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  John Connolly on the Parker novels


  About the Author


  John Connolly was born in Dublin in 1968. His debut – EVERY DEAD THING – swiftly launched him right into the front rank of thriller writers, and all his subsequent novels have been Sunday Times bestsellers. BOOKS TO DIE FOR, which he edited with Declan Burke, was the winner of the 2013 Anthony, Agatha and Macavity awards for Best Non-Fiction work. He is the first non-American writer to win the US Shamus award and the first Irish writer to win an Edgar award. www.johnconnollybooks.com


  Praise for THE REAPERS:


  ‘As ever with Connolly, the macabre narrative is couched in prose that is often allusive and poetic … Refreshingly, Connolly has always resisted repeating himself, and the plot trajectory is strikingly innovative. The Reapers affords unusually bracing doses of Stygian delights.’


  Barry Forshaw, Independent


  ‘The Reapers is an excellent addition to Connolly’s already high calibre collection of work to feature this team who seem, on the surface at least, so different from one another and yet manage to gel so well. I challenge anyone to be able to put this book down. I am sure you will be as gripped by the fast moving story as I was, and I have no doubt this is one of the best crime novels you are likely to read this year!’


  Chris Simmons, Crimesquad.com


  ‘Connolly’s is a unique talent.’


  Susanna Yager, Sunday Telegraph


  ‘Utterly compelling tale of mystery and imagination … a supernatural western set among an elite cadre of samurai-style contract killers and the most purely entertaining novel Connolly has written.’


  Irish Times


  ‘Fans of Connolly’s work will be aware of Angel and Louis, two shadowy assassins, and this new Charlie Parker novel explores their back-story, set against their encounter with Bliss, the killer of killers.’


  Scotland on Sunday


  ‘It’s a must-read for fans of Connolly, offering a rare insight into the background of the slightly dark and dangerous duo who have featured in this series, where death and demons go hand-in-hand.’


  Evening Telegraph


  ‘This painstaking recreation of realistic settings sets the former journalist’s works of fiction apart from many of his contemporaries.’


  Evening Herald


  ‘Readers will be delighted too, with the return of Connolly’s greatest creation, Charlie Parker.’


  Cork Evening Echo
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  For Kerry Hood, without whom I would


  be very lost indeed, even with a map.
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  INTRODUCTION


  One of the most gratifying – and surprising – aspects of writing the Parker books over the last fifteen years has been the response of readers to the characters of Angel and Louis. Rarely does a bookstore event go by without someone asking me where they came from, and my answer is that I’m not entirely sure. I don’t create characters as such, or not in the sense that I sit down before starting a book and write out a series of names, followed by descriptions of their appearance and personality. That smacks a little of contrivance, and is also uncomfortably reminiscent of a diary entry written by a certain type of teenage girl who has set out to list the qualities of her future husband. (‘He’ll be tall, and dreamy, and kind to kittens …’)


  In the introduction to The Unquiet I discuss the nature of the villains in my books and how even the foulest of them have simply emerged in the course of writing a novel, as though they had been lounging somewhere in my unconscious, waiting for their cue. So it was with Angel and Louis, who arrived at Willie Brew’s auto shop early in Every Dead Thing, and never went away again. (Oh, and Louis is pronounced ‘Loo-Ee’, not ‘Lew-Iss’. I get asked that a lot, too. Angel makes a point of it in one of the books, commenting that only kings of France should have that name.) I liked the fact that the only functioning long-term relationship in that first book was between two gay men, one of them undoubtedly a killer, and the other a thief who wasn’t above killing when required. Neither were they tortured by their sexuality. They were not so much two gay criminals as two criminals who happened to be gay.


  Some years ago, when I was signing in San Francisco, a gentleman came up carrying about ten copies of the same Parker book to be signed. Now, while I’m always grateful for multiple sales, I do like to ensure that the person holding multiple copies of one book knows that they’re all the same, just in case that individual happens to be, say, short-sighted, or mad. With that in mind, I did point out, in the most tactful way, that he was likely to be set for copies of The White Road for the foreseeable future. In reply, he told me that he ran a book group for gay men, the members of which were very fond of the Parker books because they contained two gay characters who weren’t miserable or stereotypical, which is apparently rarer than one might suppose. He was only slightly disappointed that I am not myself gay, but he took it manfully. There is, after all, a limit to what I’m prepared to do for my readers.


  Angel and Louis’s relationship with Charlie Parker is almost as complex as their relationship with each other. I’ve always felt that they represent a side of his personality, the part of him that’s still filled with rage and anguish, and wants to lash out at the world. The other side longs for peace, and domesticity, and the possibility of a new life with a woman and child who love him. Ultimately, those two longings are incompatible: a man like Parker, who confronts evil and violence not only in order to vanquish it but to satisfy his own vengeful urges, cannot really have a family life, because he risks bringing that violence and evil down upon those whom he loves.


  In The Black Angel, Parker ends up in the undeniably romantic city of Prague, and has to call his girlfriend, Rachel, to tell her where he is. She asks him if he’s alone there, and he explains that he’s with Angel and Louis. Her response, not unreasonably, is that she had always hoped she and Parker might have gone to Prague together. It is clear, even at this stage in the series, that Parker has begun to make his choice between his lover and his friends.


  I’d been toying for a few years with giving Angel and Louis a book of their own. It would require dispensing almost entirely with any supernatural elements, so the tone of the book would be different from the Parker novels, and it would give me a chance to reveal more about Louis’s background, linking it back to The White Road.


  But I also wanted to offer readers an opportunity to see Parker as others see him. All of the preceding novels had largely been written in the first person, so most of what we saw was from Parker’s perspective. Because The Reapers is written in the third person, it allows various characters in the book to give their impressions of Parker, and the picture that emerges is of a man for whom they have a certain affection and respect – and even a deep loyalty in the case of Angel and Louis – but who is also distant, unknowable, and not a little unnerving.


  But much of what we are told about him comes not from Angel and Louis but from Willie Brew, the owner of the auto shop first mentioned in Every Dead Thing, and his colleague and friend, Arno. As I was writing The Reapers, I started to realize that it was as much a study of male friendship as anything else, with Angel and Louis’s relationship representing one kind, their bond with Parker another, and the companionship between Willie Brew and Arno a third. I loved Willie Brew and Arno, and I think that, on one level, I would quite happily have dispensed entirely with the thriller aspect of the novel and simply recorded a series of their conversations and interactions for four hundred pages.


  After the book was published and I headed out to do publicity for it, it became apparent that the friendship between Willie Brew and Arno had struck a chord, especially with a lot of male readers. One story in particular remains with me. An Irish broadcaster, who has been a longtime supporter of the books, told me of his father and his best friend. These two men had grown up together, bought houses near each other, worked together and retired at virtually the same time. Following their retirement, each weekday morning his father’s friend would arrive at the house, have a cup of tea, chat – and occasionally bicker – with the broadcaster’s father, and then the two men would head out to the shed in the back garden, where they would potter for the day. They were good at fixing things, and so people would bring them malfunctioning electrical items, or dodgy bits of machinery, and they would repair them, content to do so in each other’s company.


  And then the broadcaster’s father died suddenly. The services were held, and his best friend stood by the graveside and said goodbye. The following Monday, there was a knock on the broadcaster’s front door, and his newly widowed mother went to answer it. There on the doorstep was her husband’s best friend. He looked at her, said ‘What will I do without him?’, and burst into tears. He had been bereaved just as deeply as she had, for he would never form a bond with another human being like the one he had enjoyed with this man, and would now always be a little alone.


  So, while this is very much Angel and Louis’s story, it is Willie and Arno who give the book its humanity, and they are the ones who ultimately realize the cost of standing alongside a man like Charlie Parker.


  Prologue


  All things are an exchange for fire, and fire for all things, as goods for gold and gold for goods.


  Heraclitus (c.535–475 BC)


  Sometimes, Louis dreams of the Burning Man. He comes when the night is at its deepest, when even the sounds of the city have faded, descending from symphonic crescendo to muted nocturne. Louis is not even sure if he is truly asleep when the Burning Man makes his presence felt, for it seems to him that he wakes to the sound of his partner’s slow breathing in the bed beside him, a smell in his nostrils that is both familiar yet alien: it is the stink of charred meats allowed to rot, of human fats sizzling in an open flame. If it is a dream, then it is a waking dream, one that occurs in the netherworld between consciousness and absence.


  The Burning Man had a name once, but Louis can no longer utter it. His name is not enough to encompass his identity; it is too narrow, too restrictive for what he has become to Louis. He does not think of him as ‘Errol’, or ‘Mr Rich’ or even ‘Mr Errol’, which is how he had always addressed him when he was alive. He is now more than a name, much more.


  Still, once he was Mr Errol: all brawn and muscle, his skin the color of damp, fertile earth recently turned by the plow; gentle and patient for the most part, but with something simmering beneath his seemingly placid exterior, so that if you caught him unawares it was possible to glimpse it in his eyes before it slipped away, like some rare beast that has learned the importance of staying beyond the range of the hunters’ guns, of the white men in the white suits.


  For the hunters were always white.


  There was a fire burning in Errol Rich, a rage at the world and its ways. He tried to keep it under control, for he understood that, if it emerged unchecked, there was the danger that it would consume all in its path, himself included. Perhaps it was an anger that would not have been alien to many of his brothers and sisters at that time: he was a black man trapped in the rhythms and rituals of a white man’s world, in a town where he and those like him were not permitted to roam once dusk fell. Things were changing elsewhere, but not in this county, and not in this town. Change would come more slowly to this place. Maybe, in truth, it would never come at all, not entirely, but that would be for others to deal with, not Errol Rich. By the time certain people started talking aloud about rights without fear of reprisal, Errol Rich no longer existed, not in any form that those who once knew him could have recognized. His life had been extinguished years before, and in the moment of his dying he was transformed. Errol Rich passed from this earth, and in his place came the Burning Man, as though the fire inside had finally found a way to bloom forth in bright red and yellow, exploding from within to devour his flesh and consume his former consciousness, so that what was once a hidden part of him became all that he was. Others might have held the torch to him, or sprayed the gasoline that soaked and blinded him in his final moments as he was hanged from a tree, but Errol Rich was already burning, even then, even as he asked them to spare him from the agonies that were to come. He had always burned, and in that way, at least, he defeated the men who took his life.


  And from the moment that he died, the Burning Man stalked Louis’s dreams.


  Louis remembers how it came to pass: an argument with whites. Somehow, that was often how it started. The whites made the rules, but the rules kept changing. They were fluid, defined by circumstance and necessity, not by words on paper. Later, Louis would reflect that what was strangest of all was the fact that the white men and women who ran the town would always deny that they were racist. We don’t hate the coloreds, they would say, we just all get along better when they keep themselves to themselves. Or: They’re welcome in the town during the day, but we just don’t think they should spend the night. It’s for their own safety as much as ours. Curious. It was as hard then as it was now to find anybody who would admit to being a racist. Even most racists, it seemed, were ashamed of their intolerance.


  But there were those who wore such an epithet as a badge of honor, and the town had its share of such people as well. It was said that the trouble started when a group of local men threw a heavy pitcher filled with urine through the cracked old windshield of Errol’s truck, and Errol responded in kind. That temper of his, that fury that he kept bottled inside of him, had erupted, and he had tossed a length of two-by-four through the window of Little Tom’s bar in reprisal. That had been enough for them to act against him, that and their fear of what he represented. He was a black man who spoke better than most of the white people in the town. He owned his own truck. He could fix things with his hands – radios, TVs, air conditioners, anything that had a current flowing through it – and he could fix them better and cheaper than anyone else, so that even those who wouldn’t allow him to walk the town’s streets at night were happy to let him into their homes to fix their appliances during the day, even if some of them didn’t feel quite as comfortable in their living rooms afterward, although they weren’t racists either. They just didn’t like strangers in their home, particularly colored strangers. If they offered him water to slake his thirst, they were careful to present it to him in the cheap tin cup set aside for just such an eventuality, the cup from which no one else would drink, the cup kept with the cleaning products and the brushes, so that the water always had a faint chemical burn to it. There was talk that maybe he might soon be in a position to employ others like him, to train them and pass on his skills. And he was a good-looking man too, a ‘nigger buck’ as Little Tom had once described him, except that, when he said it, Little Tom had been cradling the hunting rifle that used to hang above his bar, and it was clear what being a buck implied in Little Tom’s world.


  So they hadn’t needed much of an excuse to move against Errol Rich, but he had given them one nonetheless, and before the week was out, they had doused him in gasoline, hanged him from a tree, and set him alight.


  And that was how Errol Rich became the Burning Man.


  Errol Rich had a wife in a city a hundred miles to the north. He’d fathered a child with her, and once each month he would drive up to see them and make sure that they had what they needed. Errol Rich’s wife had a job in a big hotel. Errol used to work in that hotel too, as a handyman, but something had happened – that temper again, it was whispered – and he had to leave his wife and child and find work elsewhere. On those other weekend nights when he was not seeing to his family, Errol could be found drinking quietly in the little lean-to out in the swamps that served as a bar and social hub for the coloreds, tolerated by the local law as long as there was no trouble and no whoring, or none that was too obvious. Louis’s mama would sometimes go there with her friends, even though Grandma Lucy didn’t approve. There was music, and often Louis’s mama and Errol Rich would dance together, but there was a sadness and a regret to their rhythms, as though this was now all that they had, and all that they would ever have. While others drank rot gut, or ‘jitter juice’ as Grandma Lucy still called it, Louis’s mama sipped on a soda and Errol stuck to beer. Just one or two, though. He never was much for drinking, he used to say, and he didn’t like to smell it on others first thing in the morning, especially not on a working man, although he wasn’t about to police another’s pleasures, no sir.


  On warm summer nights, when the air was filled with the burr of katydids, and mosquitoes, drawn by the heady mix of sweat and sugar, fed upon the men and women in the club, and the music was loud enough to shake dust from the ceiling, and the crowd was distracted by noise and scent and movement, Errol Rich and Louis’s mama would perform their slow dance, unheeding of the rhythms that surrounded them, alive only to the beating of their own hearts, their bodies pressed so close that, in time, those beats came in unison and they were one together, their fingers intertwined, their palms moving damply, one upon the other.


  And sometimes that was enough for them, and sometimes it was not.


  Mr Errol would always give Louis a quarter when their paths crossed. He would comment upon how tall Louis had grown, how well he looked, how proud his mama must be of him.


  And Louis thought, although he could not say why, that Mr Errol was proud of him too.


  On the night that Errol Rich died, Louis’s Grandma Lucy, the matriarch of the house of women in which Louis grew up, fed Louis’s mama bourbon and a dose of morphine to help her sleep. Louis’s mama had been weeping all week, ever since she heard of what had passed between Errol and Little Tom. Later, Louis was told that she had gone over to Errol’s place at noon that day, her sister in tow, and had pleaded with him to leave, but Errol wasn’t going to run, not again. He told her that it would all work out. He said that he had gone to see Little Tom and had apologized for what he had done. He had paid over forty dollars that he could ill afford to cover the damage, and as compensation for Little Tom’s trouble, and Little Tom had accepted the money gruffly and told Errol that what was done was done, and he forgave him his moment of ill temper. It had pained Errol to pay the money, but he wanted to stay where he was, to live and work with people whom he liked and respected. And loved. That was what he told Louis’s mama, and that was what Louis’s aunt told him, many years later. She described how Errol and Louis’s mama had held hands as they spoke, and how she had walked outside for a breath of air to give them their privacy.


  When Louis’s mama eventually emerged from Errol’s cabin, her face was very pale and her mouth was trembling. She knew what was coming, and Errol Rich knew it too, no matter what Little Tom might say. She went home and cried so much that she lost her breath and blacked out on the kitchen table, and it was then that Grandma Lucy took it upon herself to give her a little something to ease her suffering, and so Louis’s mama had slept while the man she loved burned.


  That night, the lean-to was closed, and the blacks who worked in the town left long before dusk came. They stayed in their houses and their shacks, their families close by, and nobody spoke. Mothers sat and kept vigil over their children as they slept, or held the hands of their menfolk over bare tables or seated by empty grates and cold stoves. They had felt it coming, like the heat before a storm, and they had fled, angry and ashamed at their powerlessness to intervene.


  And so they had waited for the news of Errol Rich’s leaving of this world.


  On the night that Errol Rich died, Louis can remember waking to the sound of a woman’s footsteps outside the little box room in which he slept. He can recall climbing from his bed, the boards warm beneath his bare feet, and walking to the open door of their cabin. He sees his grandmother on the porch, staring out into the darkness. He calls to her, but she does not answer. There is music playing, the voice of Bessie Smith. His grandmother always loved Bessie Smith.


  Grandma Lucy, a shawl draped around her shoulders over her nightdress, steps down into the yard in her bare feet. Louis follows her. Now all is no longer dark. There is a light in the forest, a slow burning. It is shaped like a man, a man writhing in agony as the flames consume him. He walks through the forest, the leaves turning to black in his wake. Louis can smell the gasoline and the roasted flesh, can see the skin charring, can hear the hissing and popping of body fats. His grandmother reaches out a hand behind her, never taking her eyes from the Burning Man, and Louis places his palm against her palm, his fingers against her fingers, and as she tightens her grip upon him, his fear fades and he feels only grief for what this man is enduring. There is no anger. That will come later. For now, there is only an overwhelming sadness that falls upon him like a dark cloak. His grandmother whispers, and begins to weep. Louis weeps too, and together they drown the flames, even as the Burning Man’s mouth forms words that Louis cannot quite hear, as the fire dies and the image fades, until all that is left is the smell of him and an image seared upon Louis’s retina like the aftermath of a photographic flash.


  And now, as Louis lies in a bed far from the place in which he grew up, the one he loves sleeping soundly beside him, he smells gasoline and roasted meat, and sees again the Burning Man’s lips move, and thinks that he understands part of what was said on that night so many years before.


  Sorry. Tell her I am sorry.


  Most of what follows is lost to him, wreathed in fire. Only two words stand out, and even now Louis is not certain if he interprets them correctly, if the movement of that lipless gap truly corresponds to what he believes was uttered, or to what he wants to believe.


  Son.


  My son.


  There was a fire inside Errol Rich, and something of that fire transferred itself to the boy at the moment of Errol’s death. It burns within him now, but where Errol Rich found a way to deny it, to temper its flames until at last, perhaps inevitably, it rose up and destroyed him, Louis has embraced it. He fuels it, and it, in turn, fuels him, but it is a delicate balance that he maintains. The fire needs to be fed if it is not to feed upon him instead, and the men he kills are the sacrifices that he offers to it. Errol Rich’s fire was a deep, scorching red, but the flames inside Louis burn white and cold.


  Son.


  My son.


  At night, Louis dreams of the Burning Man.


  And, somewhere, the Burning Man dreams of him.
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