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Foreword
Gerard Brennan, 2010
Requiems for the Departed first popped into existence as a fledgling thought when Morrigan Books’ top boy, Mark Deniz, approached me with the idea of putting together a crime fiction anthology for him. He tentatively suggested an Irish theme as he knew I was working hard on my blog, Crime Scene NI, reviewing Irish crime fiction and interviewing a number of the top authors in the sub-genre. Basically, I’d fooled him into thinking I knew a thing or two. So, I did what any rogue would do, I told him I was the ideal man for the job and he could look forward to the best collection he’d ever read.
Seemed like a good idea at the time.
But then I had to actually deliver the anthology.
However, Mark had brought this to me at the perfect time. My good friend and uber-talented writing contemporary, Mike Stone, was due over to Ireland to visit me and my family soon after Mark’s proposal. I figured that if anybody could help me pull this thing together, it was Mike. He’d been my first reader for years and I knew he’d a knack for editing and a brutally straightforward approach to feedback. I could rely on him to keep me honest.
Mike agreed to help me out and with all his usual enthusiasm, got the ball rolling immediately with a lengthy chat or three on the theme of the collection. We were both aware that the mighty Ken Bruen had recently edited an Irish crime fiction anthology titled, Dublin Noir, and rumour had it that the equally mighty Colin Bateman was working on a similar offering with a Belfast flavour, so straight crime fiction was out the window.
We batted a few ideas back and forth, deciding on crime fiction with supernatural elements, as a lot of the work coming out of the Morrigan stable was of the dark fantasy and horror genre, and so this would have been a natural transition. However, crime fiction with some supernatural elements seemed a somewhat unfocused genre tag. We needed something with more direction. Of course, the answer was staring us in the face the whole time. After all, the Morrigan, our publisher’s namesake, is only one of the most powerful figures in Irish mythology. Why not see if we could find a way to get her and all her friends into the book?
And so, with the theme settled, Mike and I went panhandling through our respective lists of writing contacts and finished up with seventeen bloody marvellous stories that...well, let them speak for themselves.
So flip the page and get stuck in to Requiems for the Departed; you won’t be disappointed.
****
Mike Stone, 2010
The weekend Gerard refers to in his introduction above is one I remember well, in particular, the morning we spent at Quay Point ― a spit of coastline located a few hundred yards from the centre of Dundrum village. We went there to teach my daughter to skim stones across the water. Kids have their uses, and giving adults the excuse to indulge in childlike pastimes is one of them.
Gerard was rattling off some of the names he’d thought of inviting to this anthology and, as I listened, my interest grew into excitement, and then kept on climbing, passing right through nervous anticipation and six degrees of trepidation to a state best described as “bricking it”. The writers he was so casually bandying around were the very novelists whose names graced the spines on my bookshelves. The sort of names that crop up whenever there’s a crime writing award being handed out, usually in the shape of a dagger. Not to be outdone, I mentioned a handful of writers in my address book that could boast a smattering of silverware and bestselling novels.
“Blimey,” we said (because my daughter was in earshot). How on earth did we ― a couple of young upstarts working for an indie book publisher ― think we were going to pull this off? If we didn’t watch our step, we’d end up with one of those dagger-shaped awards shoved where the sun don’t shine (and I’m not talking about Burnley).
In the event, we needn’t have worried. The people whose work you are about to read proved to be a professional, friendly and hard-working lot, giving freely of their time and knowledge, even when the editors were pressing for yet another (probably) needless revision.
You know, I don’t think any of ‘em twigged that they were dealing with a couple of upstarts. I actually think we got away with it.
But let’s keep it between ourselves, eh?
****
Table of Contents
Queen of the Hill: Stuart Neville
Hound of Culann: Tony Black
Hats off to Mary: Garry Kilworth
Sliabh Ban: Arlene Hunt
Red Hand of Ulster: Sam Millar
She Wails Through the Fair: Ken Bruen
A Price to Pay: Maxim Jakubowski
Red Milk: T.A. Moore
Bog Man: John McAllister
The Sea is Not Full: Una McCormack
The Druid's Dance: Tony Bailie
The Children of Gear: Neville Thompson
Diarmaid and Grainne: Adrian McKinty
The Fortunate Isles: Dave Hutchinson
First to Score: Garbhan Downey
Fisherman's Blues: Brian McGilloway
The Life Business: John Grant
****
****
Queen Macha wasn’t a difficult choice for my story. After all, my home town of Armagh is named after her. So Ard Macha, meaning Macha’s high place, becomes Queen of the Hill, and she allows me to set a story in my own neck of the woods for the first time. But Macha is a slippery customer, and she could be any one of three mythical figures. Rather than choosing one, my Queen of the Hill takes a little from each. For example, the legend of the race against the king’s horses in which she gave birth to twins as she crossed the finish line becomes a game of poker and a ruined pair of shoes.
But one aspect of the legend is universal in all versions: her domination of the men she rules. She is a fearsome warrior, of course, but she also used her sexuality to control those who desired her. In other words, she was that great archetype of noir fiction, the character that drove so many men to their dooms: she was the original femme fatale.
Watch out, or she’ll be the death of you.
****
Cam the Hun set off from his flat on Victoria Street with fear in his heart and heat in his loins. He pulled his coat tight around him. There’d be no snow for Christmas, but it might manage a frost.
Not that he cared much about Christmas this year. If he did this awful thing, if he could actually go through with it, he intended drinking every last drop of alcohol in the flat. He’d drink until he passed out, and drink some more when he woke up. With any luck, he’d stay under right through to Boxing Day.
Davy Pollock told Cam the Hun he could come back to Orangefield. The banishment would be lifted, he could return and see his mother, so long as he did as Davy asked. But Cam the Hun knew he wouldn’t be able to face her if he did the job, not on Christmas, no matter how badly he wanted to spend the day at her bedside. He’d been put out of the estate seven years ago for “running with the taigs”, as Davy put it. Still and all, Davy didn’t mind coming to Cam the Hun when he needed supplies from the other side. When Es and blow were thin on the ground in Armagh, just like any other town, the unbridgeable divide between Loyalist and Republican narrowed pretty quickly. Cam the Hun had his uses. He had that much to be grateful for.
He crossed towards Barrack Street, the Mall on his right, the old prison on his left. Christmas lights sprawled across the front of the gaol, ridiculous baubles on such a grim, desperate building. The Church of Ireland cathedral loomed up ahead, glowing at the top of the hill, lit up like a stage set. He couldn’t see the Queen’s house from here, but it stood just beneath the cathedral. It was an old Georgian place, three storeys, and would’ve cost a fortune before the property crash.
She didn’t pay a penny for it. The Queen of the Hill won her palace in a game of cards.
Anne Mahon and her then-boyfriend had rented a flat on the top floor from Paddy Dolan, a lawyer who laundered cash for the IRA through property investment. She was pregnant, ready to pop at any moment, when Dolan and the boyfriend started a drunken game of poker. When the boyfriend was down to his last ten-pound note, he boasted of Anne’s skill, said she could beat any man in the country. Dolan challenged her to a game. She refused, but Dolan wouldn’t let it be. He said if she didn’t play him, he’d put her and her fuckwit boyfriend out on the street that very night, pregnant or not.
Her water broke just as she laid out the hand that won the house, and Paddy Dolan’s shoes were ruined. Not that it mattered in the end. The cops found him at the bottom of Newry Canal, tied to the driver’s seat of his 5-Series BMW, nine days after he handed over the deeds. The boyfriend lasted a week longer. A bullet in the gut did for him, but the ‘Ra let Anne keep the house. They said they wouldn’t evict a young woman with newborn twins. The talk around town was a Sinn Féin councillor was sweet on her and smoothed things over with the balaclava boys.
Anne Mahon knew how to use men in that way. That’s what made her Queen of the Hill. Once she got her claws into you, that was that. You were clean fucked.
Like Cam the Hun.
He kept his head down as he passed the shaven-headed men smoking outside the pub on Barrack Street. They knew who he was, knew he ran with the other sort, and glared as he walked by. One of them wore a Santa hat with a Red Hand of Ulster badge pinned to the brim.
As Cam the Hun began the climb up Scotch Street, the warmth in his groin grew with the terror in his stomach. The two sensations butted against each other somewhere beneath his navel. It was almost a year since he’d last seen her. That long night had left him drained and walking like John Wayne. She’d made him earn it, though. Two likely lads had been dealing right on her doorstep, and he’d sorted them out for her.
Back then he’d have done anything for a taste of the Queen, but as she took the last of him, his fingers tangled in her dyed crimson hair, he noticed the blood congealing on his swollen knuckles. The image of the two boys’ broken faces swamped his mind, and he swore right then he’d never touch her again. She was poison. Like the goods she distributed from her fortress on the hill, too much would kill you, but there was no such thing as enough.
He walked to the far side of the library on Market Street. Metal fencing portioned off a path up the steep slope. The council was wasting more money renovating the town centre, leaving the area between the library and the closed-down cinema covered in rubble. Christmas Eve revellers puffed on cigarettes outside the theatre, girls draped with tinsel, young men shivering in their shirtsleeves. The sight of them caused dark thoughts to pass behind Cam the Hun’s eyes. He seized on the resentment, brought it close to his heart. He’d need all the anger and hate he could muster.
He’d phoned the Queen that afternoon and told her it had been too long. He needed her.
“Tonight,” she’d said, “Christmas party at my place.”
The house came into view as Cam the Hun climbed the slope past the library. Last house on the terrace to his left, facing the theatre across the square, the cathedral towering over it all. Her palace, her fortress. The fear slammed into his belly, and he stopped dead.
Could he do it? He’d done worse things in his life. She was a cancer in Armagh, feeding off the misery she sowed with her powders and potions. The world would be no poorer without her. She’d offloaded her twin sons on their grandmother and rarely saw them. No one depended on her but the dealers she owned, and they’d have Davy Pollock to turn to when she was gone. No, the air in this town could only be sweeter for her passing. The logic of it was insurmountable. Cam the Hun could and would do this thing.
But he loved her.
The sudden weight of it forced the air from his lungs. He knew it was a foolish notion, a symptom of his weakness and her power over him. But the knowledge went no further than his head. His heart and loins knew different.
One or two of the smokers outside the theatre noticed him, this slight figure with his coat wrapped tight around him. If he stood rooted to the spot much longer, they would remember him. When they heard the news the next day, they would recall his face. Cam the Hun thought of the ten grand the job would pay and started walking.
For a moment he considered veering right into the theatre bar, shouldering his way through the crowd and ordering a pint of Stella and a shot of Black Bush. Instead, he thought of his debts. And there’d be some left over to pay for home-help for his mother, even if it was only for a month or two. He headed left, towards the Queen’s house.
His chest strained as he neared the top of the hill, his breath misting around him. He gripped the railing by her door and willed his heart to slow. Jesus, he needed to get more exercise. That would be his New Year’s resolution. Get healthy. He rang the doorbell.
The muffled rumble of Black Sabbath’s Supernaut came from inside. Cam the Hun listened for movement in the hall. When none came, he hit the doorbell twice more. He watched a shadow move against the ceiling through the glass above the front door. Something obscured the point of light at the peephole. He heard a bar move aside and three locks snap open. Warm air ferried the sweet tang of cannabis and perfume out into the night.
“Campbell Hunter,” she said. “It’s been a while.”
She still wore her hair dyed crimson red with a black streak at her left temple. A black corset top revealed a trail from her deep cleavage, along her flat stomach, to the smooth skin above her low-cut jeans. Part of the raven tattoo was just visible above the button fly. He remembered the silken feel against his lips, the scent of her, the firmness of her body. She could afford the best work; the surgeons left little sign of her childbearing, save for the scar that cut the raven in two.
“A year,” Cam the Hun said. “Too long.”
She stepped back, and he crossed her threshold knowing it would be the last time. She locked the steel-backed door and lowered the bar into place. Neither bullet nor battering ram could break through. He followed her to the living room. Ozzy Osbourne wailed over Tony Iommi’s guitar. A black, artificial Christmas tree stood in the corner, small skulls, crows and inverted crosses as ornaments among the red tinsel. Men and women lay about on cushions and blankets, their lids drooping over distant eyes. Spoons and foil wraps, needles and rolled-up money, papers and tobacco, crumbs of resins and wafts of powder.
“Good party,” Cam the Hun said, his voice raised above the music.
“You know me,” she said as she took a bottle of Gordon’s gin and two glasses from the sideboard. “I’m the hostess with mostest. Come on.”
As she brushed past him, sparks leaping between their bodies, Cam the Hun caught her perfume through the room’s mingled aromas. A white-hot bolt crackled from his brain down to his groin. She headed to the stairs in the hall, stopped, turned on her heel, showed him the maddening undulations of her figure. “Well?” she asked. “What are you waiting for?”
Cam the Hun forced one foot in front of the other and followed her up the stairs. The rhythm of her hips held him spellbound, and he tripped. She looked back over her naked shoulder and smiled down at him. He returned the smile as he thanked God the knife in his coat pocket had a folding blade. He found his feet and stayed behind her as she climbed the second flight to her bedroom on the top floor.
The décor hadn’t changed in a year, blacks and reds, silks and satins. Suspended sheets of shimmering fabric formed a canopy over the wrought-iron bedstead. A huge mound of pillows in all shapes and sizes lay at one end. He wondered if she still had the cuffs, or the—
Cam the Hun stamped on that thought. He had to keep his mind behind his eyes and between his ears, not let it creep down to where it could do him no good.
“Take your coat off,” she said. She set the glasses on the dressing table and poured three fingers of neat gin into each.
He hung his coat on her bedpost, careful not to let the knife clang against the iron. She handed him a glass. He sat on the edge of the bed and took a sip. He tried not to cough at the stinging juniper taste. He failed.
Somewhere beneath the gin’s cloying odour, and the soft sweetness of her perfume, he caught the hint of another smell. Something lower, meaner, like ripe meat. The alcohol reached his belly. He swallowed again to keep it there.
The Queen of the Hill smiled her crooked smile and sat in the chair facing him. She hooked one leg over its arm, her jeans hinting at secrets he already knew. She took a mouthful of gin, washed it around her teeth, and hissed as it went down.
“I’m glad you called,” she said.
“Are you?”
“Of course,” she said. She winked and let a finger trace the shape of her left breast. “And not just for that.”
Cam the Hun tried to quell the stirring in his trousers by studying the black painted floorboards. “Oh?” he said.
“There’s trouble coming,” she said. “I’ll need your help.”
He allowed himself a glance at her. “What kind of trouble?”
“The Davy Pollock kind.”
His stomach lurched. He took a deeper swig of gin, forced it down. His eyes burned.
“He’s been spreading talk about me,” she said. “Says he wants me out of the way. Says he wants my business. Says he’ll pay good money to anyone who’ll do it for him.”
“Is that right?” Cam the Hun asked.
“That’s right.” She let her leg drop from the arm of the chair, her heel like a gunshot on the floor, and sat forward. “But he’s got no takers. No one on that side of town wants the fight. They know I’ve too many friends.”
He managed a laugh. “Who’d be that stupid?”
“Exactly,” she said.
He drained the glass and coughed. His eyes streamed, and when he sniffed back the scorching tears, he got that ripe meat smell again. His stomach wanted to expel the gin, but he willed it to be quiet.
“So, what do you want me to do?” he asked.
She swallowed the last of her gin and said, “Him.”
He dropped his glass. It didn’t shatter, but rolled across the floor to stop at her feet. “What?”
“I want you to do him,” she said.
He could only blink and open his mouth.
“It’ll be all right,” she said. “I’ve cleared it with everyone that matters. His own side have wanted shot of him for years. Davy Pollock is a piece of shit. He steals from his own neighbours, threatens old ladies and children, talks like he’s the big man when everyone knows he’s an arsewipe. You’d be doing this town a favour.”
Cam the Hun shook his head. “I can’t,” he said.
“Course you can.” She smiled at him. “Besides, there’s fifteen grand in it for you. And you can go back to Orangefield to see your mother. Picture it. You could have Christmas dinner with your ma tomorrow.”
“But I’d have to—”
“Tonight,” she said. “That’s right.”
“But how?”
“How? Sure, everyone knows Cam the Hun’s handy with a knife.” She drew a line across her throat with her finger. “Just like that. You won’t even have to go looking for him. I know where he’s resting his pretty wee head right this minute.”
“No,” he said.
She placed her glass on the floor next to his and rose to her feet, her hands gliding over her thighs, along her body, and up to her hair. Her heels click-clacked on the floorboards as she crossed to him. “Consider it my Christmas present,” she said.
He went to stand, but she put a hand on his shoulder.
“But first I’m going to give you yours,” she purred. “Do you want it?”
“God,” he said.
The Queen of the Hill unlaced her corset top and let it fall away.
“Jesus,” he said.
She pulled him to her breasts, let him take in her warmth. He kissed her there while she toyed with his hair. A minute stretched out to eternity before she pushed him back with a gentle hand on his chest. His right mind shrieked in protest as she straddled him, grinding against his body as she got into position, a knee either side of his waist. She leaned forward.
“Close your eyes,” she said.
“No,” he said, the word dying in his throat before it found his vocal cords.
“Shush,” she said. She wiped her hand across his eyelids, sealed out the dim light. Her weight shifted and pillows tumbled around him. Her breasts pressed against his chest, her breath warmed his cheek. Lips met his, an open mouth cold and dry, coarse stubble, a tongue like ripe meat.
Cam the Hun opened one eye and saw a milky white globe an inch from his own, a thick, dark brow above it, pale skin blotched with red.
He screamed.
The Queen of the Hill laughed and pushed Davy Pollock’s severed head down, rubbing the dead flesh and stubble against Cam the Hun’s face.
Cam the Hun screamed again and threw his arms upward. The heel of his hand connected with her jaw. She tumbled backwards and spilled onto the floor. The head bounced twice and rolled to a halt at her side. She hooted and cackled as she sprawled there, her legs kicking.
He squealed until his voice broke. He wiped his mouth and cheeks with his hands and sleeves until the chill of dead flesh was replaced by raw burning. He rolled on his side and vomited, the gin and foulness soaking her black satin sheets. He retched until his stomach felt like it had turned itself inside-out.
All the time, her laughter tore at him, ripping his sanity away shred by shred.
“Shut up,” he wanted to shout, but it came out a thin whine.
“Shut up.” He managed a weak croak this time. He reached for his coat, fumbled for the pocket, found the knife. He tried to stand, couldn’t, tried again. He grabbed the iron bedpost with his left hand for balance. The blade snapped open in his right.
Her laughter stopped, leaving only the rushing in his ears. She looked up at him, grinning, a trickle of blood running to her chin.
“What are you?” he asked.
She giggled.
“What are you?” A tear rolled down his cheek, leaving a hot trail behind it.
“I’m the Queen of the Hill.” Her tongue flicked out, smeared the blood across her lips. “I’m the goddess. I’m the death of you and any man who crosses me.”
“No,” he said, “not me.” He raised the knife and stepped towards her.
She reached for Davy Pollock’s head, grabbed it by the hair.
Cam the Hun took another step and opened his mouth to roar. He held the knife high, ready to bring it down on her exposed heart.
He saw it coming, but it was too late. Davy Pollock’s cranium shattered Cam the Hun’s nose, and he fell into feathery darkness.
He awoke choking on his own blood and bile. He coughed and spat. A deep, searing pain radiated from beneath his eyes to encompass the entire world. The Queen of the Hill cradled his head in her lap. He went to speak, but could only gargle and sputter.
“Shush, now,” she said.
He tried to raise himself up, pushing with the last of his strength. She clucked and gathered him to her bosom. He stained her breasts red.
“We could’ve been good together, you and me,” she said.
His mouth opened and closed, but the words couldn’t force their way past the coppery warm liquid. He wanted to weep, but the pain blocked his tears.
“You could’ve been my king,” she said. She rocked him and kissed his forehead. “This could’ve been our palace on the hill. But that’s all gone. Now there’s only this.”
She brought the knife into his vision, the blade so bright and pretty. “Close your eyes,” she said.
He did as he was told. Her fingers were warm and soft as she loosened his collar and pulled the fabric away from his throat.
The cathedral bells rang out. He counted the chimes, just like he’d done as a child, listening to his mother’s old clock as he waited for Santa Claus. Twelve and it would be Christmas.
It didn’t hurt for long.
****
I first heard about Cuchulainn growing up in Galway in the 1980s and the tales have stayed with me to this day; that’s why I chose to write about him. That and the fact that I like getting dogs into stories — dogs in crime fiction rule!
****
He was your typical ’Troubles are over, my arse’ Ulsterman. Tats. Sovereign rings. A swagger you could dry clothes on and a number-one to the nut. I’d have sent him packing with a brick up his hole but the well-used Webley in his waistband said he meant business.
I knew right off what he was here for.
I knew right off I didn’t have it.
There was a crowd of say, eight, nine people between us. Good ol’ boys sucking back stout, stocking up for a shot at the local hoors. None that would move to pull a greasy stick out of a dog’s arse, or a lit firework for that matter.
“Any service going, mate? Murder a...beer,” I shouted out. Stood up to meet the barman as he rose, slapped the local rag down on the bar-top, spoke: “Beer?”
“Yeah, two...one for me and...”
He lifted a hand, I thought he was flagging me shut-the-fuck-up, “Kind?”
“Come again?”
“Look, lad, I’ve got beers and beers.”
The hard-nut was two yards off, homing in on me, “Right, right, eh...the Harp’ll do.”
The barman softened. Ironed out his creased brow, said “Good choice.”
I watched him slide off, caught sight of two scab-cracked elbows poking through his flannel. The fuck was I doing here? I had Marie now, waiting. I’d promised her.
A sovereign-ringed hand pounded the bar.
****
Culann had said take it easy, but take it. I remembered the words because I’d followed them to the letter.
“Time and place is all I need,” I said.
“You’ll get a call. Don’t miss it. Don’t question it. Don’t even respond. You got it?”
“Sure mate, no need to boil up yer piss.”
Culann had the appearance of what he was, a parasite. A fat fuck. A lazy, loose-moralled — scrub that — amoral, piece of shit. He let his heavy lids hang on his bloodshot eyes for a moment or two then he flashed his tongue like a lizard, “You straight?”
“Mate, you know I am...I fuck up you go medieval on my arse, Culann, that’s not happening.”
I had him. The eyes sunk back in his fat head. Face played that moronic expression he wore most days. Only this wasn’t most days for him...or for me.
****
I felt a tap on my shoulder. Not gentle, but a lot less than I was expecting. These big guys, all talk and no trousers. It’s the size, the sheer scale that usually excuses them from any kind of conflict. Pound to a pail of shite, the jaw’s never been tested. I mean really tested. As I turned, suddenly, I wasn’t for trying the theory.
“Quinn.”
“Who’s asking?”
The knuckle-dragger removed his hand from the bar. Put his dark eyes on me, “That wasn’t a question.” From the pocket of his cheapo leather he produced a picture of me, dropped it on the bar. I could hardly look, I was with Culann; I’d never wanted out the life more.
“Looks like you got me.”
A nod. No change on his face though, that ancient Irish wisdom thing going on. I tried a smile. Nothing.
The barman arrived with the Harps, “Get them down ye!”
“Cheers, mate.” I picked up the beers, offered one to the big fella.
“Don’t touch alcohol.”
Knew at first sight of him that he was probably pumping his arse with steroids, so should have sussed he wasn’t gonna touch the cold stuff.
Barman, appalled “That’s a feckin good lager you’re turning up, boy!”
“No worries, won’t go to waste,” I told him.
The pug disagreed, said “Oh, I think it might.” He picked up the pint glass, snatched mine with his other hand, then smashed them both together, right in front of my face. Shards and beer splashed over the floor.
The place fell silent.
Then, “Get your fucken arse out to the car, Quinn.”
****
The call came at two-twenty in the morning.
I took the details and climbed out of bed. I had an old Golf GTi, never failed me, purred into action first turn of the key.
The streets were quiet heading out through Salthill. I’d rented a bungalow in the Tirelean to keep everything as low-key as possible. Was ready to cut and run after a couple of days but stuck it out to get the job done. Right down to the 9-5 appearance, suit from Roaches, the lot.
The call dropped me the details of a coastal gaff, out near Connemara. I needed to push the Golf to make the time, but I’d been cruising the suburbs so long, figured the burn would do it good.
When I pulled in there was a set of pimped-up 4X4s in the road outside, Toyotas with the full chrome roll-bar kits. My instructions were simple, take the crate from the local boyos, one marked Galway Airport, bring it back to Culann.
In and out.
Pass GO and collect 2,000 euro.
If only it was so simple.
“So, that’s the crate?” I asked the homeboy, Nike cap on backwards, barely a tooth in his gob.
“Yeah, mate...that’s Culann’s fecken beast!”
“You what?”
“In there. The dog!” He seemed confused, a look that said he’d just been anally-probed. Something told me he preferred doing the probing himself.
“You’re shitting me, yeah? No-one said a thing about a dog.”
“Mate, why do you think there’s so much interest...it’s a fecken champion in the pit!”
I put a torch on the crate. Sure enough there was a livestock stamp and clearance papers attached.
“Well, fuck me...”
The two shit-heads laughed, started to slap each other on the back, then, “Fella...yon hound’s a fecken killer.”
I pulled the top layer of the paper covering the crate and steadied the torch. There was a little movement inside. Then two yellow eyes flashed for a second and the dog threw itself at me, snarling and barking. The fucker went ape.
“You sure about this?”
“Fecken right!” said the mouthy one, he took off his cap and scratched his head, then “Look, I got the word on this coming through from Americkay — I work the airport, greased its arse ye might say.”
“But...it’s a fighting dog.” Culann had pulled some shit, but bringing in beasts like this was a new low, even for him.
“Mate, tis the fecken fight of the century Culann has on!”
“So why haven’t I heard about it?”
“‘Cos if you had, maybe some mad bastard would get the idea of stealing the fecker...”
The pair of them laughed themselves stupid. It didn’t take long. I couldn’t watch. The 2,000 euro seemed like small potatoes now.
“Fellas...you have a point.”
The laughter stopped flat. “What?”
The pair looked like I’d just torched the 4X4s sitting behind us. I guessed there’d be plenty more opportunities for them to make a killing cherry-picking the cargo bays, but this deal, I decided, wasn’t paying them.
“On the road...”
“Y’what—?”
I took the shooter from my belt, “There’s been a change of plan...”
****
“So, how do I know you’re who you say you are?”
The pug didn’t even blink, in a flash he had me pressed against the driver’s door of the Golf, an armlock so tight you could jack-up the car with it.
“I didn’t come here to be fucked over, there’s a time factor and not to mention the limits of my patience.”
I’d been hardballed before, “There’s also the fact that I’m the one with all the cards here. Now, get your fucken mitts off me or there’s gonna be one thirsty, hungry dog gnawing at the confines of a crate ‘til it keels.”
He twisted harder, said, “Anything happens to Culann’s dog—”
“You’ll what, break my arm?” I let him get the taste of that for a while, then, “What you think it is out today, four-below...fucken cold for sure. Beast’ll be lucky to survive the night.”
“Okay, what d’ye want?” said Culann’s lump.
“What we agreed.”
He loosened off his hold. Stepped back. I could tell he thought I was making a mistake. That I’d be lucky to see the week out. But my conscience was clear. I was doing the right thing; Marie would agree. I’d already queered the deal for Culann, put my arse in a sling, was no way back now — I needed reassurances.
The pug pulled down on his collar, looked out to the horizon. “Culann’s losing patience...”
“You know what I want.”
“Quinn. You’re out. No bastard will work with ye now. Just don’t get any ideas about a challenge, that would be fatal.” He dropped his chin, laughed. “I’d be going far, far away — I hear Tasmania’s nice.”
“And the cash?”
He pulled a Jiffy-bag from inside his leather, “You’re paid up.”
I ripped open the seal. All sound.
It was getting colder. I shielded my eyes from the wind, brushed a layer of muck from the top of the Golf, “Come here,” I said.
He followed me round to the front of the car. I wet a finger on my tongue, started to draw a map in the bonnet’s grime, “The dog’s tucked up in an old barn about three miles from here...”
He left so quickly, looked so gladdened, I never had time to utter the words “Sorry I broke the cunt’s neck.” But, fair play, it had went for me.
****
The Irish goddess Macha once agreed to marry a farmer whose first wife had recently died. The farmer took Macha to a horse race and there fell into the trap of bragging that his new wife could run faster than the king’s horses. The king was furious and ordered Macha to race against his thoroughbreds, even though Macha was heavily pregnant. The goddess did so, beat the horses, and gave birth to twins on the finish line. As a punishment for the men who had used her thus, Macha cursed them to suffer labour pains at a time in the future when they most needed to be fit and strong.
The moral is age-old. A wronged woman will seek revenge. There is something of Macha in all women. Hats Off to Mary contains men who use women for their own ends, a bunch of racehorses and a lass whose reprisal for being scorned is equal to that of any vengeful goddess.
****
Sean Casey loved the horses. Oh yes, he loved the girls too, but he loved the horses more. This was his raison d’être, being out here on the green turf, watching the horses thunder by. All his weekends were spent at the track, and some of his weekdays too, when he could fool the boss at the car showrooms. Sometimes he’d take potential customers out for a spin in this or that new model and then persuade them to go with him to the races. Not all of them went, of course, but one or two did. Those who were hooked on gambling like himself. One man once complained to Sean’s boss that he’d lost all the money he had saved for a new car on a horse named Lightning Bolt. Sean later said the nag should have been called Light Precipitation.
But this was Saturday, and here was Sean, his head bobbing amongst all the St Patrick’s Day bowlers. Suddenly his heart began beating a tattoo as his latest big bet went into the lead. Sean had his binoculars to his eyes and was yelling, “Come on High Stepper, you can do it girl, you can do it—” when he suddenly developed a severe headache. Such was his obsession with the horses he couldn’t take the binoculars from his eyes, even when he felt something warm and sticky trickling down his forehead, into his eyebrows. “Come on, you little darlin’—” he gasped out the last words he would ever speak. A moment later, Sean Casey’s skull imploded. He let out a final terrible scream of agony, which was lost amongst a high chorus of other excited screams, as his horse danced past the post to win by two lengths.
The binoculars dropped to the turf, his St Patrick’s Day bowler fell and rolled. Sean lay there amongst a group of startled punters, staring up at the sky with dead eyes.
****
Colleagues at the station called Detective Sergeant Frank O’Grady ‘The Leprechaun’, not because he was small and wore a green cap, but because he only wore one shoe. Frank had lost a foot in the Middle East and it had been replaced by a false one. Since the metal foot was adequate for walking on, Frank did not see the need to wear a shoe. It would have looked better, of course, but Frank was not into looks. He was a bulky, raw-boned man with a heavy nose and a lumbering walk. His wife, big Eileen, loved him, but she was one of a kind too, and it’s doubtful either would have found a partner if God had not seen fit to send them to the same bakery one Saturday morning, both intent on buying the last cream slice. Frank let the girl have the slice and she showed her gratitude by saying yes when a fortnight later the giant leprechaun asked big Eileen to tie the knot.
Leprechaun has something to do with one-shoe in Gaelic.
The naked body of Sean Casey lay on the slab at the morgue, the head tapering at the top to a bloody mess of bone fragments and brains.
“Pretty ugly, eh, Sergeant?” said Detective Connor, wrinkling his nose.
“Why am I here?” asked Frank, ignoring his detective and speaking instead to the pathologist. “A man’s head caves in on him. So why call me?”
“It’s very unusual,” replied the doctor, shrugging. “It may be a natural thing, but I’ve never heard of it, so I called you just in case you might want to investigate. I found no missile entry, no indication of a blow from a blunt instrument, no evidence of any force being applied to any single part of the skull. From what I can deduce — though I could be wrong — it seems the man’s cranium simply collapsed in on itself.”
“Nothing like it in medical science, eh?”
“Never seen it before, never heard of it, never read of it.”
Frank nodded. “Beg pardon, Doc, but Ballybunnion is hardly the centre of the universe. If we lived in New York...”
“I still keep up with the latest medical knowledge,” interrupted the pathologist testily. “We do have the internet here, you know. I’m telling you, Frank, this is not usual. This is something out of nowhere.”
“Aliens,” said Connor, grinning. “Aliens did it with a death ray.”
“Detective,” said Frank, eyeing his assistant lazily, “levity is a wonderful thing when a man’s not lying dead on a slab of marble with his head in shards.” He took another look at the shattered head-bone. “In more pieces than a Greek urn dug up by a cack-handed archaeologist.”
“Yes, Sergeant,” said Connor, his mouth still twitching. Then he added, “Is that not levity too, Sergeant? The cack-handed digger?”
“No, it’s dry wit, which is an entirely different thing. Yours was a cliché, Connor, not an original observation. Now, I know we ran a check on the victim, if I can call him that, before we left the station. What came up?”
“Well, there’s no widow, Sergeant, so we have no worries about the jokes, good or bad. He wasn’t married. He’s — he was — a forty-seven year old bachelor. He worked at the local car sales office. He lives with his mother in a house down at the east end of Ballybunnion.”
Frank nodded. “Well done, Connor. Now, Doc, where’s his stuff? Presumably he was wearing something more than he’s got on now?”
The pathologist pointed to a table in the corner of the room.
Frank went to the table and found a suit, shirt, tie, socks, shoes, underpants. The collars of the jacket and shirt were covered in dried black blood, the rest of the gear spattered with it. There was also a bowler hat and a pair of binoculars. Frank picked up the binoculars and began fiddling with the focus wheel. Nothing happened. Nothing startling that is. He’d once seen a horror film where a woman put binoculars to her eyes and turned the focus wheel, which triggered a mechanism that drove two spikes through her eyeballs.
“Museum of Horrors,” Frank mused to himself, pleased he could remember the title. “I think it was that. Anyway,” he sighed, “he didn’t get spiked; he had his skull crushed by unknown forces.”
What a pity, Frank thought, that for once things couldn’t be simple and straightforward.
He picked up the bowler and saw that the inner band and the brim were also covered in dry blood and bone fragments.
“Well, he certainly made a mess of himself.”
Connor was then at his shoulder, holding a bowl full of objects. There was a wallet, a cheap wristwatch, a filthy handkerchief, some coins, a set of keys and a rabbit’s foot on a silver chain.
“Shame. He had the winner too.” Connor held up a betting ticket. “High Stepper in the third race of the day.”
“And you know that because...?”
Connor replied. “Because my money was on Golden Flash II, which was beaten by two lengths, and no — I didn’t have a place bet, Sergeant. Only to win.”
“Pity. The pints would have been on you.”
Connor murmured so the pathologist could not hear, “Of course, we could collect, sir.” Connor flicked the ticket with his thumb and forefinger. “There’s a fiver on it at twenty-to-one.”
“A hundred euros?”
“Yep.”
“Collect it, Detective.”
Connor grinned. “Yes, Sergeant!”
“And we’ll give it to his mother.”
Connor’s face dropped. “Oh bugger.”
Connor left then, to collect the money from the local betting shop. Frank clinked his way back to his car. It sounded as if he had a milk bottle on the end of his leg. Actually, the foot was no trouble, really. Yes, the stump, which was just below the knee, hurt occasionally. There was an ache in it that bothered him somewhat. But it was usually when he was concerned by something else, something that was stressing him out. Most of the time Frank hardly noticed that his foot had gone. And no, Frank emphatically told people at parties, he never got an itch between non-existent toes. The bloody foot was gone, it felt gone, and he was now perfectly fine with that. He couldn’t play hurley any more, but that was a young man’s game anyway. He’d exchanged his hurley stick for a golf club and that suited him fine.
Later, sitting in front of his computer, he hoped to find some sort of answer to the puzzle. Either Sean Casey’s skull had been very weak and had collapsed in on itself through age or usage, or it had been subjected to an unseen pressure. He first looked at bone weaknesses brought on by bad genes or disease. Nothing much there. Then he put Pressure and Gravity into a search engine and came up with one or two texts full of nomenclature that defied reading let alone understanding.
One site in particular interested him for a while. It was entitled Effect of Pressure and Gravity on the Human Body. Very quickly though, his eyes began to glaze over as he went from The human body is subject to enormous pressure from gravitational forces...which seemed promising, to...the differentiation of gravity in terms of hypogravity (~0g) and hypergravity (~2g) were studied in a 30 degrees head-down tilted supine body position during tidal breathing and full forced expirations in fifty subjects resulting in electrical impedance tomography in the ventral transverse cross-section...a statement which left him as bewildered and confused as the musk ox who went into a drug-induced sleep in the Arctic and woke up in a Dublin zoo.
He left the computer and went back to the photographs of the dead body in situ, along with the plans of the race course. He noticed that Sean Casey had died within a few yards of a bookie’s stand. A phone call established the name of the bookie. He then rang the man’s mobile. The bookie was naturally quite wary at first when he knew he was talking to the Garda, but he eventually opened up.
“He just sort of spun like a top, I’m tellin’ ye, Sergeant, and then he went down loike a felled tree. Nobody near him, so far as I could see.”
Frank thanked the bookie then put the phone down.
Well, that was that. Where else was there to go? The coroner would no doubt call it death by unknown causes or something of that nature and it would go down in the annals of mystery deaths. At some time it would be researched by a hack writer wanting to make a few euros on a cheap reference book entitled something like Cases of Spontaneous Combustion and Other Strange Phenomena, under a chapter heading which might read The Unique Case of the Imploding Skull. Frank’s name would not appear of course, for which he was grateful.
“Time to tell the parent,” he said to himself.
It was a job he hated, of course. No person with any feelings likes to be the bearer of such news to a parent who has outlived her child, even if that child had been stepping into near middle age. He could make a phone call, or even send a message, but Frank didn’t work like that, not since he’d lost his brother in a car accident, a death he had learned of by email. Connor brought him the money from the bet and Frank went to the address found in the victim’s wallet.
Once seated in the woman’s front room, which was spotlessly clean and probably only used for guests, he gratefully accepted a cup of tea. First he expressed interest in a pair of cowrie shells that decorated the mantelpiece, not because he wanted to know about them, but because he could not go in cold with such terrible news. After talking about the shells and admiring a wooden statuette from someplace in Africa, Frank quietly informed the mother that her son was dead.
She sobbed. He spoke comforting words. The same sort of words he’d used when one of his soldiers had been killed in the Middle East. They were meaningless words, but they had to be said, and the mere tone and feeling of the words helped both him and the bereaved parent. She was not elderly. She was in her late sixties, fit and healthy, and as sharp mentally as any twenty-year-old. Maybe sharper.
“I’m sorry,” he said, his hand on her trembling shoulder. “I’m very, very sorry.”
“Can I see him?” she asked, lifting her tear-stained face. “He was a bit of a tearaway, but he was my son, and I loved him.”
“Of course you can see him. In fact, I’m afraid you have to identify the—” he almost said ‘corpse’ which would have been a bit insensitive “—him. Would you mind doing that?”
“No, no — shall I come now?”
“I’ll take you in my car. By the way, I have some money here, which belonged to your son. It’s yours now.”
He gave her an envelope containing a hundred euros, but she hardly looked at it, putting it on the coffee table.
He stood up and she looked down at his alloy foot.
“Did you lose your shoe?”
“I never wear one. I’m a bit lazy like that. I lost the foot in an accident. Does it bother you? I’m sorry. I usually deal with criminals and I couldn’t care less what they think.”
“No, it doesn’t bother me.”
She fetched her coat. But when they left the house it had started to rain, so she went back for an umbrella. Once in the car she was quite calm and seemed to have recovered from the shock. She was talking all the time though and Frank wondered if this was a reaction to the bad news, or her normal mode of operation. Some people rattled on, shock or not, simply because it was in their make-up. As he drove through the wet streets, he heard her say, “...I wonder if I should tell her?”
“Tell who?” he asked as he tried to concentrate on the now-slick surface of the road.
“His ex-fiancée, Mary. Mary would want to know, I’m sure, even after what he put her through.”
Another car shot out from a side turning and Frank snarled Fucking idiot, but not out loud.
“Through what?”
“Well, he did an awful thing. He left Mary at the altar, you know. Jilted her. She cried like there was no tomorrow, poor lass. It was a bad thing to do. Poor dear Mary. Well, I’m sure she has no love left for my son now, but she’d want to know, wouldn’t she?’
Frank said, “What does she do, this Mary?”
“Oh, she’s a nurse. Lovely lass. Beautiful complexion. Big brown eyes. But that made no difference to my Sean. He took another girl, to London I think, on the day the wedding was supposed to take place.”
Again, in his head, Sounds like a right bastard to me.
Out loud, “I suppose he had his reasons?”
Mrs Casey replied, “Yes — he liked sex with different girls.”
Frank nearly swallowed his tongue at that one.
A bit later, he said, “A nurse, eh? Not a doctor, or anything?”
“Oh no. She’s only just, actually. Passed her exams just two months ago. I’d better tell her about Sean.”
Mrs Casey took out a mobile phone, but acting on instinct Frank placed his hand over the instrument.
“No, not yet. Not until you’ve identified the body.”
“Oh yes, of course.” She put the phone back in her handbag.
They drove in silence for a while and soon the building which housed the morgue came into view. It was sheeting it down now. They got out of the car and stepped into puddles. Frank’s metal foot chinked on the steps going up. They walked down several dreary corridors until they finally reached the morgue. Before going in he tried to steel her for what she was going to see, the virtually headless cadaver now lying in a morgue tray. It still shocked her into silence for many minutes. Then she was shown a mole on the body’s right shoulder, a rather large oval-shaped one, and she nodded and wept again. The coroner gave her a bundle of Sean Casey’s effects and clothes.
“Yes,” she said, walking down the corridor, still weeping, “that was Sean — but oh, how horrible. How horrible. I wish I knew what had caused such a terrible thing to happen to him.”
“We all do, Mrs Casey,” said Frank.
On the way back in the car she hardly spoke a word. When they got to the house she got out without waiting for him to open the door for her, so Frank stayed in the car. He wound down the window to say goodbye. In the unrelenting downpour, she said, “I’ll call Mary now. She lives with her father down by the golf course. He’s an inventor, you know. Not a very successful one, unfortunately.”
“Really?” Frank replied, not at all impressed by failure. He started to wind up the window. “An inventor?”
“This rain — I wish it would stop,” she said through gritted teeth. Then, “Oh yes — Professor Michael Mahoney. He invented a hat which would fit anyone who put it on. It had this gizmo-thing with it. When you pressed a button, the hat adjusted its size.”
A firefly suddenly danced across Frank’s brain.
He said, very slowly, “So, it went big, or small, according to the wearer’s head size?”
Mrs Casey leaned over, putting her head inside the car, out of the rain. “Well, yes, you expanded the hat or you — what’s opposite of expanding? It’s slipped my mind for the moment.”
“Contracting.”
“Yes, you could contract the hat to the size of your head. So it was always a perfect fit, no matter who put it on. But it was too expensive. Mary told me the unit cost was too high. Her father tried several firms, even in America, but no one would take it. Shame. Dreadful shame. It should have made him wealthy. Sean thought it would make Professor Mahoney rich when he first heard about it, but then it seemed quite obvious it wasn’t going to get beyond the drawing board.”
“There was a prototype though?”
“Oh yes, a bowler it was. Here — it’s here in this bag the man gave me. Mary sent it to Sean just the other day. She said it was a gift to show there were no hard feelings anymore.”
She took out Sean’s bowler hat, then searched inside the bag again, saying eventually, “But I can’t show you how it works. There’s no gizmo-thing here.”
“Never mind. May I borrow the hat for a while?”
“Oh yes, sergeant — you’ve been so kind.”
Frank took the blood-blackened bowler.
“Thank you — but you’re getting soaked,” said Frank, suddenly concerned. “Off you go, Mrs Casey. Have you any relatives or neighbours you can call?”
“My sister, Sarah.”
“Call her. But don’t call Mary. I’ll call her myself. Do you know where she lives? Her phone number?”
“She lives at 17 Corke Street. Wait a minute, I’ll tell you her phone number...”
She fiddled with her mobile phone and then told Frank the number. He wrote it on the back of his hand.
Mrs Casey then added, “Such a nice girl. You’ll tell her gently, won’t you? She’s a very sensitive creature, despite being a nurse.”
“You can be sure of that, Mrs Casey.”
Frank drove away, feeling the inside of the bowler hat with the fingers of his left hand as he steered the car with his right. There was velvet in there, covering something a lot tougher, probably a metal band. It felt metallic anyway, and Frank guessed it would be steel. A steel band that could be expanded, or shrunk, using a remote.
For some reason Frank felt very pleased with himself. Everyone likes to finish a crossword puzzle, even if they’ve been given the last clue by someone else.
The ‘gizmo’ was probably at the bottom of a deep lough by now.
“Mary Mahoney,” he murmured with sigh, “what am I going to do with you?”
****
Was there ever a more misunderstood woman than poor Queen Maeve, Queen of Connacht? All she wanted was a loan of The Brown Bull of Cooley for one measly year so that she could be equal in stature to that of her boastful husband, King Ailell, who owned the renowned White-Horned Bull. Hardly much of a request for a Queen to make, one would think. Then all because some drunken mouthpiece couldn’t hold his liquor, she was refused and humiliated by Daire Mac Fiachniu of Ulster, the brown bull’s owner.
What choice had she but to wage war on Ulster and take what should have been offered freely? It’s the principle of the thing. One man’s bull is another woman’s equal footing in the marital home.
What greater fun is there than to play with the story of a lusty, bawdy, proud woman who will not take no for an answer? Part Xena Warrior princess, part Aphrodite, part Brunhilde and absolutely no part Peig Sayers; Queen Maeve was a whirlwind of passions and headstrong capabilities. I was greatly enthralled with her as a child when I read about her escapades first. I loved her chariot of war, her willingness to do battle at the drop of an insult. She is an Irish icon.
****
The sun rose slowly from behind the stables and washed over the frost-covered meadow.
Pretty, Magda King thought, leaning her forehead against her drawing room window. From here she could see tiny icicles hanging from the barn shed, twinkling like diamonds.
Though chilled, she remained standing, watching the shadows retreat and the workers begin to arrive. She heard the horses strike their hooves against the stable doors, anticipating their morning feed.
Magda had been awake since four. She had not slept a full night since Allen had left her. Five months of wakefulness. Of counting time in the darkness, reaching out, feeling nothing but the emptiness on his side of the bed.
It was, she knew, time to accept it was over, time to move on. So why could she not let go of the rage that all but consumed her?
They said time healed, so where was her scab? It still scorched her to think of that woman. It had been five months since the agonising showdown with her husband, five months since he had left her and shacked up with his floozy, the dopey bovine girl with frizzy split ends and droopy eyes. Five months since he had made a mockery of their vows and a laughing stock of her. Five months of whispering staff and awkward glances, of stilted silences and fake jovial tones.
But she wouldn’t give them the satisfaction of seeing her crumble. Magda had held her head high and she had endured. At forty she was a handsome woman, her dark red hair held no traces of silver. Her figure remained graceful and lithe. She knew men desired her, even if Allen was too stupid or blinded by familiarity to understand what he’d had with her.
Magda glanced at the large glass cabinet which stood against the far wall of the living room. It was filled with trophies and medals and rosettes shaded from deep vermillion to faded salmon pink. The wall above it was covered in photos and framed newspaper articles. The largest one, dated two years previous, named her and Allen, “King and Queen of the Track”.
Magda picked up the last evening’s newspaper from the window seat and re-read the story that she had read eight times already. It hadn’t changed. No dawn magic had retold it and the same print met her eyes.
There he was, the great peacock, standing in the winner’s circle, with a stupid grin etched across his face, his hussy by his side. Sliabh Ban, her horse, her horse, standing sweat-soaked and triumphant between them. The article said Allen was preparing to retire Sliabh Ban; “Going out on the crest of a wave”.
Magda hurled the newspaper away with a scream and stalked across the room, yanked up the phone and dialled a number she knew by heart. The number rang and rang, finally clicking on to an answering machine.
“You rotten bastard, you haven’t even the balls to answer your phone now? Well fuck you. You think you can rub my nose in it and I’m going to sit back and take it? You and your bloody whore, you’ll be sorry. I’ll fight you on this, Allen, I’m telling you now. If it takes me every drop of blood in this body, I’ll fight you on this.”
She hung the phone up and went back to the window.
Behind her, Bess, her collie, sighed.
****
Later that morning Magda, dressed in jeans and a wax jacket, strode across the yard to talk to her trainer, Fergus.
She found him issuing the staff riders their orders outside the tack room. It never ceased to amaze her how someone as tall as Fergus ever thought he’d make it as a jockey. He looked like Gulliver in amongst the Lilliputians.
“Morning, missus,” Fergus said, his dark eyes searching her face. “Be right with you.”
“Morning, Fergus. Please, take your time.”
Fergus turned back to his crew.
“Right you lot, get tacked up. Shelly, put brushing boots on that filly.”
“Yes, sir,” one of the identikit munchkins replied.
“Jack, you keep a close eye on your lad, make sure he’s reined in. Keep him to a steady canter the whole way round. See if you notice whether he’s still dropping that shoulder or not. If you need to use a flash, stick it on before you head out on the gallops.”
“Yes, sir.”
“Right, get on with it.”
Magda watched Fergus as the jockeys skirted past her mumbling their hellos. Magda had a lot of grá for Fergus. He was a loyal worker and a dear friend, having been with the stable for nearly ten years now. She knew her husband had offered him a lot of money to leave with him. She wasn’t sure which pleased her more: that Fergus had refused or that it had humiliated her husband to be turned down.
“How are we getting on? Will Sea Scape be ready for Saturday?”
Fergus stuck his hands into the sleeveless green jacket he seemed to live in. “I suppose if the going’s not too soft he’ll have as good a chance as any.”
“What’s the weather forecast for Friday?”
“Rain.”
“Damn it.”
“You never know, it might hold off.”
Magda struggled to keep her voice casual. “I suppose you saw the papers.”
“I did.”
“He wants to retire Sliabh Ban, put him out to stud. My horse, the money-making machine. Who the hell does he think he is? He didn’t even consult me.”
Fergus looked embarrassed. Magda took a deep breath and unclenched her fists.
“Belle’s foal looks to be doing well,” he said. “I had a look at her yesterday out in the paddock.”
“She ready to be weaned, do you think?”
“Another few weeks or so and she’s good to go.”
“She’s the last of Sliabh Ban’s line.” Magda kicked a stone across the cobbles. “We need new blood, Fergus. New stock.”
“We can breed them. You still have some fine mares. There’s plenty of good stud stallions around if—”
“Nothing compared to Sliabh Ban.”
Fergus lit a cigarette and blew grey smoke through his nostrils. “Aye, he is a hard act to follow.”
“It’s her you know. She’s behind it. She’s got him twisted around her finger.” Magda jerked away, looking across the lawn to the house, her jaw bunched with contained emotion.
“Missus, I—”
“How are we for feed?”
Fergus looked down at his feet. “We could do with a few more sacks of nuts. Maybe order up a few more round bales while you’re at it.”
Magda strode off without a goodbye. She couldn’t stand the look of sympathy in Fergus’ eye. It sickened her.
Sliabh Ban had been her horse. Allen had bought him for her when he was only a yearling. She had watched over that horse as he grew from awkward colt to seventeen hands of sheer magnificence. She had walked him through bouts of colic. Held and soothed him before race meets, clipped him by hand. She had been there every day when Fergus backed him and started him on. He was her pride and joy, a mammoth in the field. No other horse could match him for speed and strength. She had turned down interest from Sheiks and syndicates, ignoring their flashy chequebooks and their crude offers. He was not for sale, not him. She had been content to watch her stallion run for the love of running, his great flanks streaked with foam and sweat as he tore away from the field, his nostrils red and flared, heading for the post, always to the fore. What price could anyone put on such majesty?
****
The weeks passed. The snow melted on the hilltops and snowdrops pushed their way free of the warming soil. Everywhere signs of spring and rebirth appeared. The shadows lifted for everyone.
Everyone, it seemed, but Magda.
She attended sales and auctions, travelled the length and breadth of the country, watched countless animals trotted before her and yet nothing, not a single beast caught her eye. Inferior, she thought. Like she felt now. Inferior.
The final day of the Ballydonnell sales found her depressed and half cut, downing one drink after another in the breeders’ tent. She had gone to the sale with Fergus having picked up wind that there was quality to be had. If there was, she hadn’t noticed. She made her way to the bar and was ordering up another when she overheard an interesting conversation.
“Never saw anything like him. French lines they say. Gallic. Part Arab I’m thinking from the way Brendan Breen described him. He’s got a smallish kind of head. Brendan said he’d never seen a horse move as fast in all his born days.”
“I heard he near took the arm off the last fella that tried to shoe him.”
“Be Jaysus and he was lucky so. I heard he kicked a vet clean out over the top of the stable door, and sure that was after it took four men and a couple of dogs to catch him.”
“Out all year, Tom has him.”
“Must be, he has a mane on him you’d see on a lion. But ‘clare to God, I’ve never seen anything like the foals. I’m telling you now, there’s no bating the blood.”
“As true a word was never spoken.”
“Isn’t it gas, Tom won’t breed him unless he’s personally happy with the mare and the bloodline? I heard he turned down astronomical fees altogether.”
“Go ‘wan.”
“True as God, Tom Daire’s a quare sort of old lad anyway. Sure, his own colts are half-wild and he won’t sell them. Will you have another pint?”
“Deed and I might as well.”
Magda pushed off the bar a little unsteadily and slipped from the tent to go find Fergus. She found him leaning across a fence, admiring a pair of Irish draft pulling a plough.
“Fergus! There you are.” She stumbled against him. Fergus tried to steady her but she shook his hands off. “Bloody heels.”
“Aye. You need to be careful in this mud.”
“Do you know a man called Tom Daire?”
Fergus furrowed his brow. “I know of him.”
“Why don’t I know him? What does he do? Is he involved in racing?”
“I don’t think so. He’s a breeder up in Cooley, last I heard anyway. He’s a bit of an oddball.”
“Right, let’s go then.”
“Where?”
“Cooley.”
“Are you okay, missus?”
“Look at them, Fergus.”
Fergus looked around.
“You see the way they look at me?” Magda glanced across the bedraggled crowd and tossed her plastic glass over her shoulder. “I do, but I’ll show him. I’ll show all of them.”
Fergus put out his hand. “Missus, if you don’t mind, I think I’ll drive us.”
Magda fumbled around in her purse, located her keys and slapped them into his hand. “Cooley.”
“Shouldn’t we try calling him first?”
“Let’s go.”
She lurched towards the car park. Fergus sighed and followed in her wake.
****
They drove North, neither talking much. By the time they’d reached the tiny village of Cooley dusk was fast approaching. A slanting rain was falling and the temperature had dropped a couple of degrees. They took a right hand turn at a fork in the road just after the village. The small road was not much more than a track. Grass grew in the centre and as they climbed, the rain turned to sleet and the surrounding terrain became rougher and more barren.
“If this stallion is anything like what I’ve been hearing about, we could create a new bloodline. Imagine Fergus, imagine what we could achieve.”
“If he’s what they say,” Fergus said.
“Why are you saying that? In that way?”
“I just don’t want you to get your hopes up.”
“My hopes?” Magda laughed. She looked out window at the rain. “Oh Fergus, you needn’t worry about that.”
****
Tom Daire’s home was a crumbling two-storey farmhouse with a number of outhouses attached. It looked derelict and an air of desolation hung over the place.
Fergus parked the jeep and climbed out. A nondescript mongrel crept out from under a long-abandoned van set up on blocks and barked at them.
“Hello?” he called out as the wind whipped him and the sleet bounced off his skin like gravel. “Anybody home?”
“Try the house,” Magda said, rolling down her window.
Fergus did as he was asked. He hammered on the door but no one answered.
“We can come back another day.”
Magda rolled her eyes and climbed out of the jeep. The dog took one look at her and decided to high tail it around the back of the house.
“Let’s go.”
They found Tom Daire dunking hay nets into a rain barrel, whistling as he worked.
He looked like a tiny troll in wellies. He wore a filthy jacket tied around the waist with baler twine and a cloth cap so dirty is was impossible to make out the colour, if it ever had one.
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