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PART 1

THE END OF THE SUMMER

JAKE MCCORMACK



CHAPTER 1

Yesterday, I killed a boy on Clanfedden Bridge and then I drove away. Nobody had the courage to stop me. While all the other people in this town were still buzzing around at the scene of the death like little river flies, I headed straight to the town’s fancy new restaurant because I wanted to leave a message there.

As I approached, the jagged remains of the restaurant’s front window made weird tinkling sounds. Half-eaten meals were still on the tables. Peeled fruit and broken plates were scattered on the floor. Glasses had toppled and wine stains spread like maps of blood on the white tablecloths. All the chairs were empty. I wrote on the door:

There are times when disagreeable decisions must be made.

I stood looking for a moment at the thick curve and tilt of the letters, black and indelible. That place is mine anyway, I thought, climbing back up into my truck and heading towards Crookthorpe again. A sour stillness had seeped into the Clanfedden air. A screaming siren echoed up the hill.

As soon as things settle down again, I will drive across the bridge whenever I choose, and nobody will challenge me. They will only stare, trembling, just as they always do, at the sight of my truck with its six-foot tyres and its snarling engine. People in this town stand in awe of me when I pass. They scurry away when they see me coming, jumping into ditches or doorways to avoid me. They will not look me in the eye. Such is the nature of my power.

I am Jake McCormack.

I am the villain of this story.

 

I didn’t start out this way. I mean, nobody’s born wicked, are they? But every small town needs a bad guy, and when it happens to be you, people instantly seem to forget about any of the good things you might once have done.

I put this town on the map, kept it going, cheered us up, gave us reasons to be proud.

My shop was at the heart of this place. I never forced anyone to give me their custom. People came of their own accord.

 

JAKE MCCORMACK:

FOR ALL YOUR BETTING AND CREDIT NEEDS

 

The betting part of the business was only a bit of a laugh really: horses, football, the odds of a white Christmas, that sort of thing. There are plenty of people in this town who’d put money on two flies crawling up a wall if you gave them the chance.

But it was the credit part that really brought in the money. People needed my help, you see, and I gave it to them. I told Brian never to turn anyone away. Just as long as they were happy to agree to the terms and conditions, that was all that mattered.

I made excellent profit. Things were rolling along nicely. I’m not the one who wrecked everything. If you’re looking for someone to blame, look somewhere else.

 

The unfortunate events of this sorry summer started with a letter.

Brian Freeman had been running the shop for me since I’d fired his predecessor, four years before. He was the one who told me about the letter in his weekly report.

‘Good morning, Boss, there is some correspondence here from the leasing company. Would you like me to open it?’

I suppose I must have been busy with other matters. In the weeks that followed, he mentioned the letter a few times and between the jigs and the reels I must have forgotten to reply. Reminding me about it for the hundredth time, finally I wrote, ‘Yes, all right for pity’s sake, open the damn thing and tell me what they want.’

He emailed straight back: ‘Serious issue, Jake. It’s best that you read this yourself. See attached.’ His message contained a scanned photo. I clicked it open.

 

NOTIFICATION

April 1st


Dear Mr McCormack

We wish to inform you that your lease at 15 Main Street, Clanfedden will expire at the end of this leasing period. The shop will be put up for auction on June 1st at 9 a.m. Before that date we ask that your fixtures and fittings please be completely removed. If, by then, they have not been removed, we reserve the right to remove them on your behalf. We have valued your business, we thank you for your custom, and we wish you every success in your future endeavours.


Yours sincerely

O’Connell Property and Leasing

 

I had been on the verge of a mountainous rage. But then of course, I noticed it.

‘Ah for goodness, sake, I see what’s going on here!’ I’d clacked on the keyboard back to Brian, chuckling to myself. ‘Look at the date, man! It’s a bloody joke. Some idiot is trying to be funny. Take no notice. Just throw the letter away and let that be the end of it.’

But next thing, a gigantic sign went up right outside the shop, announcing that an auction was to take place, inviting people to attend. ‘Someone is really pushing their luck,’ I said as soon as Brian told me about this. I ordered him to get rid of the sign without delay and to keep an eye out for anything else unusual. There was a joker out there, obviously, trying to rattle my cage.

‘Hello, Boss,’ pinged in another message, late the next night. ‘As per your recent request to keep watch, I thought you should know about this: I spotted a long-haired woman on Main Street. Definitely not from here. Very unusual-looking. Sparkly kind of coat. Loitering, you might say. Standing on the bridge, looking down at the water. Strolling around the town, peering at people, shaking their hands. Curious sort of look in her eye.’

‘And?’ I asked.

‘Well, Jake, there’s a lot of talk in the town. Nobody down here thinks the auction is an April Fool’s joke at all. And that woman – I have this feeling that she and the auction may not be entirely unconnected.’

‘Go to bed, Brian, and stop annoying me,’ I replied, sick of the whole thing already.

‘Jake, look,’ his email the next morning said. ‘I wonder if this might be a good time for us to get together for a chat after all these years? I’m actually quite worried about the shop situation. I think it needs to be discussed. We must develop a strategy in case this auction business is for real. If you want to know the truth, I’m a bit concerned about my future employment.’

‘Don’t be an idiot,’ I’d answered. ‘Put all of this out of your head. You don’t need to concern yourself with a strategy. Do you think Jake McCormack doesn’t know what he’s doing? My strategy is in place. I’ll tell you about it when you need to know.’

If Brian Freeman reckoned it was odd that we’d never once met in person, he never said as much. He’d always seemed perfectly happy with the arrangement. But these recent events had flustered him. I did not like this bleating, this pestering.

Besides, I do not care to come face to face with anyone. For obvious reasons.

Brian hadn’t a clue, but it was perfectly clear to me what was going on. I was sure that loser Rory Redmond was at the bottom of it. He’d tried to start some sort of movement to confront and thwart and defy me.

It wasn’t my fault the people of Clanfedden all owed me money. Not my fault they couldn’t back a winner to save their pathetic little lives. Not my concern they weren’t able to manage their debts.

Did I pursue people? Yes, of course I did. I pursued them for what they owed me, as any self-respecting business-person would.

 

No sooner had Brian Freeman taken down the auction sign, than it was erected again.

I waited till dark to drive down this time and see for myself, slowing as I passed. It loomed over my shop, right in front of the window, obscuring the door.

PUBLIC AUCTION, JUNE 1ST. 9 A.M. SHARP. TOWN HALL. SPACE LIMITED.

This was an assault on my power. This was a bid to undermine me.

Someone will regret this, I thought to myself.

I lingered on the bridge before heading back up the hill, listening to the river, fast and loud, imagining it to be the sound of blood, rushing through frightened veins.

‘Should I take down the sign again, Jake?’ Brian wrote, later.

‘No,’ I told him. ‘It is time for us to put up some signs of our own. Write them yourself, in big letters.’

‘What will I write?’ he asked.

‘Write this: ANYONE ATTEMPTING TO BID FOR JAKE MCCORMACK’S SHOP WILL BE SEEN AS A HOSTILE FORCE IN THIS TOWN AND TREATED ACCORDINGLY.

‘And also write this: JAKE MCCORMACK ASSERTS HIS RIGHT NOT TO BE UNDERMINED. BUSINESS AS USUAL.’

‘OK then. I’ll do that, Jake.’

There was no doubt in my mind that this would do the trick. No one would dare defy me after that. Not when I’d made my position clear in black and white. People knew better.

Nevertheless, when the end of May came, I told Jake to make sure to attend the auction, just in case. I instructed him to outbid anyone who had the foolish audacity to stake a claim on what was mine.

‘How high should I go, Jake?’ Brian asked.

‘As high as it takes,’ I replied.

This was the solution, of course, I realised, even if the auction was for real. And so after that, the disturbance that had been churning inside me settled right down. As a matter of fact, I began to laugh. I laughed until my face was sore. I laughed until my cheeks were wet. I couldn’t stop.

 

The night before the so-called auction, I was late going to bed, but I slept deeply, and woke feeling refreshed, and got on with my usual routine, glad that this was the day the silly business would be resolved, and everything could go back to normal.

Sometime into mid-morning, sipping a cup of tea, I checked my email.

 

From: Brian Freeman

To: Jake McCormack

Subject: NOT GOOD NEWS

 

It’s gone, Jake. Your place has been sold to another bidder. I’ve been trying to call.

 

I hated talking to Brian, or to anyone, but this was an emergency.

‘I thought I told you to outbid anyone who showed up!’ I shouted down the phone.

‘I did, Jake. I did. Or should I say I tried. They said it was not permitted.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘They told me I was ineligible on account of being a representative of the previous tenant. It’s got to do with the nature of the business. The thing is, Jake, they don’t want a betting and credit shop on Clanfedden Main Street. Not any more. That’s what the auctioneer said. It all happened so fast.’

I could hear Brian’s nervous breath on the other end. I let the silence stretch out. He was right to be nervous.

‘Who’s the buyer?’ I asked at last.

‘The woman. That woman I was telling you about with the glittery coat.’

‘I don’t give a crap about any stupid coat. I want her name. Tell me her name, Brian.’

‘OK, right, yes, of course. I’ve written it down. I have it somewhere here. Hold on till I check.’ Brian Freeman stuttered and coughed. Then there was silence, and then the rustle of quivering notebook.

‘Spinelli,’ he said eventually. ‘Ariana Spinelli.’

Somewhere, deep inside my brain, I felt a rusty cog begin to twitch and whirr.

I hung up while Brian was still twittering on the other end about his income and his livelihood and his future. I walked to my hall door and I opened it, staring out into the grey middle distance.

Ariana Spinelli. She was back. Back at last.

Crookthorpe Hill sits high and forested up above Clanfedden. It is a maze of lanes and trees, a patchwork of fields. From the front door of Crookthorpe House I can usually see the dim lights of the town below, twinkling faintly up from the valley. But that evening, an unusual fog had settled and I could see no lights. It had grown cold and suddenly windy, and a hard rain was falling. A vague, blurred moon had appeared. Smears of cloudy darkness stretched across the sky. I stood there, staring out, imagining the raindrops to be frenzied tadpoles; imagining that inside the wind there was a human voice saying something I could not hear. Anger spat and sputtered inside me like bacon on a griddle. A violent wetness soaked my skin.
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