


[image: image]





Praise for Brian McGilloway

‘Poetic, humane and gripping … reminded me of Bernard MacLaverty’s early work. Yes, it’s that good’

Ian Rankin

‘Moving and powerful, this is an important book, which everyone should read’

Ann Cleeves

‘[A] superb book … thoughtful and insightful, wrenching and utterly compelling. It says something truly profound and universal about love, loyalty and revenge … If you want to understand Northern Ireland, or any society that has experienced conflict, put it on your list. And the writing is exquisite’

Jane Casey

‘An extraordinary novel from one of Ireland’s crime fiction masters’

Adrian McKinty

‘A gentle, reflective book about a violent situation seems like an oxymoron but that’s what Brian McGilloway has achieved with The Last Crossing. An eye-opening read’

Sinead Crowley

‘This IS important. This book is the peak of what crime fiction can do. Brian McGilloway writes like an angel’

Steve Cavanagh

‘As heart-stopping and thrilling as it is exquisitely written and prescient. A work of fiction which looks unapologetically at the legacy of our troubled past’

Claire Allan

‘Utterly stunning and beautifully written’

Liz Nugent

‘A cool, controlled, immensely powerful novel. McGilloway brings a forensic and compassionate eye to bear on the post-Troubles settlement in this thoughtful, morally complex book’

Irish Times

‘Outstanding. From its harrowing opening scene to its equally violent conclusion, this is an utterly compelling story of how Northern Ireland’s violent history has affected generations’

Irish Independent
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‘Alas, how terrible is wisdom,
when it brings no profit to the man who’s wise.’

Sophocles, Oedipus Rex

‘Only Elpis was left within her unbreakable house, she remained under the lip of the jar, and did not fly away. Before [she could], Pandora replaced the lid of the jar. This was the will of aegis-bearing Zeus the Cloudgatherer.’

Hesiod, Works and Days






Three Days




Chapter One

The sky was bleached white the morning Ellie went. The cloud cover, low and heavy and unrelenting, seemed to trap its light and disperse it, draining from it all colour, all hint of warmth or heat or joy. I could see it through the crack caused where the curtain caught on the radiator and hadn’t been pulled wholly closed. The vertical blinds offered a gaptoothed smile as three of the middle strips lay curled on the sill, their plastic fittings snapped and not yet replaced.

Eamon had woken early, rolling himself off the bed with a movement that caused the springs to creak in complaint as first they dipped then rose again in his wake. He’d been awake for a few moments; I’d felt him turn from his usual position, facing the far wall, shuffle closer to me, his hand snaking up inside my T-shirt. He pressed himself against me, waiting in vain to see if I would respond, then gave up and went downstairs.

Alone now, I allowed myself the luxury of moving to the centre of the bed, pulling the duvet after me, feeling the heat seep into my bones, imagining myself filling with light that would take away their ever-present aches.

Eamon was rattling around in the kitchen, making no effort to be quiet, no allowance for the sleepers of the house. I could chart his movements by the bangs and clatters and the evidence of previous scenes he had left for me to clean on countless other mornings: the cupboard for a bowl; the casual pour of cereal, which would leave cornflakes scattered across the floor; the suck and thud of the fridge door opening and closing; the sloshing of the milk, spilling on the counter top where he would leave the milk carton unlidded; the prangs of the toaster; the click and low rumble of the kettle; the chiming of the porcelain as one mug struck another as he pulled it from the wooden tree next to the teapot; the rising, quieting pitch of the water filling it; the stir and double tap of the spoon on the mug’s rim; his smack and sigh of satisfaction as he took his first sip.

I found some strange comfort in that game, played it most mornings when Eamon was going to work, then tested myself by imagining where in the kitchen he’d have left lying the various items he used for me to clean. There was something satisfying in each minor success, some validation that I knew my husband, knew my family, that I was a good wife, a good mother. Such small victories. As if they mattered.

I must have dozed for he appeared at the end of the bed seemingly seconds later, but the light had changed in the room, and my cheek was slimy with drool. I wiped at it with my sleeve as he bent to kiss me, leaning his weight on the bed, on me. His breath was warm and yeasty from last night’s beer.

‘I’ll see you on Monday, love,’ he said.

‘What time’s your crossing?’ I sat up, gathering the duvet around me.

‘Eleven. Best get a head start, what with all the checks and that.’

I glanced at the alarm. Seven thirty a.m. He’d woken early, maybe in the hope of sex before he left. With that unfulfilled, he was going on to work. I felt a little guilty at my earlier pretence so kissed him, hard and open mouthed, like a promise.

‘Take care on the sea.’

He chuckled, low and scoffing. ‘That’s beyond my control. I’ll ring you later. My Bluetooth is broken so don’t be calling me when I’m driving. Tell Ellie I’ll see her on Monday.’

He stopped in the doorway and turned. ‘I’m sorry about last night. You know how I get before I head off. I hate being away from home.’

‘I’m sorry, too,’ I said. ‘Be careful on the road. Come home safe.’

‘I will,’ he said, his hand raised in a gesture of farewell as he trudged off down the stairs.

With that, he was gone, the room suddenly silent and wide. I stretched, heard the door shut tight. A moment later, I heard the deep rumbling of his truck engine, shaking itself to life. Scrapping open the drawer next to the bed, I fished under my pants and tights for the box of cigarettes I hid there, grateful to have three whole days of freedom to smoke in my own house.

After we married, Eamon told me he didn’t like me smoking inside, because of his chest, he said. His allergies. He spent enough time cramped in the cab of his truck, crossing Europe, he said, without having to feel he was suffocating in his own home. Besides, he always added, it was better for me to quit, better for my health, for Ellie’s.

But when he was away on a long haul, I had two, sometimes three days to indulge myself. On such occasions, I could sicken myself. Even on my worst days, before marriage, I’d not have had one before my morning cuppa, but today, I moved across to the window, peering through the gaps to watch his tractor unit disappear around the corner of the estate, offering a hoarse blast of farewell to Harry, the guy who lived on the corner, Eamon’s mate, who was just now getting into his own builder’s van. He glanced across at the house and I felt sure he spotted me at the window, sure enough to retreat behind the curtain until he was gone.

I opened the window a crack. It was so long since I’d last smoked that the first drag left me immediately lightheaded and nauseated. But it passed. And I felt I had found a brief moment of peace.

Above the estate, crows circled and wheeled, stark against a sky the colour of old bone. Beyond that, though, the world was still, all traffic silenced at this distance, all movement frozen save the frantic shifts and turns of the birds. Even the lawns in the small yards I could see and the common, a green area encircled by the estate, seemed drained of colour somehow, the grass sun-bleached. I had a sense that the earth had been asleep all along and was only now rousing itself to wake and, for some reason, that morning, that thought brought no comfort.

My smoke finished, I pulled my dressing gown about me and went down for breakfast. As I passed Ellie’s shut door, I could see the daylight bleeding around the crack of it and thought she must have forgotten to pull her curtains the previous night. She’d gone to a friend’s party for a few hours, she said, and hadn’t been home when I went to bed.

I opened her door an inch, just to check that she was okay. Her bed lay empty, the duvet undisturbed, her teddy bear, Leo, still sitting sentry on her pillow, staring at me glassy eyed.

That was the moment, I would later realise, by which all other moments in my life would now be defined, the moment that would give them all, for good or bad, their meaning. The moment I discovered I’d lost my daughter.




Chapter Two

My first thought was that she’d stayed over with Amy, her friend from school. She’d told me she was going to a party with her the previous night. She’d never stayed out all night before, though had asked once or twice to sleep over in her friend’s house on the next estate. I’d always refused. ‘What can you be doing in someone else’s house you can’t do in your own?’ I’d asked rhetorically, both of us well aware of all that you could do at the age of seventeen, away from the restrictions of home.

Ellie had huffed a bit about it, pouted and fussed and claimed everyone else was allowed to do it, why couldn’t she, but she’d never really challenged it and I suspected it was because she liked her comforts, liked her own bed, the security of her things, her pictures, Leo watching over her as she slept, his fur threadbare in places now from being hugged.

I tried her mobile, but it went straight to voicemail. I left her a message, asking her to call, telling her I’d assumed she’d run out of charge because she’d not come home to charge the phone.

I’d been surprised at the ease with which she had accepted the embargo on staying out all night, indeed had half expected some act of rebellion before now, would have grudgingly accepted it as an indicator of her growing independence. Still, on that morning, as I waited for Brenda, Amy’s mother and my closest friend, to answer the phone, I worked myself into a pantomime of anger, ready to play my expected part.

‘Yes?’ Brenda’s voice slurred with recent sleep.

‘Brenda, is my Ellie there?’

‘I’m not sure, Dora. I don’t think so. Let me check.’

I heard the business of movement and the muffling of a hand on the mouthpiece of the phone, then, in the background, heard the soft tones of a girl’s voice somewhere, which I took to be my child’s. My relief at having located her so easily gave way to a slow build of annoyance at what she’d done when the girl’s voice on the phone surprised me.

‘Mrs Condron?’

It took me a second to realise it wasn’t Ellie.

‘Amy?’

‘Yes?’

‘It’s Ellie I wanted to speak to,’ I said.

‘Ellie?’

The s ilence lengthened as I realised the cause of her confusion.

‘Is Ellie not with you?’

‘No,’ Amy said. ‘Why would she be?’

‘She’s not come home,’ I said. ‘She was out with you last night at a party. I thought she might have stayed over.’

‘No,’ she repeated, and I was unclear just which element of all that I’d said she was challenging.

‘She was with you last night, wasn’t she?’

I could hear Amy’s breathing, ragged, fuzzing in the receiver.

‘She didn’t stay here,’ she offered.

‘Then where is she?’

‘I don’t know,’ the girl said. ‘She wasn’t here anyway. Maybe she …’ The comment seemed to die in her throat and I heard a voice in the background, presumably Brenda’s. ‘She thought she might have stayed here,’ Amy said to her.

A mutter.

‘I don’t know,’ Amy said. ‘She didn’t tell me … I don’t …’

It became apparent that her attention was focused more on her mother than on me.

‘Do you know where she might be, Amy?’ I asked, raising my voice to draw her attention.

‘No,’ the girl said. ‘Did you try her mobile?’

‘It went to voicemail.’

‘I don’t … I’m not sure,’ Amy said. ‘I can Snap everyone, see if anyone knows where she is. I’ll call you when I find out.’

I thanked her and hung up, worry starting to gnaw at my innards, my imagination casting to the most extreme reasons for Ellie’s not coming home, almost as if thinking the worst would somehow ward against it actually happening.

I made a cup of tea and lit another cigarette, then tried Ellie’s mobile again and left another message.

Beyond the kitchen window, I could hear the street come to life: the slamming of front doors; the spluttering of car engines; somewhere the sound of a baby crying, which caused my stomach to constrict, as if in protest at the warm drink.

I replayed, in my mind’s eye, our conversation of the previous evening. She’d come into the living room while I was watching EastEnders and ironing Eamon’s T-shirts; he liked the crispness, he said. She was wearing a tan leather skirt and a brown top under a faux-fur waistcoat. Her hair was straightened and hanging round her shoulders.

‘I’m off to Amy’s,’ she said. Or did she? I replayed the conversation, but this time she said ‘Mary’s’. She had a friend called Mary, so it was possible, but I’d no number for her. I assumed Amy would know her, though; would include her in the Snap she was sending. But it might have been someone else entirely. I realised that, all the time she’d been talking about these friends from college and they had come alive for me through her telling of their stories, I didn’t know who they were or how to begin finding them.

‘Don’t be late, love,’ I’d called.

‘I won’t.’ She half closed the door, then opened it again and leaned in, her hand gripping the edge, her fingers tanned, her nails painted, which colour I can’t for the life of me remember, for each time I do, they change from blue to red to black.

‘What time is Eamon leaving in the morning?’ she asked. ‘Eamon’ never ‘Dad’. That’s not who he was to her.

‘The usual. Have fun, love,’ I added, glancing up at her and smiling.

She raised her chin a little in acknowledgement of the response. ‘See you,’ she said.

And with that she was gone.

That was the final memory God or the universe or simple accident gifted me. ‘See you,’ as she slipped away out the door.

‘Do you have your key?’ I called after her, but she was already out of earshot.
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