a thing onct and hed have it bang off. Its what earned him all the notice. The memory.


McGarr doubted it. He himself had a capacious memory, and here he was, a policeman. He thought of Noreens description of Coyles work and how it had left him cold.


You wouldnt have another of these on you, would you? She meant the beer.


McGarr reached over to the fridge and pulled out the last two cans. Placing one in front of his guest, he asked, Why do you think your husband is dead?


Katie Coyles strong fingers readily picked back the serving spout of the can. Because Ive got him home with me now. Some miserable fucker stabbed him right through the heart. Bloomsday, I guess. Near the Prospect Cemetery in Glasnevin. Raising the can to her lips, she drank off nearly all its contents. When she lowered it, her face was streaming with tears. I thought I might keep him with us as long as I could. But hes going off now in the heat. None of the kids know. I sent the older ones down to an aunt in Clare, told her to keep them away from the telly and papers. And the babbies She looked away.


McGarr slid the other can toward her. The address?


She told him, and McGarr went into the study to use the telephone again.










THREE





THE LIBERTIES refers to a set of trading and tax franchises that the British crown once granted the Archbishop of Dublin. Formerly a wide area that encompassed much of central Dublin, the term now applies only to a small working-class neighborhood distinguished by one of Dublins tallest hills, several of its major churches, and the great Guinness Brewery.


Mainly, however, it consists of a tight pack of shops, row houses, and commercial buildings and yards, near the largest of which Kevin and Katie Coyle lived in a former warehouse. McGarr at first saw only an open door, a battered lift, and a worn staircase.


Thus he was surprised upon entering the Coyle apartment on the fourth and final floor. It was light and airy and even cool; a westward breeze, sweet with the smell of roasting black patent malt, made the curtains billow out from the windows like wide, white sails.


And if there were but five rooms for this family of elevennow tenthey were spacious, with tall ceilings and creaky floors that, McGarr imagined, had witnessed the passage of millions of hand trucks. The planks squeaked under foot. The wood had been sanded and varnished to a mirror gloss that allowed two Coyle children, dressed in summer shorts and thick woolen socks, to skate as easily over the surface as across a pool of blond ice.


Mistar, mistar, said one, tugging at McGarrs wrist. Are ya a doctor? Me da has taken ill, he has.


And beyond all pain, thought McGarr, finding Kevin Coyle propped up on pillows on a bed which had been turned toward an open window that offered a view of the Liffey and the Georgian perfection of the Four Courts.


Its like hell turn to us and say something strange and different about the city, like he always could, said the wife in a tone that was close to breaking.


McGarr thought not. Yes, his eyes were open, butlight bluethey were as opaque in death as shattered agates, and his skin, which was gray, looked soft, like scudding soap. A man in his mid-thirties, Coyle appeared to have been tall, with sloping shoulders and a thin, graceful build. His hair was brown and wavy, and his noseas Noreen had describedseemed a little off to one side. In all, he looked as much like James Joyce as any photo McGarr had seen of the bard, down to the pair of thick tortoiseshell glasses, one lens of which was now broken and starry.


I knew it was wrong, but what was I to do with them otherwise. The only time he took them off was in bed, whenever he didnt fall asleep reading, which was seldom. And without them he looked so Unnatural, she thought, though she couldnt bring herself to say it.


Her husband was wearing an open-neck linen shirt, stained with dried blood from the first button catch to where a sheet had been pulled up and folded neatly over his torso.



I didnt know what to do. With him. Treat him like he was alive or dead. But since Id never been with him dead Her voice cracked and she turned to the door, on which one of the children was now beating. Will ya get out of that, Stephen, or Ill thrash ya sure, she cried.


You found him where?


I didnt, like I said. A mate did. Propped against the wall of gray stones in a laneway at the back of the Glasnevin Cemetery. No life left in him at all. The woundthereall clotted and thick, glasses by his side, or so he was when I got there and according to a woman whose word you can take.


And she is?


Catrine Doyle. Catty, we call her.


And Katie Coyle.


She lives right there off the Finglas Road. Theres a warren of laneways and outbuildings between her back garden and the cemetery wall. Walking her dog, she was, before going off to work. At first she thought he was drunk, it having been in the papers about Bloomsday and all, and her knowing him like she does. Get up. Get up out of that now, Kevin, and come inside for some tea, she said before she saw the wound and the blood. It was then she rang me up.


And not the police. Why? He waited. Out in the kitchen one of the children was crying; through the open windows McGarr could hear the singsong blare of police horns. And you?


I
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