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The Driver

“Do we have any of those sets of steak knives left?” the woman roared into the back of the shop, wiping her nose with the back of her hand. She was a small woman, plump, and the years had not been kind to her. Her hair was dischevelled and her green and white checkered apron looked like it hadn't seen the inside of a washing machine for quite some time. The woman ran her dirt-streaked hand along her dripping nose once more.

“John?” she shouted. “John!”

“He don't hear as good as he used...” she sighed, turning towards me with an apologetic smile. “Sorry, luv, I'll just go an' check meself.”

I slowly surveyed the dimly-lit counter-fronted shop. A dust-laden, heavily cobwebbed lightbulb barely illuminated the small space, casting a dull fog on the interior, rendering the corners of the store almost inpenetrable to the naked eye. Yellowing shelves creaked under the weight of once carefully stacked tins of food and fruit, proudly standing guard in anticipation of a  purchase which never came, and now stooped resignedly on their shelves, yellowing labels peeling downwards in curling ears. Open tubs of penny sweets were garnished with a greying coating of dust and faded jelly snakes lay waiting in jars for eager child fingers to scoop them into browning paper bags. Ragged cereal boxes and rusty biscuit tins lined the topmost shelf, having long since made peace with the fact that they would never see the inside of a shopping bag. The cracked light in the interior of the fridge barely illuminated a pound of sausages a month past their sell-by date, bearing more meat than promised by its maggot-laced packaging.

I shuddered. Things had not changed much since I had been here last.

“I only have two left.” the shopkeeper said, returning her head and then the rest of her body to the musty store. 

“Will that do? They are a grand knife and will do fine for your supper. But if you need a full set McCarthy's hardware five miles up the road in Glenard will definitely have one...” 

I shook my head. I did not want to go back there, of all places. I forced a smile and was glad I had chosen only to remove my sunglasses and not my woollen navy head scarf when I had entered the shop.

“Ah, no, sure, these will be grand”, I replied, not wanting to let on that I only needed the one. “But thanks,” I added hurriedly.

“I'll just put that in some brown paper for ye,” the woman said, picking up the knife and carefully covering the blade.

“So, here on a visit, are ye? Shame about the weather we're having, sure it's always the same this time of year... Where are ye staying at all?”

“I won't be staying,” I replied simply, reaching out my hand for the half-wrapped knife.

The shopkeeper glanced up at me briefly, then continued to wrap a stretched plastic bag round the brown-papered handle in figures of eight.

“Now, that should see ye right. That'll be 17.50 please...” And with a pause, she continued:

“So, ye're not from around here?” She looked up briefly once more, trying to discern if she knew my face. “Where did ye say you were from?”

“I didn't,” I said, grabbing the knife and slamming a note on the counter harder than I had intended. No-one needed to know I had grown up less than 5 miles from here. 

“No need to be rude,” said the shopkeeper, visibly taken aback with the curt response. “T'was only conversation I was making, and now let me tell you, it's easily known you are not from around here, with the lack of manners on ye...”

I did not wait for my change which was evidently not forthcoming in any case and let the door fall closed behind me, the shrill ringing of the bell following me into the street.

***

I did not hear what he had said. 

Or, to be more precise, I did not want to hear it. I wasn't going to listen to him now, when he had chosen not to hear me then.

I had not taken off my scarf which only left a few fly-away strands of my hair unprotected from the moist air. I had repositioned my dark sunglasses which covered my dark brown eyes as soon as I had left the shop, despite the persistent drizzle which immediately coated the lenses in a thin wet film. Even when I had reached the warmth of the dry interior of the car I had not taken them off and had only barely wiped them dry once I had clipped on my seat belt. 

Now I was ready. Now we would drive.

It had been easy to find him, he was one of only two mini-cab operators in the small town. I doubt he had recognised me as I had sat into the car, stating my destination with a quiet voice, and firmly pulling the door closed with a gloved hand. But then it had been twenty years, almost to the month.

I sat perfectly still for a while, my only movements involuntary and abrupt as I was shaken in the back seat of the car which was travelling down a quiet road, its smooth surface disturbed by potholes too numerous to count, deepened, merging and water-logged following this morning's heavy rain.

I wrapped my long black poncho tighter around myself and clutched my bag. Almost there, we were almost there.

The downpours had given way to a lighter, yet persistent and familiar veil of grey drizzle which shrouded the usually vibrant colours of the Kerry countryside. Yet I did not relieve my nose of the heavy glasses, instead pushing them further up once more, as they had become dislodged when the car had stumbled into yet another dip in the road.

I glanced out of my window. A murder of crows was feasting on the carcass of a dead animal under a gorse bush, which sheltered them from the damp air. They only gave a lazy flutter of their wings as the car passed by, splashing up murky droplets into the afternoon sky.

I averted my gaze and refocused. 

“Stay alert,” I told myself. “Keep your wits about you. You will need them.”

The inside of the cab was impeccable, as I would have expected. The seats were pristine and the footmats were debris-free, I knew he kept them in excellent condition, brushing, vacuuming, shaking them, over and over as the grit accumulated in their threads. Such was his nature; meticulous, careful, removing all dirt, removing any trace of anything that was unclean. The fake mahogany dash had recently been buffed and polished, bearing no finger prints. 

I shuddered and focused my gaze at the back of his head. 

Wisps of greying hair had been carefully combed over the extensive patch of bald skin which stretched across his loathsome skull, now carrying the brown flecks that old age had inflicted upon him. He had not had them then, of course. But the shape of the head certainly hadn't changed, and though the amount of hair it bore was much less now, the ears, one slightly higher than the other, and running to a barely discernible point at their top, were certainly his, of this I was sure. 

Time after time I had been forced to stare at him, at those pointed ears, at that grimacing mouth, at that bulbous nose the colour of that red wine stain my mother had never been able to remove from my white blouse. 

Time and time again my eyes had been fixed upon his impeccably starched shirt, as he had made me do those things I had not wanted to do.

A set of the rosary beads was hanging from the rear view mirror, the crucifix dangling in time with the motion of the car, and I sat, mesmerised for a moment by the pendulum-like and unsettlingly regular rhythm which was interrupted every now and then by a jolt this way or that.

I was torn out of my reverie by his voice, older, but still familiar.

“Where beyond Pike's Cross do you want to go, Miss?” he repeated, looking back at me in his mirror.

I decided I needed to answer him this time. I would pick the place where it would happen, they would not stop in some random spot at the side of the road. And I knew exactly where this place would be. 

“Just stop at the gate up ahead.” I hissed, barely audibly, not wanting to say a word more than I needed to.

He nodded and pulled in, drawing up the handbrake.

“Are you sure this is...” he began, turning around towards me. As I slowly took off my sunglasses his words trailed away, puzzled.  I looked him straight in the eye.

He did not instantly recognise me, of this I was sure. He could place the eyes but not the body of the woman who sat before him. But as he took in his surroundings and looked back at my face realisation dawned. I would not forget the hard bars of corrugated iron forced deep into my lower back as he had held my mouth closed. And neither would he.

I calmly opened my bulging hand bag. He flinched but it was too late. 

“Bastard!” I shouted as the knife met its target and I could feel it sink deeper, warmer, into his flesh. He screamed and I chose not to hear it, instead I struck again. His hand, which had been reaching for the silver handle of the car door fell limp by his side, his mascerated face spilling blood onto his shirt and his car seat.

***

“Medium-rare please,” I whispered, wiping the residue of Chardonnay off my lips. “And with a baked potato on the side, please.” I raised her glass to my lips again with a trembling hand. Minutes later I had left the restaurant, a generous tip by the side of my plate. I had been unable to eat most of my meal, breathing a sigh of relief as the door had closed behind me, the stained steak knife safely deposited next to my barely touched sirloin.

When they found him two hours later I was already in full flight. 

“A well-respected member of our community”, they would say.

“A model husband and father, he leaves behind a wife, four sons and a daughter.”, the obituries would read. 

***

My gloves, scarf and poncho have long since been deposited in a skip at the train station outside the airport. A carefully selected family of four whose two little girls had been playing princess and servant are now in possession of my head scarf and glasses, playing witches and pilots high above the clouds on their way to London. 

I lean back into my seat and smile. It is the first time I have really smiled in twenty years.
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