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IRELAND,
awash with cash and greed, no longer turns to the church for solace or comfort. But the decapitation of Father Joyce in a Galway confessional horrifies even the most jaded citizen.

Jack Taylor, devastated by the recent trauma of personal loss, has always believed himself to be beyond salvation. But a new job offers a fresh start, and an unexpected partnership provides hope that his one desperate visionâ€”of familyâ€”might yet be fulfilled.

An eerie mix of exorcism, a predatory stalker, and unlikely attraction conspires to lure him into a murderous web of dark conspiracies. The specter of a child haunts every waking moment.

Explosive, unsettling, and totally original, Ken Bruen's writing captures the brooding landscape of Irish society at a time of social and economic upheaval. Here is evidence of an unmistakable literary talent.
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soul of Philadelphia,
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Those Blessed Hands

Anointed with the oil

Of final healing

The mystery of faith

Through decades now

Of pious full belief

Believed in you

Your fingers touching flesh

Of innocents

Who put their trust

In words no longer meaning anything but rape

And sodomizing

Sermonizing

Far beyond the Mount

Of any kind of ritual

You preyed upon

The bodies of the yet

Unformed

To desecrate

The temples of the barely grown

A predator in piety

Defiler from

The cross

To the very flock

You tended

Unholy is the writ

You've

Handed us in

Dust

The first initial of your name

Invokes the title of vocation

Torn in sacred text

Red blast across your mouth

To vomit

P .Â .Â . paedoâ€”
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â€˜What's wasted
isn't always
the worst
that's left behind.'
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What I remember most about the mental hospital

The madhouse

The loony bin

The home for the bewildered is a black man may have saved my life.

In Ireland? .Â .Â . A black saves your life, I mean how likely is that? Sign of the New Ireland and perhaps, just perhaps, indication of the death of the old Jack Taylor. As I'd been for five months, slumped in a chair, a rug over my knees, staring at the wall. Awaiting my medication, dead but for the formalities.

Gone but to wash me.

The black man leaned over me, tapped my head gently, asked,

â€˜Yo bro, anybody in there?'

I didn't answer, as I hadn't answered for the last months. He put his hand on my shoulder, whispered,

â€˜Nelson be in Galway this day, mon.'

Mon!

My mouth was dry, always, from the heavy dosage.

Â 

I croaked,

â€˜Nelson who?'

He gave me a look, as if I was worse than he'd thought, answered,

â€˜Mandela, mon.'

I struggled to lift my mind from the pit of snakes I knew were waiting, tried,

â€˜Why should .Â .Â . I .Â .Â . give a shit?'

He lifted his T-shirt â€“ it had the Cameroon team on it â€“ and I recoiled, the first stab of reality, a reality I was fleeing. His chest was raw, ugly, with the angry welts of skin grafts. White, yes, white lacerations laced his torso. I gasped, making human contact in spite of myself. He smiled, said,

â€˜They was going to deport me, mon, so I set my own self on fire.'

He reached in his jeans, got out a ten-pack of Blue Silk Cut and a lighter, put a cig between my lips, fired me up, said,

â€˜Now you be smoking too, bro.'

Bro.

That reached in and touched me deeply. Began the process of coming back. He touched my shoulder, went,

â€˜You stay with me, mon, hear?'

I heard.

The tea trolley came and he got two cups, said,

â€˜I put in de heavy sugar, get you cranking, fire your mojo.'

I wrapped my hands round the cup, felt the dull warmth, risked a sip. It was good, sweet but comforting. He was eyeing me closely, asked,

â€˜You coming, bro? You coming on out of there?'

The nicotine was racing in my blood. I asked,

â€˜Why? Why should I?'

A huge smile, his teeth impossibly white against the black skin. He said,

â€˜Mon, you be sitting there, dat a slow burn.'

Â 

So it started.

I even went to the hospital library. It was tended by a man in his late sixties, wearing black pants and black sweat-shirt. At first I thought the shirt had a white collar but to my horror saw it was dandruff. He had a clerical air, an expression of gravitas, as if he'd read the manual on librarians and went for the image. It was the one area in the whole place that was quiet, you couldn't hear the quiet anguish so evident in the other rooms.

I thought he was a priest and he stared at me, said,

â€˜You think I'm a priest.'

He had a Dublin accent, which always has that tone of aggression, as if they can't be bothered with culchies (country yokels) and are prepared to battle with any peasant who challenges them. A question to a Dublin person is always interpreted as a challenge. I still wasn't used to speaking. You are silent for months, listening only to white noise, you have to struggle to actually make words. I wasn't intimidated, though, after what I'd endured, I wasn't about to allow some gobshite to bully me. Snapped,

â€˜Hey, I didn't give you a whole lot of thought, fella.'

Let some Galway edge in there. What I wanted to say was,
Jeez, get some anti-dandruff shampoo,
but let it slide. He gave a cackle, like some muted banshee, said,

â€˜I'm a paranoid schizophrenic, but don't worry, I'm taking my meds so you should be reasonably safe.'

The
reasonably
was a word to watch. He looked at his wrist, which was bare, and said,

â€˜Is it that time already? Got to go get my caffeine fix. Don't steal anything â€“ I'll know, I've counted the books twice.'

Stealing a book was truly the last thing on my mind, but if a Dubliner threatens you? The books were a mix of Agatha Christie, Condensed Reader's Digests, Sidney Sheldon and three Jackie Collins. A very old volume stood on its lonesome, like a boy who hasn't been selected for the team. I picked it up. Pascal,
PensÃ©es.

Stole that.

Didn't think I'd ever open it.

I was wrong.

Â 

I refused further medication, began to move around, my old limp hurting from the months of inactivity. I felt my eyes retreat from the nine-yard stare, move away from the dead place. After a few days, I was summoned to the psychiatrist's office, a woman in her late fifties named Joan Murray. She was heavily built but able to carry it, her hands were raw boned. A Claddagh ring on her wedding finger, heart turned in. She said,

â€˜You've astounded me, Jack.'

I managed a tight smile, the one you attain when you first don the uniform of the Guards. It has no relation to humour or warmth but is connected to hostility. She leaned back, flexed her fingers, continued,

â€˜We don't see many miracles here. Don't quote me, but
this is where miracles die. In all my years, I've never witnessed a restoration like yours. What happened?'

I didn't want to share the truth, afraid if I articulated it, it might revert. Said,

â€˜They told me David Beckham was sold.'

She laughed out loud, said,

â€˜That would do it. I've contacted Ban Garda Ni Iomaire â€“ she brought you here, has stayed in touch about your condition.'

Ni Iomaire. Or Ridge, to use the English form. Daughter of an old friend, we'd been unwilling allies on a number of cases. Our relationship was barbed, angry, confrontational but inexplicably lasting. Like marriage. We fought like trapped rats, always biting and snarling at each other. How to explain the dynamics or disfunction of our alliance? Perhaps her uncle, Brendan Smith, had something to do with it. He'd been my sometimes friend, definite source of information and one-time Guard. His suicide had rocked us both. Against her inclinations, she'd become the source now. I'd helped her look good to her superiors, and maybe my being in her life kept his spirit alive. She was a loner too, isolated by her sexual orientation and on the edge. Lacking others, we clung to each other, not the partnership either of us wanted. Or what the hell, could be we were both so odd, so different that no one else would suffer us.
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