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The First Crossing




Chapter One

Martin Kelly cried for his mother before he died.

His face was glazed with tears, his mouth a grotesque O as first he pleaded for his life and, when it became clear that they would not listen to him, called for his mother. Stripped naked, he knelt in the grave they had already dug for him. The light of the torch Tony held caught the shiny skin of the scar on his lower abdomen where he’d had his appendix out, standing out against the lividity of the bruising he carried there, his phallus shrivelled amongst the dark of his pubis at the outer edges of the glare.

Tony had wanted to cover him up, give him his coat to offer him some dignity, but Hugh had refused. He was aware of Karen next to him, her breathing quick and shallow as she watched, the black plastic bag of Martin’s clothes, which they had stripped from him, twisted in her grip.

Martin held out his bound hands in supplication, looking from one face to the next. ‘It wasn’t me,’ he said. ‘I didn’t do it.’

‘You’re a liar,’ Hugh spat.

‘I’m not,’ Martin sobbed. ‘I swear on me mother, I’m not.’

‘And you knew what would happen.’

It was then that Martin broke down, his body wracked with sobs that turned to retching. He vomited onto himself, half choking on it, the bile and saliva hanging in a lace from his chin to his chest. He made no effort to wipe it away.

‘Fuck this,’ Hugh said, moving forward, raising his pistol.

‘Tell me mother—’

The shot reverberated through the trees, which came instantly alive, cacophonous, as a murder of crows took wing against the evening sky.

Martin twisted with the shot, his body thudding against the edge of the grave they had dug. Hugh moved across and, with his toe, pushed him down into the gaping space, before firing three more shots in quick succession, each one momentarily illuminating the still white body where it lay, the red wounds flowering as the blood unfurled with each shot.

‘Get those clothes burned,’ Hugh ordered, glancing at Karen. ‘You,’ he added, looking at Tony, ‘grab a spade and get shovelling.’

It took them twenty minutes to fill in the grave, Hugh and Tony quickly shifting into an alternating rhythm while, in the distance, through the uniform ranks of the spruce trees, they could see Karen, her face illuminated by the flickering flames, burning Martin’s clothes. The air, acrid with the smell of the fabric as it burnt, splintered with the crackle and hiss of the pine needles Karen had gathered up from the forest floor to kindle the blaze. When she was finished, they saw her dance on the embers, which sparked once more at her feet as she put the fire out and kicked a covering of leaves over the scorching.

In the distance, a low rumbling resolved itself into the roar of a plane taking off from Glasgow Airport and traversing the sky overhead, just above the clouds; the whine of its jet engines rising in pitch as the aircraft rose, building to a crescendo, before dissipating slowly into silence.

Tony wondered if any of those on board, glancing down, might see them about their business in the gloom. He felt his pulse throbbing in his ears, felt his own stomach twist and churn at the thought of what they had just done.

‘Are you sure—?’ he started, the first words either of them had spoken since taking up the shovels.

‘We never talk of this again,’ Hugh said. ‘We never come back here again.’

Tony motioned to protest, but Hugh raised the spade in front of him. ‘I’ll fucking cleave your head in two if you don’t stop. We did what we had to do. I’m no happier than you are about it, but he got what he deserved.’

As they gathered their stuff and left the clearing, Tony looked back once at the spot, the slight rise of the earth just visible, in the dying light of Hugh’s retreating torch beam, through the fork of an oak, twisted with ivy. It took them almost an hour to pick their way back to the car, the journey through the trees made in silence.

Only once, as they crossed a stream that ran down through the woodland, bridged by a fallen tree trunk, did Tony stop and reach out a hand for Karen to help her across. She took his hand in hers, squeezed it a little in reassurance, held it a second longer than necessary after she reached the other bank.

* * *

They drove back to Glasgow that evening and dropped Hugh at the train station.

‘I’ll be in touch,’ he said, as he left them. ‘Go home and forget about the whole bloody business.’

They watched him shuffle his way into the station, sticking a hand in his pocket and pawing out a few coins to pass to the young fella squatted at the station entrance, a paper coffee cup his begging bowl.

‘Where do you want me to leave you?’ Tony asked.

‘How about we get a bottle of something?’ Karen suggested. ‘There’s an offie across the street.’

She arrived back with a bottle of Southern Comfort and two litres of Diet Coke. They drove to Karen’s flat in Paisley. Once inside, they stripped off their clothes as Hugh had instructed and put them in a hot wash. They sat in front of the fire, wrapped in bed sheets, and drank half the Southern Comfort before Karen moved across and straddled Tony, her mouth sweet, her tongue cold in his mouth as she kissed him with an urgency, a hunger, which surprised him, even as she pulled the sheet off him and pushed him back onto the floor.

They made love there. Tony had the sense he was discovering her body anew in that moment, as if their proximity to death had somehow enflamed their desire to live, to breath, to feel. He tried to dispel from his mind the vision of Martin Kelly, kneeling in his grave, the thought that his body was cooling beneath the earth even as theirs blazed in a moment of climax.

They lay together, Tony’s head resting on her chest, his hand on her stomach. He could hear the rapid beating of her heart begin to slow, and felt his own breathing synchronise with its rhythm. He imagined himself happy, imagined them together like this, somewhere at home, a Donegal winter wind blowing outside.

That was what he would remember in years to come, when he was both alone and lonely. This last time together. The heat of her body, the scent of her perfume, of her skin, the gentle lift and fall of her breast beneath him with each breath, the saltiness in his mouth as he raised his own head and kissed her, the light of the flames dancing across her flesh.




Chapter Two

‘Sins of the flesh,’ he muttered, as if trying out the phrase, his tongue struggling with the words. Such an archaic formulation, he thought: sins of the flesh. How else to describe it? Even alone now, did that still qualify as a sin of the flesh, when that flesh was his own?

He ran through the shopping list of his sins, a habit since childhood, as he waited for Father O’Brien to shunt back the wooden slide of the confessional box. He could hear the low murmurs of the conversation being conducted to the other side of the confessional, alternating between the modulated timbre of the priest’s deeper, softer tones and the hushed sibilant whisper of the lady who occupied the other box.

The confessional was dark and close, rich with the heady sweetness of the wood polish which he himself had used just the previous morning on the kneeling boards and frame when he’d done the weekly clean of the church.

He was surprised by the thud of the wooden slat sliding back into place; he’d not heard the muted rhythmic Act of Contrition from the other side.

‘Bless me, Father, for I have sinned,’ he began and, saw again, unbidden, Martin’s white body, the red flowering of his wounds, the narrowness of his grave, itself as dark as a confessional. He stopped.

‘Go on, Tony,’ the priest urged softly.

‘I have sinned,’ he repeated. ‘It’s been a month since my last confession. I’ve offended God by …’

The laundry list failed him now. Spoken unkindly of someone? Watched porn a few times? They seemed infantile somehow.

‘Are you OK?’

‘I’m, ah, I’m away for the day, tomorrow,’ he managed, his mouth suddenly dry, the walls of the confessional nearer to him than he’d realised, the edge of the kneeling board digging into his knee.

‘Very good,’ O’Brien said, a little quizzically. ‘Do you want to confess before you go?’

‘I was going to … I’m meeting a few friends from way back.’

He could see the silhouette of the priest through the mesh that separated them, his head nodding, bowed as he read from his breviary by the weak light that leaked through the curtains of the box.

‘Very good,’ the priest repeated. ‘I can get someone to cover the funeral on Thursday, if you like.’

‘No, it’s grand,’ Tony said. ‘I’ll be home tomorrow night. I’m on the last crossing back.’

‘Crossing? Are you headed to Scotland?’

Tony cursed silently, then realised the irony of doing so in his current situation.

‘Some old school friends?’ O’Brien guessed.

‘That’s it,’ Tony said. ‘I’ll be here for Thursday.’

‘It’ll do you good,’ O’Brien said, raising his head now. ‘What with everything over the past few months.’

Tony nodded.

‘Do you want to confess anything?’ O’Brien asked.

‘I’ve done … I’ve done things I’m not proud of,’ Tony said. ‘That’s as best I can put it.’

‘Loneliness can do that to a man,’ O’Brien began. ‘We’re social animals; we’re not made to be alone.’

Afterwards, he walked up to his wife’s grave. He’d visited it each day since her death. 283 days. The roses he’d brought for her birthday the previous week were wilted now, the stems soft, the heads hanging heavy, as if in prayer over her grave.

He hunkered at the edge, pulled an early weed from the soil above her, felt a sad satisfaction as he felt the roots tauten and give.

‘I’ll miss you tomorrow, Ann,’ he said. He stood, laid his hand on the cold marble of the headstone. ‘We’re heading back.’ He felt a tightening in his chest at the thought, and he placed his hand on the gravestone for support.

‘Love you, Ann,’ he concluded, once he’d caught his breath, his words barely a murmur. The stone beneath his hand was cold and unyielding and he felt shame at his thoughts, for they were not, he realised, of his wife.

He wondered how Karen had changed. Her hair had been long then, shoulder-length and brown. She’d be fifty-one now, maybe fifty-two. Did she think of him as he thought of her? Did she try to recreate, in her mind’s eye, his touch? His taste and smell? Did she feel, for a moment, the pressure of his head on her chest, his hand on her body? And did she wake at night, Martin’s final cries for his mother still audible in her ears, the smell of his burning clothes clinging to her hair?

And, more than that, he wondered if she turned to someone next to her in that bed and lied about what had disturbed her dreams. Or had she found someone to whom she could tell the truth? Or was her bed cold and wide and lonely, as his was now. As cold and lonely as Martin Kelly, where he lay beneath the earth.
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