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ONE

Surfaces, Sheens, A China Doll, And a Jade Figurine




MCGARR EASED OPEN a casement window at the back of a house in Ballsbridge, a select area south of Dublin.

The gloaming of a long summer evening had cast a pall, funereal and still, over the neat rows of flowers, the clipped shrubs, and the spiked iron fences that formed an alley in the distance.

Below him he could hear two women talking.

“…and it’s little wonder the police have arrived—her letting the daughter go around all tarted up who knows where with who knows who. And the string of them. A week, ten days—some of them take her out only once.” There was a significant pause. “And what she must spend. Just one of those see-through blouses—why, twenty pounds easily. And how old would you say she is?”

“Who?”

“The old one, the mother. Of course, the mother. If she’s the mother. But the other one too, the daughter. She can’t be more than…fifteen or sixteen, if she’s that.”

“She’s eighteen.”

“Is that a fact?”

“It is, missus. It is.”

“How they manage it! And the car over in the garage, the—what is it again?”

“A Daimler, I think.”

“A Daimler, no less. Think of it—never touched. Not once to my knowledge.”

“I don’t think she drives.”

“Then why the car? And why the clothes and the deliveries and the way Finlay’s is always running upstairs with baskets, baskets of groceries. Specialty items all, I can assure you. Nothing but the best.” There was quiet for a while. “I ask you where it must come from?”

“I’m sure I wouldn’t know.”

“Then I’ll tell you, missus—from no good, that’s where. And how they manage it—her an old…” McGarr couldn’t catch what was then said and, nudging up the brim of his panama, he stepped closer to the window.

McGarr was a short man. His long face and clear gray eyes made it seem as though nothing could surprise him. In his late forties now, his light red hair was balding and he had taken to wearing hats.

But the woman’s voice soon resumed the firm, indignant tone. “And it’s not the first time today that the police have arrived, I’m led to believe.”

“Really now, missus?” The second woman was older, but her hair was tinted and permed and her figure not spoiled from childbearing, like that of the first woman, whose children McGarr could hear playing in the house. Pastel colors from a television spilled through sliding glass doors and speckled the flagstones of the patio, muting as the picture changed.

In all—McGarr thought, as he strained to hear what was about to be revealed, doubtless in a low voice—a pleasant and an unusual setting for a murder.

“No, missus—” the younger woman said, “—I’ve been told a policeman was here in the afternoon as well.”

Yet another pause, while the other woman reflected. This was news to McGarr, since the condition of the body suggested that death had occurred during the afternoon, although he couldn’t be sure as yet.

“A policeman?”

“I have it on the very best of advice.”

“Did you get a look at him?” It was McGarr’s question exactly.

“No, no—not me myself, mind you.” She glanced up at the windows. “But I’ve been assured he was a policeman. I mean, who else could it have been, seeing they’re here again and all?”

McGarr tried to ease the window shut, but the hinges squeaked and both women looked up.

Another voice came to him as he passed through the darkened kitchen and hall toward the sitting room.

“Through this holy unction, and of His most tender mercy, may the Lord pardon thee whatsoever sins thou hast committed by sight.” The priest was down on one knee, dipping his thumb in holy oils and making the form of the cross over each eye of the old woman, who was slumped in the chair.

The daughter had found her there, and, thinking her asleep, had gone into another room to change into evening clothes while her escort had waited below in the car. There had been, she had intimated, some animosity between the young man and the mother, and he had rarely entered the house. Only when she had been leaving and had tried to wake the mother had she realized something was wrong.

Having no phone in the apartment, she had sent her boyfriend for help, and the ambulance attendants had called the police. The woman had been strangled in front of the chair and then eased or allowed to fall back into it. McGarr had examined the nap of the rug. He had found swirls near where her feet had come to rest.

There was nothing missing from the house, or so the daughter thought.

“Through this holy unction, and of His most tender mercy, may the Lord pardon thee whatsoever sins thou has committed by thy footsteps.

“Amen.” The priest stood and, crossing himself, moved away.

McGarr bent his head and touched a hand to his brow. He was not a religious man, or at least not formally so, but death demanded some obeisance, and McGarr was willing to go along with what people of all religions deemed meet.

What he now noticed was the chair itself. It was an old Morris copy and out of place in the chic apartment. The arms were worn from years of use, and the ring on her right hand had most probably carved the groove in the arm on that side. As well, the upholstery of the cushions—some garish floral pattern that was now faded—was worn beneath a lace doily. Her head, canted at an odd angle to the side, had moved the lacework off the patch, through which stuffing now tufted.

She had been sixty-five if she was a day, McGarr imagined—a short, plump woman with a button nose and the sort of dark features that he had always thought of as Spanish-Irish. Her cheekbones were wide and devolved to a round chin. Her hair was kinky and lustrous and so dark it was almost black. And like the chair in which she was sitting, the impression she gave—the clean but worn gray dress, the sturdy limbs, the hands which, earlier, McGarr had felt and were calloused—placed her more as a servant in the apartment than as its mistress.

The room was furnished with antiques from many periods and tall, tropical house plants in coppered tubs. A grand piano occupied a space near the windows, its long back sweeping into the room. In the little light that remained and against the black, polished wood, the gold-leafed lettering, BECHSTEIN, seemed almost illuminated from within.

As though he had read McGarr’s thoughts, McKeon left off writing in his notebook and ran his hands up the keys. He then hit similar notes in different octaves, again and again, and looked up at McGarr. The piano was in tune.

McGarr moved toward the piano and glanced back at the woman. “Larynx broken?”

“Crushed, I’d say. Whoever did it had a grip, so he did.”

“What would you hear, maestro,” McKeon added in an undertone so the priest, who was saying a prayer, wouldn’t hear. “Brahms. Beethoven, or boogie-woogie? Or how about something—” he followed McGarr’s line of sight to the woman, “—Spanish?” He had come to the same conclusion as McGarr.

McKeon was McGarr’s inside man and usually handled all the administrative details of their many investigations. Like McGarr, he was short and stocky, but he had a thick shock of blond hair that he combed over to one side. His eyes were small and dark and mischievous, especially for the past several days that he’d spent away from his desk at Dublin Castle, filling in for Sinclaire, who was on holiday.

McGarr turned his head and considered the many photographs that had been placed on a table near the piano, the frames made of metal and expensive, the glass polished to mirror sheens. Two dozen or so, they pictured all the rituals of the family—weddings, births, christenings, Christmas gatherings, Easter, picnics at the beach, the men near a new car or standing with their horses, the women holding the hands of their daughters, who were wearing lacy white dresses and caps on First Communion day.

In one photo a little boy was shown with scapulars around his neck, white shirt freshly starched, his palms pressed together, his hair brushed; and then in a suit in front of the same church, after having been confirmed; then in a graduation gown, an army uniform, and a tuxedo with a bride on his arm. And years after and—McGarr guessed—with her gone, he looked suddenly aged and a bit sad, some toddlers around him and a baby in his arms.

Yes—McGarr decided, trying but failing to pick out the dead woman among the older pictures of several dark, curly-haired girls—she had had roots, in spite of having lived in the large apartment with only her daughter, whom he could now hear sobbing gently in another room.

And the settings—the many rock walls in the backgrounds; the treeless and hilly landscapes with mountain vistas and a lake beyond—placed the photographs not in Dublin but to the west. Galway, McGarr guessed. Joyce’s country, although he couldn’t be sure.

Once again he considered her—soft and sturdy and, he supposed, a comforting person to have lived with. She had kept the house spic and span, had made fresh bread, the dough of which had risen over the pans in the kitchen and spilled onto the marble-top table and gone flat. And the way she had kept all the surfaces—not just the window and door panes, the glass on the photographs, the ivory and ebony of the piano, but the parquet floors, the tiles in the kitchen and bath, the banister on the way up—attested to her care. Details.

But they would be ignored now, or at least not attended to with as much or the same kind of care. That was what, to McGarr, had always so marked the finality of death: not the fact of the corpse but that the places and things that a person had—he searched for a term—“energized” were suddenly, peremptorily and irrevocably abandoned. She would not bake the bread, meet the grocer, take the bus, or write the letter. And that the natural course of her life, a facet of the history of the family whom McGarr could see on the table, had been adumbrated at the whim of some intruder was an outrage.

He reached out and picked up a photograph that had attracted him earlier. The man who was pictured in the faded, brown-tone photo was dressed in leathers and was standing next to a motorcycle. He was small and thin and dark, which only made his wide smile, which moved off to one side of his face and wrinkled the skin around his eyes, seem genuine, candid and winning, but he could not be young anymore. Still, McGarr had seen that face and smile, he was sure of it, and in the recent past. And it had had something to do with an investigation. But which one of the many? He didn’t know, couldn’t remember. It was late and he was tired.



Off the surface of the glass that covered the photo McGarr caught the reflection of Garda Superintendent O’Shaughnessy, standing in the doorway to the dining room, his tall frame looming over the girl who was seated at the table. Hughie Ward, another, younger policeman, was asking her questions, writing in a notebook no different from McKeon’s.

Beyond them, down a long expanse of table, sat the boyfriend. He had turned his body away from the others and had his elbows on his knees, staring down at the patterning in the carpet as though he didn’t want to be there. McGarr could hardly blame him. He started when McGarr switched on the current, although the crystal chandelier diffused the light, made it soft and colorful, the pendants turning slowly from the movement in the room.

“But can you remember anything extraordinary,” Ward was saying, “anybody who ever had words with her or threatened her, or…or even would have had, in your estimation, some grievance with her?” Ward glanced up, locking his eyes with hers. Both pairs were dark, but hers were swollen and red from crying. She only shook her head and blotted first one eye and then the other, closing each slowly in a way that made her long, dark lashes obvious.

“I haven’t a clue. She…we have no enemies. She was a quiet person. Solitary. She wouldn’t harm a soul.” Unlike the mother, the daughter was tall and thin and had the sort of delicate facial beauty—a long nose and a slightly protrusive upper lip—that would age well. But her hair too was dark, and she kept it swept back along the sides of her temples and bound in a clasp at her neck. It looked full and very soft and so fine McGarr was moved to reach out and touch it. Tears again were streaming from the corner of her eyes, down cheeks which were creamy and smooth in a way that made McGarr think of a China doll, the sort dressed in a kimono with hands clasped before her and a sculptured, rosebud mouth painted bright.

He felt somebody brush against him, and he turned to find the priest easing himself past O’Shaughnessy and into the room.

“Friend of the family,” the man said. “Thought I’d stay a bit. She has nobody now, here in Dublin.”

McGarr held out his hand. “Father?”

“John Francis—Menahan, Mr. McGarr.” He was short and quite stout and had dark, curly hair. His closely shaven beard made his face seem blue.

McGarr turned back to the daughter.

She was wearing a light blue dress that was summery and open at the neck and made of some gauzy, wispy material, all fluffs and fringes that further added to the overall impression of lightness and…grace that she imparted. And the dress—McGarr remembered the conversation earlier between the two women who lived below—almost seemed to be transparent. In the shadows of the table McGarr kept thinking he could see dark areas, rounded and taut, of the aureoles and nipples of her breasts.

McGarr leaned back to the priest. “What’s the name again?” he asked in an undertone.

“Mine?”

“No—the young lady’s, the family’s.”

“Caughey. Mairead Kehlen, the daughter. Margaret Kathleen,” the priest paused, “the poor mother, God rest her soul.”

“That’s enough for now,” Ward said. “Perhaps you’d like to rest.”

Did McGarr see Ward’s hand move forward, as though he would reach for hers? He had, he was sure of it, and he noted how much the young inspector resembled Mairead Kehlen Caughey, except that his hair was more like the mother’s, curly rather than straight and thick rather than fine. And Ward’s skin was sallow, not light.

It was then that McGarr noticed an area, like a collar or shadow, of darkish skin around the girl’s long, slender neck, as though recently she had been out in the sun, not all at once but now and again over an extended period of time.

“I have a question, if you don’t mind, Inspector,” McGarr said, taking a step toward the table. He reached for the photograph in front of her, the one of the man standing by the motorcycle. “Who’s this?”

She blinked and had to take it in her hands, to turn it so the glass wouldn’t glare.

Their hands touched.

Yes, McGarr realized, he could see her breasts. Just. They were long and sloping, suited to her build, and dark, there where his eyes focused.

“My uncle.”

“Father’s or mother’s?”

“Mother’s.”

“His name?”

“Keegan. James Joseph Keegan.”

“He’s—”

“He used to be a farmer.”

“Where?”

“Leenane.”

Galway, McGarr thought. Right in the heart of Joyce’s country. He’d been right. He wondered what he farmed out there. Unless his holdings were vast, a farmer would have a hard time making a go of it around Leenane. Sheep or—McGarr remembered the other photographs on the table—horses. “And your father?”

“He’s dead.” More tears. Her hand moved toward her eyes again, and the bodice of her dress opened to expose a long, buff ridge of what seemed to McGarr the softest skin.

“Long dead?”

Ward squirmed in the chair and forced his eyes down to the page of his notebook.

She only nodded.

“I’ve got all that stuff, Chief,” said Ward.

“Do you play the piano?” McGarr glanced at her nails, which clear lacquer made luminous. They weren’t too long for that, but he’d seen no scratch marks on the old woman’s throat either.

“Yes.”

“Well?”

She began to cry.

The priest touched McGarr’s arm. “If I could speak to you in the hall for a moment.”

“No need, no need. But your man can.”

“Who?”

“Sonny,” O’Shaughnessy said to the young man who was to have been the Caughey girl’s escort for the night.

When he looked up, the tall Garda superintendent only flicked his hand, motioning him to step into the hall. It was a classic police gesture that communicated at once a kind of boredom—that marshaling people here and there was a routine that long ago had lost any interest to him—and a threat. He would tolerate no balking, no back talk.

O’Shaughnessy was a tall man, well over six-and-a-half feet, and with age his long Western Irish face—high forehead and expanse of jaw—had only seemed to appear more stern. He kept his beard closely shaved, and his skin was pink and clear. Like McGarr’s gray eyes, his were light, but of a blue tint that was only slightly less severe, and in police work his demeanor had its uses.

He waited for the young man, who paused in front of the girl. She did not look up. He followed McGarr out of the room, and O’Shaughnessy resumed his vigil at the door.



McGarr led the young man out of the apartment, down the stairway and into the street, where they met four men from the Technical Bureau who would fingerprint and photograph the apartment. Seeing McGarr, they touched the brims of their hats and hustled past.

Night had fallen, and in all houses but one drapes and curtains made the lights seem yellow and warm and outlined the hedges which, bushy and green now in midsummer, had been clipped into turrets or domes or gently rising crests at the borders of each front yard. Along with leaded-glass front doors that glowed like windows in a church, the little sculptural touch to the shrubs made each house, though similar in structure and style, distinct.

McGarr was—he scanned the neighborhood; the roofs of the stately Victorian row houses that were silhouetted against a mauve sky—in his element. All of it, not just the physical appearance of the street but what went on behind those doors and windows too, was of a piece to McGarr.

Even the slight sweetness of the night air—the special mix of Dublin hydrocarbons from the power plant out in the bay, the other turf that was burnt behind the grates of fireplaces in the neighborhood (more perhaps as a ritual, one that tied the urbanites to a dimly remembered past in the country, than out of any real need), from the roasting kilns of the Guinness brewery where barley malt was being blackened for stout, from the hundreds of bakeries and confectioneries that supplied a nation of tea drinkers with their sweets, from the many streams—the Liffey, the Dodder, the Grand and Royal canals, the Tolka, and the Bay itself—and even from the #2-diesel fuel that the government still permitted lorries to use—was unmistakable to him.

And sweeter and more particular still were the odors of the neighborhood: the sundry flowers and roses that Dubliners—again the country touch, another manifestation of a people who were profoundly agrarian—prided themselves on, cooking smells of rashers, roast pork, sausages, a mutton chop perhaps, potatoes and vegetables for sure with hot, sweet butter, tea and toast. Perhaps it was only his imagination that led McGarr to believe that he could pick out all those different things, or his years of having lived in that setting, but he knew they were there and why and the knowledge made him feel comfortable, at home.

And what was it that had been different about the Caughey apartment above? Certainly the old woman had been a careful householder, prideful of her possessions, her table, her—. McGarr didn’t know, but there had been something…awry. Of that he was sure. He had felt it.

In the distance he could hear the sing-song claxon of the surgeon’s van approaching, and when it turned up the street, the lights in the sitting rooms of nearby homes began to go out and doors were opened a crack and heads appeared between curtains.

“Which is your car, ah—” McGarr offered the young man his hand.

“Sean Murray, sir.”

“From?”

“Herbert Park.”

An even better address and not far, McGarr thought, and he took in the young man’s tan suit that had been cut in a Continental style, with a tight waist and a deep vent, the shoulders padded square. His hair was long and shaped in some modern fashion, and from the back, as McGarr followed him toward the car, Murray looked almost girlish. Shoes with tall heels made him sway.

“Do you want to see the tax book?”

“What for?”

The car was a lemon-yellow convertible, an MG.

“I thought maybe—”

“Do you work?” McGarr offered him a cigarette but he refused.

Murray would have been handsome, McGarr noted, but for a bend in his nose, which was broad. His chin was round and his mouth thin and somewhat pursed, and he was freckled. His eyes were blue. His upper lip seemed to jump for his nose in a nervous gesture, before he said, “No, sir, I’m at university, at present.”

McGarr wrinkled his forehead, questioning.

“Trinity. Senior sophister.”

“Plans?”

“The law, sir.”

Murray, Murray—McGarr thought—Michael Edward Murray, a T. D. (Teachta Dala, a member of the Dial, the Irish Parliament) and a businessman of note. A glad-hander with…aspirations, like his son. “Been keeping company with Mairead long?”

“About a year.”

“Plans?”

“Well—” he looked away and touched one palm into the other, “—I don’t know about that.” He glanced back at McGarr, “I’ve got a long way to go yet.”

“But you see a lot of her.”

Murray tried to read McGarr’s expression.

The clouds were parting and the corner of an amber moon appeared.

The van had stopped, and the attendants removed a litter from the dimly lighted interior.

Murray only nodded.

“Any rivals besides her mother?”

Murray shifted his weight and looked down at his shoes. “Should I be represented by counsel?”

“Not unless you think you’re going to be charged. A girl like Mairead—” McGarr let his voice trail off. “I mean—” out of the corner of his eyes he could see the two women conferring over the hedges again, this time in their front yards, “—she’s a looker, wouldn’t you say?”

McGarr saw the young man’s jaw firm. “You mean, the others?”

McGarr nodded.

Murray was visibly relieved. “Like I said, the mother didn’t care for me, so when we went out with the gang I’d have one or another of my friends pick her up, but she dated nobody but me, Mister McGarr, and that’s a fact.”

McGarr again took in Murray and the lemon-yellow convertible and wondered what the girl thought about that. She had the beauty and dressed herself in a way that was sure to attract all sorts of men and certainly those who were as handsome and ostensibly better off than the senior student who was only now aspiring to become a solicitor. “What time did you get here?”

“Half nine, about. Maybe a few minutes after.”

“You didn’t go up?”

“No, sir. Not until Mairead—”

“What were you doing this afternoon?”

“I was with Mairead.”

“Doing what?”

Yet again the shoes. “A bit of shopping.”

“Expensive girl.”

Murray looked up.

“Expensive clothes, expensive…” McGarr’s eyes moved up the façade of the building and he saw her at the window, standing with her back against the dim light from the dining room. Yes, he thought, noting the shape of her hair and shoulders, the way her dress tucked in at the waist and her hands were folded in front of her—a china doll. She had the sort of delicate and fragile beauty that seemed to plead for somebody strong, some sort of domination, a person who could and would bend her to his will. “…tastes. What did you buy her?”

“Me?”

McGarr nodded.

“Nothing. She wouldn’t let me. She’s—well, I guess her…mother had a bit of money someplace.”

“She didn’t talk about it?”

“Who? Oh, no. Not at all, though I didn’t ask. Of course,” he added.

A would-be gentleman, McGarr added to Murray’s aspirations.

She was still at the window.

The street was a cul de sac, and the van driver had trouble turning it with parked cars lining both sides.

“Tell me—what are your thoughts, your…impressions about all of this?”

Murray shook his head. “I’m—flabbergasted, shocked. I really didn’t know much about the mother, and Mairead is—” he too glanced up at the window, “—a little…vague, and we just tried to keep off the subject, you know?”

McGarr knew Murray had felt, perhaps unconsciously, that his girl would become too much for him. She was a striking-looking young woman. She had money and was used to all the things he wouldn’t be able to supply her with for some time to come, and he hadn’t wanted to add to his disadvantages. McGarr wondered if she was talented too. “The piano?”

“Mairead’s. She got it last year.”

“Only just learning?”

Murray shook his head. “She’s going to study in London in the fall. She’s gifted.”

McGarr thought he detected a new tone, dour or glum.

“A real talent, they say.”

McGarr thanked Murray and asked him to report to the Castle the next morning to make a statement. “All routine in cases like this, Mister Murray. But I’m sure you realize that.”



The two women watched McGarr approaching them. Obviously they thought he would turn away and enter the house, but when he reached for the small, wrought-iron gate that opened onto the front lawn, one of them turned as though she would flee and the other looked trapped.

“Please don’t leave. I just want to ask you a few questions.

“Missus—?”

“Brady.”

“And Missus—?”

“Herron.”

“I’m Peter McGarr, Garda Soichana.” He touched the brim of his panama. “I understand, Missus Brady, you have some information about a policeman visiting the Caughey apartment sometime this afternoon?”

She had rested one hand against her cheek and with the other held an elbow. It was a defensive posture. She turned her head to the other woman, who said, “I didn’t say a thing, honest, Mary.”

“Can you tell me the time?”

She turned back to McGarr. Her face was long and gaunt, her build cowish with bony shoulders under a cardigan, wide hips, thin legs, and house slippers made of some shaggy pink material. “I don’t know.”

“You don’t know.”

“No,” she shook her head. “I don’t.”

“And this source. Is he or she available?”

She blinked.

“Well?”

She shook her head. “No.”

“Surely you don’t mean to tell me that all this report amounts to is…” He considered both of them closely: two hausfraus, one Catholic, the other Protestant, but as alike as two peas in a pod, except for the numbers of their children. He didn’t want to be hard on them. After all, what else did they have but the telly and gossip, and at least the latter was participatory and more immediate. Both of their hubbies were probably down in some pub, bashing them back with the boys, but he had his job too. “…idle gossip?”

Her head jerked back, but she had more mettle to her than McGarr had imagined. Her eyes narrowed, and through her bottom teeth she said, “I can assure you it’s not.” She stepped around him and, taking long strides, walked out of the front yard and into the house, leaving gate and door wide open.

“Pleasant evening,” McGarr said to the other woman, taking a Woodbine from his pocket. “May I offer you a cigarette?”

She only shook her head and regarded him closely.

Mrs. Brady reappeared with a child in her arms.

It was hard to tell if the youngster was a boy or a girl, and McGarr considered briefly letting her carry the bundle back to bed, but it was better to put the questions now while the memory was still fresh.

“Your name?” He reached out to stroke the child’s cheek, and only grudgingly did the mother allow him to complete the gesture.

“Antony,” she said. Her jaw was set.

“And how old is Tony tonight?”

“Four and a half.” Her tone was bold, challenging, but again McGarr thought it best to placate her. The source of her rumor could in no way be considered evidence, but at other times McGarr had received valuable information from children.

“And Tony—did you see a policeman this after’?”

She looked down at the child. “Go ahead, Tony. Don’t be afraid of the—” she paused, “—gentleman.”

It was a nice touch, and the other woman smiled.

The child nodded. His nose was wet.

“Did you ever see him before?”

The child shook his head.

“What did he look like?”

The child only stared at him.

“Did he have on a blue suit with silver buttons and a cap?”

Again the child shook his head.

“Who did he look like then? Did he look like your father?”

Yet again the child shook his head, but he also raised his arm and pointed at McGarr.

“He looked like me?”

“Yes,” he said, lisping. “He was a detective.”

“Was he now?” McGarr enjoyed children, especially when they surprised him. “And how could you tell?”

“Because he had a hat on.”

“Like mine?”

The child only shrugged.

“Was it yellow, like this, and made of straw?”

“No. It was black.” He yawned.

“Could it have been the postman?”

“No,” said the mother. “He had come and gone at four. I spoke to him myself.”

McGarr didn’t doubt she had. “You’re sure it was black?”

“Of course he’s sure,” his mother said.

It was late. McGarr tipped his hat. “Ladies. Tony. You’ve been most helpful.” He did not add that he’d be calling on them in the morning.



Driving back to the Castle to file a preliminary report, McGarr was attracted by all the cars parked in front of Jury’s, a modern hotel here in Ballsbridge, and it occurred to him suddenly and precipitously that he had not had a drink all day long.

But McGarr did not stop. The hotel was some executive’s idea of the type of setting foreigners would appreciate when they came to Dublin, not realizing that those same people had probably suffered through places more interestingly sterile and had not journeyed to Ireland for a poor imitation of what they had back home. The ersatz bric-a-brac and plastic barstools had the look, the feel, even the smell of chintzy modernity and corporate profits. Then why the crowds? The Royal Dublin Society horse show was only three days off and exhibitioners were arriving.

But something had again reminded him of the man in the picture—small and sallow, dressed in the leathers, standing by the motorcycle, smiling. What was it about him? Where had he seen him before? He still didn’t know.

McGarr drove into the city, the streets of which on this summer Friday night were nearly empty, the blat of the Cooper’s engine echoing off the hot brick of lightless, Georgian row houses, the glass of shops and businesses, government buildings, and at last Hogan’s on South Great George Street, where he was something of a regular. The Castle was only around the corner and up the street.

McGarr imagined that at one time the solid mahogany, the brass and cut-glass and mirrors with frosted patterns had seemed new and artificial, but there was a difference here—that Hogan himself had not thought of profits first. He and his family were proud people, and they had established a premises that would convey that pride for generations, if not longer.

Family—what was it about the man in the picture, Mairead Caughey’s uncle? On her mother’s side.

Hogan’s was also crowded—boutonnieres, tails and morning pants, and tall gray hats that the women were now wearing askew on top of their hair; and flowing pastel dresses, sleeveless, made of the new synthetic materials that clung like finer, smoother skin, and that special smile—. A wedding.

Yes, he decided and not for the first time, his people were tribal, clannish, and the old rituals (marriages, births, christenings, funerals, and wakes) were the ones that mattered.

He thought of the elderly, portly woman slumped in the chair and the bruises on her throat. He thought of the daughter playing the piano in the long front room. Her long, sloping breasts. And the man again, the one in the picture.

The barman caught his eye and rapped his knuckles on the wet wood. McGarr nodded and a large whisky was placed in front of him. It was Hogan’s own blend, and it had been aged in sherry casks, down in the dark cellar. Pride again, McGarr thought. And details—that was it—the details mattered. Attention, nothing slapdash.

He raised the glass to his lips and became immediately aware of the slightly sweet flavor of the charred sherry cask, more a perfume on the back of the tongue than a flavor that altered the mellow, amber fluid. And McGarr drank it slowly, standing there amid the hubbub yet apart from the others, the whisky and his thoughts and the customs of the pub providing him refuge. It was not his celebration, and other details—his own—were awaiting him. He finished the drink and walked to the Castle, leaving the car where it was.



At home in Rathmines, Noreen, his wife, had been waiting up for him. She had taken a nap, after having closed her shop on Dawson Street, and was now altering the dress she planned to wear to the Hunt Ball, the premier social event of the Horse Show. It was satin, and in the mirror she could see that the tuck she had taken in the back smoothed the slight wrinkling she had noted earlier.

She was small and trim with curly copper hair and eyes no different from the bottle green of the dress; and standing there in the mirror she looked to McGarr like a jade figurine—her beauty finer and more delicate even than that of the young Caughey girl out in Ballsbridge. It had something to do with the contrast of colors or her proportions, which McGarr thought perfect, or the way that she carried herself without any spare movements. Graceful and fluid and—.

“How does it look?” she asked him, turning only her shoulders so the line of her back and hips and chest was obvious.

McGarr knew the look and what she really meant—the slight wrinkling of the brow, the special light in those green eyes.

“Try on the shoes,” he said, “and that new perfume, the one that smells like—.” McGarr couldn’t place words on the odor, which was just another detail that was eluding him. “And the jewelry. I like my women redolent of…mimosa.” That was it. “And sparkling.”

“One would think you were interested in a fashion show.” Like her smile, the phrase was special to them. “Aren’t you taking a lot for granted?”

He watched the green satin flex as she bent for the shoes, the sheen of the flat area at the small of her back, between her hips, catching the light from the lamp on the dresser and flashing, the material whispering as she moved toward him.

“Not after all these preparations.”

The satin slid between his thighs, and in his palms she felt both slick and dry, smooth and—he turned her around and drew his lips over the freckled skin that was exposed as he pulled down the zipper—talced and scented and fresh.

Later, McGarr turned his head and looked out the open window, across the backyards at the trees in the distance.

A street lamp and a soft breeze was making them sway together and apart, the leafy patterns breaking and merging and ever-changing, almost as though the bed or the house was some sort of bark—an ocean liner, a vessel—that was riding vast, slow swells. Or a horse, say, in slow motion. Those long, graceful strides.

McGarr closed his eyes. He had placed the man, the one in the photo. His details were in place.

Pride. And sleep.







    

TWO

A Role and a Length of Tape, Be Yourself, Tea with Lemon, Bait




WARD AWOKE in one motion, sitting up and tossing the covers off his legs. A burst of sun through the skylight overhead was nearly blinding him, making the large central area of the loft on the Liffey quay bright and fiery, the corners bluish.

Ward didn’t care for that light. It was too harsh, clinical, and made the old warehouse floors, the ancient brick that he and some friends had recently painted, the oily oaken beams overhead, seem old and dirty and nakedly…industrial, there was no other word for it.

He preferred the place at night, when the fog on the bay pushed up the river and wrapped the masts of the ships docked on the wall in a heavy gray gauze. Then from the cocktail area near the windows he would watch the patches drift before other lamps, farther down the river toward the sea, catching at their glows and seeming to carry the light away.

But now Ward felt that he was late. Why? Ah, yes—he pushed himself off the bed—the girl. Mairead Kehlen Caughey. She’d be arriving at the Castle to make a formal statement, and with McKeon standing in for Sinclaire, he might have a chance to take it himself.

He took two eggs out of the fridge and broke them into the glass jar of the blender, added some vitamin pills, some corn flakes, and filled it up with orange juice. He switched the blender on low and let it spin while he showered, shaved, and dressed in his best summer suit.

It was Italian, bought while he was on holiday in Ravenna, like the black, glove-leather loafers that he kept polished only to a dull sheen, and the off-white shirt with the wing collar. Ward didn’t bother with a tie, only tossed the coat over his shoulders the way the Ravennati did, and paused in front of the mirror.

The recent sunny weather had only further darkened his skin, and he did look—definitely, he decided—Latin, with black, curly hair that he had only tossed dry with his fingers, dark eyes, and rather prominent spaces between his white, even teeth. He undid yet another button. Somebody—McKeon or O’Shaughnessy or even McGarr—would notice, but he didn’t care. He imagined Mairead Kehlen Caughey would be a prize well worth the abuse, if only he could find some way to separate his official duties from—.

But he needed something else to complete the image. What was it? A cigarette, like a prop, in his left hand. He would talk with it, swirling it around demonstratively. A…Gauloise. Sure. Ward didn’t smoke, but he thought he’d give it a try. If nothing else, the girl was chic, and that Murray fellow she was keeping company with, well—.

He took three large strides into the kitchen area of the loft and switched off the blender. He tossed the cover at the sink. It bounced off and hit the floor. Ward didn’t notice. He was almost thirty now and a confirmed bachelor.

But forcing the dreadful liquid down his throat, he tried to think of something else—the metallic rasp of a cog sliding over the teeth of a ship’s winch; the raucous, greedy cries of gulls; the fart and sigh of a lorry releasing the pressure in its air brakes outside the window—, and he only saw too late the thick, golden dribble that was hanging from the bottom of the glass.

It landed in a streaky tear on the lapel of his priceless, light-gray suit.

“Ah—bloody hell!” he shouted to the oily, industrial beams overhead.


McGarr had been up for several hours, making phone calls and other arrangements. Now he was sitting in a small, darkened theater, sipping tepid tea from a Styrofoam cup.

“Janie Mack,” the man next to him was saying, “what a lummox I am. Can’t even toss water in a pot. I dunno, Peter, I’m not long for the job.” He shook his head and stared dolefully down into the mud-colored liquid that some sort of film, translucent and scaly, was riding. “I can see them giving me the sack any day now.”

Flynn was director of sports programming at Radio Telefis Eireann, the Irish national broadcasting network, and McGarr knew him to be good at his job. And he’d heard the lament before, had pondered and spoken it himself. It was a plaint that most of his countrymen indulged themselves in from time to time, a recurrent, metronomal drone—as from a bagpipe or a bodhran—of the self-critical Celt, the lower register of an otherwise happy people.

McGarr glanced over at Flynn, a thin man with a craggy face and thick, graying hair no comb could rule. He was wearing a turtleneck jersey with a pendant and chain around his neck, some sort of icon—Celtic or Russian or Greek; it didn’t really matter—that placed him immediately in “the arts.” It was necessary equipage, McGarr supposed, at R. T. E.

He reached inside his jacket, which was tan and made of the lightest cord, and extracted his flask. “Have a touch, Dermot. You’re a right man and you know it. I shouldn’t have ripped you away from your missus so early is all. In a half hour you’ll be on top of the world.”

Flynn eyed the flask as though it contained hemlock, but he let McGarr top up the cup.

The lights went down, and a pattern flickered on the screen in front of them.

“Listen, Peter—why’re you at this again? Is it important? What’s in it for me?”

“Tea and toddy.”

“Ah, don’t give me that. What’ve you got? I need to make a splash.”

“Take up swimming. At least it’s in sports.”

The picture came on of a brilliant summer day and an expanse of the greenest turf that was filled with tall, powerful horses and men and women dressed in riding gear.

“Voice?” Flynn asked McGarr.

McGarr shook his head. He had heard it before and he wanted to concentrate on the video, what was happening on the screen.

“Kill that voice!” Flynn roared into the darkness.

On falling asleep the night before McGarr had realized that during the judging of heavyweight hunters at the Horse Show last year, a horse ridden by a certain Sir Roger Bechel-Gore had suddenly reared and thrown the man. He had fallen heavily through a sturdy fence and onto his shoulders and neck, which had been broken. The ensuing paralysis of his legs was said to be permanent, and he had complained to the police. He had once been one of the country’s premier horsemen; as a young man he had been selected to the national team for almost a decade; since then he had bred and raised some of the most heralded hunters and jumpers in the world. He claimed to have heard a series of short, sharp whistles at the moment that the horse had shied.

“Then you think there was a conspiracy, a plot against you?” McGarr had asked.

“Is, is a conspiracy, man. The bastards’ll get me yet.”

McGarr had only pitied the poor man, lying virtually helpless in a hospital bed, contained by a body cast and perhaps further confined by his own fears, until the chief inspector had looked into the matter.

Bechel-Gore, it had turned out, had had many rivals and even some downright enemies. He had refused to offer his jumpers to the Irish National Team at set prices and instead had offered them up at public sales. German, French, Italian, and English money had dominated those auctions, and Bechel-Gore’s Irish horses had become the top performers of other national teams that consistently beat the Irish.

But Bechel-Gore’s other business dealings had been similarly ruthless. In particular, he had gulled one M. E. Murray, T. D., who after great commercial success—doubtless aided by his political involvement—had plunged into the prestigious bloodstock business several years earlier. Murray had, however, overcome his initial blunders and had been, at the time of the accident, the most serious rival of Bechel-Gore, whom some considered the last avatar of the old, horsey, Anglo-Irish Ascendency. But that was not why McGarr had arranged the early morning showing of the sports film.

In it, Bechel-Gore was standing near a chestnut mare no different in color from his mustache. He had on a derby and a gray tweed coat and was rather heavy, all chest and shoulders. When McGarr had interviewed him he’d already been doing upper-body exercises and his grip had been like iron.

It was a stunning scene and sounded something deep in McGarr, as it did, he well knew, in his countrymen. Horses were a passion, and wherever two or more ran together on a track or over a fence interest was aroused. For some, like Bechel-Gore and Murray, horses were business, but for others they were a pastime, a hobby, or a chance to make a killing with a tenner on the nose. Still, apart from gambling, Irishmen liked to look at horses, to contemplate and caress them, to imagine what they might do if and when. Horses were things of the spirit. McGarr thought of the Houyhnhnms and how Swift’s satirical proof that horses were nobler than men had had some basis in fact.

Or maybe it was a darker and more recent facet of the racial memory, the indelible and hated print of the British boot on their necks, when in the eighteenth and for some of the nineteenth century—recent history, that—an Irishman had no legal right to own a horse valued at more than five pounds. Perhaps it was that which made the Irish yearn for horses. Good horses. Big, powerful, intimidating horses that could dominate an island that was one of the finest natural pasturages in the world.

And McGarr well knew that the horse had been the symbol of the landed gentry, the vehicle by which they had conquered Ireland and had kept her in thrall, and fox-hunting—the seigneurial right of charging a small army of mounted men through anybody’s planted fields or gardens or backyards, driving everything at bay before them in pursuit of an animal almost as cunning as a native Hibernian—had been more than a simple sport.
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