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INTRODUCTION



Hello and welcome to The Dublin Trilogy Deluxe – Part 2. To enjoy this to the max, I strongly suggest reading the first half of the Deluxe collection, or at the very least books 1 and 2 of the trilogy. Having said that, I am a devil for writing books in odd sequences so who am I to give anyone advice on the order in which to do stuff?

Take Angels in the Moonlight. It manages the feat of being the third book in a trilogy and yet, somehow, it’s not the final one. That’s because it’s a prequel and in my interpretation, prequels don’t count – while at the same time, if you are going to read book 4 (the actual finale – keep up!) you have to have read the prequel. At this point it will not surprise you to know that in school I was voted most likely to confuse the bejesus out of people.

Angels in the Moonlight is set in 1999. I could give you some flim-flam about wanting to set it in a time of great change, as the world sat on the brink of a new millennium … yada yada, yada. There was a bit of that but, honestly, I left Dublin to move to London in 2000 so setting it in 1999 meant all I had to remember was what we did and didn’t have while I still living in Dublin and voila, instant research! I don’t know if Hilary Mantel is giving that kind of top insight in the introduction to her historical dramas, but she should. Having said that, Wolf Hall is set in the time of Henry VIII so if Hilary is using the same trick as me then she has definitely had some work done.

The reason for writing it was that by this point Bunny McGarry had gone from a supposed secondary character, to one of the star performers, and the next logical step was for him to become a leading man. I wanted to know more about his past and, from the reaction to his appearances in the first couple of books, so did readers. That’s not to say I wasn’t nervous. By this point, the books had started to become more popular than I imagined and I worried I was about to get readers all riled up by things taking an unexpected turn. To put it in terms people who were alive in 1999 will understand, I was worried I’d created Friends and after two books, I was leaving to do Joey, if Joey was a lot darker and featured much more death and general violence than the original (side note: this is definitely the route Joey should have gone. Just thinking back to it now makes me consider violence).

Luckily, people went with it. Last time I checked, Angels was the most well-reviewed book I’ve written. And also, to be clear, while it’s darker than the previous books, there are plenty of funny bits. Oddly, of all the characters who feature in the books, it’s a tubby 12-year-old with an opinion on anything and everything who has become the most quoted. I have honestly no idea how this happened, and I have frankly given up all pretext of pretending I’m in control of what is going on.

This book also marks the first appearance of The Sisters of The Saint, which as one reviewer quite brilliantly pointed out ‘are not a real order of nuns’. I’m fascinated by the idea that up until the point they’d googled this fact, that person assumed they were reading a biography. The fact that the Sisters don’t exist is a great shame. Without a doubt, an ex-communicated order of kick-ass nuns is what this messed-up world needs right now.

More on them later, but for now enjoy Angels in The Moonlight.

Caimh


ANGELS IN THE MOONLIGHT


Prequel to The Dublin Trilogy (Book 3)




CHAPTER ONE



Rory Coyne’s pulse thundered in his ears. He wasn’t great with heights – and when you’re standing on the six-inch-wide ledge of a building five storeys up, that’s a bit of a problem.

He tried not to look down but he didn’t have many other options. Looking to the left or right gave him a view of the Dublin skyline, but from an angle that only emphasised that he was now a part of that skyline. He had tried closing his eyes but his treacherous imagination insisted on showing him the ground rushing up to meet him again and again. He was regretting the four pints he’d sunk before getting up here. Four was either too many or too few. It was certainly not the right amount. He was sober enough to be terrified and drunk enough to want to cry.

A pigeon landed on the balustrade beside him and cooed. He tried to focus all of his attention on it.

The pigeon looked at Rory and then pointedly down at the ground.

“Feck off.”

His sweaty hands clung even tighter to the balustrade as the autumn winds tugged at his bomber jacket. The wind was worse than the view. He steadied himself then quickly pulled his left hand away to wipe it on his jumper. The movement was met with a gasp from the crowd below. A sickeningly giddy shock of excitement passed through him before his hand found its hold on the white stone again.

He’d been up here for about twenty-five minutes now. For the first ten, nobody had seen him. When standing on a ledge five storeys up, the options for getting someone’s attention are very limited – well, bar the one very obvious and dramatic option. Eventually, some Spanish students had noticed him. A large group of them had gathered, looking up, chattering excitedly for several minutes while the natives tutted and weaved around them. A crowd of foreign students blocking the flow of pedestrian traffic on Grafton Street wasn’t exactly an unprecedented occurrence. Then a girl who worked in HMV had poked her head out of an upstairs window to have a cheeky fag and she’d made eye contact. Her scream had really got things moving. There was now a ring of uniformed Gardaí trying to close off the street below, which had immediately drawn a crowd. Rory’s situation combined two things Dubliners loved: drama and a free show. A busker had set himself up at the edge of proceedings and was belting out a less-than-sympathetic rendition of R Kelly’s “I Believe I Can Fly”.

Rory glanced down again. In the middle of the cordoned-off area stood a tall, thin man with a distinctive shock of dark brown hair. He was standing looking up at him, hands in the pockets of his cashmere coat.

“Is that you, Gringo?” shouted Rory.

“That’s Detective Sergeant Spain to you, Coyne.”

“Ah crap.”

It wasn’t that he minded Gringo so much. As coppers went, he wasn’t the worst. No, it was more what came with him.

“Howerya Rory, how’s it hanging?”

He was no longer alone on the roof. The Cheshire-cat grin of Detective Bunny McGarry appeared in Rory’s peripheral vision, about twelve feet away, leaning casually over the balustrade as if expecting a neighbourly chat about the football. McGarry was a big lummocks of a man, with a thick Cork accent and a scruffy, second-hand look about him. He was early thirties, six foot two and fat, but in a usable way; he carried the kind of bulk that could slam through a door or be thrown behind a punch as required. His left eye was lazy which gave people the impression he was slightly unhinged. That impression was frequently backed up by his behaviour.

“I knew it.” Rory nodded down towards the ground. “Youse two are like stink and shite – never one without the other.”

“Poetic as always, Rory,” said Bunny. “So, how’s life?”

“Stay back, Bunny, I mean it.”

“Cool your jets, Rory boy, I’ve no intention of coming anywhere near ye. I’m just worried about you, that’s all.”

“Yeah, right you are.”

“You’ve got great sentimental value to me, Rory. Sure, weren’t you one of my first collars as a newly-minted guard, just graduated from Templemore.”

“You put me through a wall.”

“Be fair – that wall collapsed while I was apprehending you. If memory serves, I’d interrupted yourself and Jacko Regan while you were relieving Des Kelly Carpets of some lino. How is Jacko, by the way?”

Rory didn’t answer. Regan had been halfway over the wall when Bunny had grabbed a leg. Jacko still blamed that incident for his subsequent lack of offspring. To be fair, the wife had left him when he’d gone back to prison, which hadn’t helped.

In one fluid movement, Bunny was sitting on top of the balustrade, his legs dangling over the side. That was the other thing; McGarry moved with more grace and speed than expected. Something in your mind just couldn’t accept that a big, hairy-arsed, red-faced ape of a man could move with such dexterity. It was like seeing a baby elephant riding a tricycle.

“I said stay back.”

“Calm down, would ye? You want to jump? Jump. I’m not stopping you, but I’ve been on me feet all day, it’s four o’clock and I’ve still not had me sandwiches.”

To emphasise his point, Bunny pulled a tinfoil-covered parcel out of the pocket of his anorak and started unwrapping it. “The car is in the garage again, so I’m trying to save a bit of money by bringing me own lunch in.”

“I don’t want to talk to you.”

“It’s nippy up here, isn’t it?” continued Bunny, well used to people not wanting to talk to him. “But I suppose there’s no buildings to block the wind and that.”

“Where’s Sergeant Cartwright?”

“Our designated negotiator is at her sister’s wedding. Would ye like to leave a message?”

“I want to speak to someone else.”

“Alright, alright. Jesus, you’re awful jumpy, Rory. No pun intended.”

Bunny pulled a walkie-talkie from his other pocket and held it to his mouth. “This is Major Tom to ground control, over.”

Rory saw Gringo holding a walkie-talkie up to his lips down below. “Roger, Major Tom. How’s it going up there?”

“Well, to be honest Gringo, not great. Mr Coyne seems highly agitated and he’d like to speak to someone else.” Bunny pulled the walkie-talkie away from his mouth and addressed Rory. “Would you prefer to speak to Sergeant Spain instead?”

“Anybody but you.”

“Hurtful, Rory, hurtful. You might make me suicidal and then I’d totally steal your thunder.” Bunny lifted the radio back to his lips. “Sarge, he says he’d much rather talk to you. Are you still a big girl’s blouse who’s scared of heights?”

“Afraid so.”

Bunny put the walkie-talkie down beside him and concentrated on opening his sandwiches. “It’s a no, I’m afraid. Don’t take it personally, Gringo is generally fierce sociable – for a Dub, I mean.”

“You need to start taking me seriously.”

“I really don’t. In fact, if you take a header off this roof, I get a week’s holidays due to ‘emotional distress’. I’m thinking of the Maldives, or maybe Greece. Do you know if they do that plate-smashing thing at the end of every meal? I’ve always fancied a go at that.”

“You’re a heartless bastard, Bunny. I’m in emotional distress and you’re over there making jokes.”

“Would you like a sandwich?”

“No.”

“Are you sure? They’re jam and cheese.”

“Yes I’m . . . hang on, what kind of a fuckin’ lunatic eats jam and cheese?”

“We’re on the doorstep of a new century, Rory, open your mind to new experiences. I had my first cocktail last week. Didn’t care for it, mind you, but still.”

“I don’t give a shite about your manky sandwiches or your gay drinks, alright?”

“Tut tut tut, Rory. There is no cause for lazy homophobia like that. We’ve been on a course.”

Bunny put the walkie-talkie to his mouth and spoke while chewing. “Sergeant Spain, I feel obliged to inform you that Mr Coyne has used homophobic language while conversing with me in the course of executing my duties.”

“That is very disappointing to hear, Detective McGarry. Please pass on my discomfiture at the close-minded attitude his choice of language conveys.”

“Absolutely.” Bunny pulled the walkie-talkie away from his mouth. “Gringo says stop being a prick.”

“Why don’t you go shag your bum-chum then and leave me alone?”

Bunny had a mouthful of sandwich and didn’t immediately respond. Rory watched him chew exaggeratedly before swallowing. “I’ll have you know, Sergeant Spain is an unhappily married man, at least for a few more weeks, and I, well, I’ve not met the right girl yet. Your Aisling is a bit of a looker, come to think of it.”

“You leave my wife out of this.”

“Widow. You mean widow. Well, soon to be anyway. She doesn’t strike me as the type to stay lonely for long. Is she what you’d call high maintenance?”

Rory didn’t answer. A wave of nausea was building and he could taste bile at the back of his throat.

Bunny’s walkie-talkie beeped. “Have you asked him yet?”

“If you want to ask him, why don’t you come up here, Gringo?”

“Because, detective, I am down here, coordinating crowd control efforts to ensure Rory’s death plunge doesn’t take out any punters or – God forbid – a busker.”

“Jaysus,” said Bunny. “Do you think we’d get in trouble for moving one of those mimes under his flight path? I really hate those creepy bastards.”

“While I sympathise, Bunny, our role doesn’t extend to criticism of the arts.”

“More’s the pity.”

Rory regained the power of speech. “Would you two stop bleating on like a couple of old ones, it’s really annoying.”

“Alright,” said Bunny, “take it easy, Rory. By the way, is it the end-of-the-millennium psychosis blues that have you all suicidal?”

“What are you on about?”

“Gringo wants me to ask – he has become a tad obsessed with this, to be honest with ye. He saw a thing on one of those digital channels about how the end of 1999 could be the end of days and now it’s all he talks about. Millennium bugs, Y2K and all that. Planes are going to fall from the sky, he says. Cults will be having mass suicides, he says.” Bunny looked up from his sandwiches as a thought struck him. “You’re not trying to get in before the rush, are ye?”

“Shut up.”

“Because it’s only October now. Are you not a fan of Christmas or something?”

“I’m in emotional turmoil and this is how you handle it?”

Bunny shrugged. “Well, I’ve not had the training. They cancelled it for the homophobia seminar. The Minister for Justice gets overheard cracking a shitty joke at some banquet and all of a sudden we’re all on a course. Personally, I’ve always got on fantastically with the gays. Statistically, very law-abiding bunch of lads and lasses.”

Beep. The walkie-talkie crackled into life. “What’d he say about the thing?”

“Sorry, Gringo, he says it’s nothing to do with the millennium. He’s in emotional turmoil apparently.”

“Ah, shame.”

Bunny pulled the walkie-talkie away from his mouth. “Wasn’t it only a couple of months ago that you were trying to jump off the roof of McDonald’s up the road there, Rory? You’d think the good merchants of Grafton Street would’ve learned to lock the doors to their roofs by now.”

“They can’t,” said Rory. “They’re fire escapes – health and safety – so they’re not . . .”

Rory stopped talking. The four pints of courage he’d downed were making their presence felt, both on his bladder and his queasy tummy. A spasm passed through his oesophagus and he retched reflexively.

“You OK, Rory?”

Before he could respond, his mouth opened and recycled stout spewed forth.

“Christ on a camel,” said Bunny. “Look out below!”

Rory’s physical outburst coincided with a gust of wind blowing north up Grafton Street, which was very unfortunate for one side of the crowd of spectators below.

“Ah for fuck . . .”

“Ye manky . . .”

Rory wiped his mouth and glanced over to see that Bunny was on his feet and edging towards him. “Stay back!”

Bunny held his hands up and slowly backed away to his previous position. “Relax, Rory, relax. You feeling OK?”

“What do you care? You’re useless at this.”

“Alright,” said Bunny, “how’s about you come in off there and I’ll even help you fill out the complaint form. Enough of this silliness now, don’t you think?”

Beep. “Bunny?”

“Sorry, Gringo, Rory was feeling a bit unwell.”

“Well, it’s fair to say he has somewhat lost the sympathy of his audience.”

A voice rose from the crowd of onlookers. “You’d better jump, ye prick!”

“Hey!” shouted Bunny. “Less of that. Can’t you see this poor eejit is in emotional turmoil?” He turned to Rory. “Sorry about that, Rory. Some people have no sense of decorum.”

“You’d know,” responded Rory, drawing in deep breaths. “Why’re you here anyway? Since when is Grafton Street you and Gringo’s patch?”

“It’s not. We were up here pursuing a report from one of the shops of a gentleman attempting to be intimate with a mannequin.”

“Jesus. Is that Andy Dooge again?”

“I would imagine so.”

“The perv.”

“Don’t be so judgemental. He suffers from agalmatophilia, it’s a proper thing.”

“Is that—”

“With a mannequin. Yes. His shrink gave him a note that he carries around that explains it. Poor little pervert.”

Just then a gust of wind whipped at Rory’s coat and with a yelp he redoubled his grip on the stonework.

“You’re looking very pale, Rory.”

“Shouldn’t you be trying to talk me down or something?”

“Probably. When you tried to jump off the roof of McDonald’s, what did Sergeant Cartwright say to you?”

“She was good, Cartwright. At least she gave a shit.”

“Ah, she’s a nice girl, to be fair to her. I asked her out there a few months ago. Turned me down very gently. My advice would be, remember what she said to you then and sorta replay it in your mind.”

“Thanks a bunch.”

Beep. Beep.

“Excuse me, Rory. Yes, Gringo?”

“The round-up is complete, amigo.”

“Thank Christ. I’m freezing my knackers off up here.”

Bunny shoved the walkie-talkie in his pocket and swung himself around so that he was facing Rory, with one leg now on either side of the balustrade.

“So what’s the story, Rory? To use an American phrase, ‘it’s shit or get off the pot time’. Are you taking the quick way down or coming down the stairs with me?”

“Go screw yourself, Bunny.”

“I believe last time, despite Sergeant Cartwright’s fine work, it was your Aisling showing up to plead with you that got you to see sense wasn’t it?”

“Yeah.”

“I’m afraid she’s not coming this time.”

“How do you know?”

“Because her and . . . hang on,” said Bunny, pressing the button on the walkie-talkie and holding it up. “Who was with Aisling, Sarge?”

Bunny held the walkie-talkie out towards Rory. “Her two sisters, her ma, her niece Carol and three nephews, I didn’t get their names.”

Rory suddenly felt a whole lot more queasy.

“To be fair,” said Bunny, “it was a good idea. I assume it was Aisling’s – you’re not smart enough for this. A man is threatening to jump off a building, so of course the staff and the security guards in the shops are going to be gawping out the windows. Human nature, isn’t it? Same as people slowing down to look at a car crash. So while you’re out here, pretending you’re about to Wile E Coyote yourself, your beloved and her extended family are availing themselves of the five-fingered discount in Brown Thomas’s. It’s a good scam. Trying the same trick twice though? Greedy. Every guard in Dublin had been briefed in case you tried it again.”

“Ah for . . . I told her that but she wouldn’t listen.”

“Well, the woman has expensive tastes,” said Bunny. “Let’s get down out of the cold then, shall we?”

Rory sighed. “Fair enough.”

Bunny hopped down onto the roof and disappeared from view.

Rory stood there, looking down at his feet.

After a few seconds, Bunny’s head reappeared. “Problem?”

“I’m . . . I’m feeling a bit . . . funny. I’ve been standing here for a while . . . and I . . .”

Rory looked down and suddenly the view began to swim. One image of the crowd juxtaposed messily on top of another. He closed his eyes and felt his head dipping forward . . .

Screams. His eyes opened. There was a moment of giddy weightlessness as the ground swirled beneath him and then . . .

A hand grabbed the back of his jacket. He was dragged back slightly but the coat slipped off him, his limp arms offering no resistance, and his body dipped forward again.

Another hand grabbed his belt.

Then Rory’s head cleared, his bladder emptied and he grabbed at the arms around him.

“Alright, I got ye,” said Bunny.

Rory tried to turn, pulling his way back towards the shore. Panic gripped his every nerve.

“Calm the feck down—”

One of his feet slipped off the ledge, jerking them both downwards. Rory redoubled his efforts, grabbing at everything, anything – wrapping them in a messy embrace.

LIVE! LIVE! LIVE! The words blared like a siren in his head.

“Stop fighting me, ye gobshite!”

Screams from below.

Bunny McGarry’s straining face rushed towards Rory.

And then . . .

Impact.

Darkness.

Nothing.


CHAPTER TWO



Detective Sergeant Tim Spain, who some called Sergeant, several called Gringo and nobody called Tim, looked up from his keyboard and across the desk at his partner of three years. Bunny McGarry had his feet up on the table and was picking at his teeth with an unwound paperclip.

“The suspect then became disorientated and dizzy for reasons unknown . . .”

“Although almost certainly related to him being a gobshite,” said Bunny.

“Shut up. It should be you filling out this report anyway.”

“Bollocks, Gringo. If you’re too much of a wussie to go up on the roof, you do the paperwork. Them’s the rules.”

“That’s a charming way to address a superior officer.”

“Sorry, your lordship.”

“He subsequently lost his balance and, as Detective McGarry endeavoured—”

“Good word.”

“Thank you – endeavoured to drag the suspect to safety, in his panicked state—”

“The suspect’s.”

“. . . the suspect’s panicked state, he began to fight Detective McGarry, endangering his own and Detective McGarry’s life, leaving the Garda officer with no option but to neutralise the suspect by . . . via . . . through . . .”

“Headbutting him right in the puss and knocking the gobshite out cold.”

“. . . unconventional but effective means. The suspect was then made safe and received medical attention at Connolly Hospital, see attached, blah blah blah . . . Officer McGarry behaved like a proper legend and even found time to eat his disgusting sandwiches which he is very definitely not allowed to do in the car.”

“Done?”

“Done.”

“Right,” said Bunny. “Well, it’s been emotional. I’m off home for a well-deserved curry and an early night.”

“My arse,” said Gringo. “Have you forgotten what day it is?”

“October thirteenth, 1999. If this is more of your crap about the apocalypse and all that—”

“No, although yes, we should avail ourselves of every opportunity afforded to us before all hell breaks loose but . . . no. October thirteenth? Don’t tell me that doesn’t ring a bell?”

Bunny looked at Gringo for a moment. “Ah Christ, it’s not, is it?”

“It is. It’s your birthday!”

“Only it isn’t.”

“That’s your opinion.”


CHAPTER THREE



“But my feet are all sweaty.”

Mulholland took a deep breath and tried to not say something he was going to regret. “I don’t care. You’re not taking your shoes off in the car. This is my place of work too, you know?”

Delaney glowered at him from the passenger seat. “How’re you going to stop me?”

“That’s a dangerous question to ask a man with a gun.”

Detective Harry Delaney and Detective Bob Mulholland briefly made eye contact and then looked out of their separate windows. This was their third time being stuck together and they were unlikely to be exchanging Christmas cards any time soon. Delaney had the personal hygiene standards of a mentally-challenged baboon. Every time Mulholland looked at him he had a finger somewhere new – in his ear, eye, nostril, mouth. It was like he’d just been issued with a human head for the first time and he was trying to figure out how it worked. Bob had been forced to put up with a lot but the removal of footwear was the line in the sand that he would not allow to be crossed.

It had already been a long day and it wasn’t even lunchtime. The heater in the car was broken and so they were both sitting there in their overcoats, freezing, apart from Delaney’s inexplicably warm feet. Escort duty was dull at the best of times – just following an armoured car about while it made its deliveries – but it was now both boring and cold. Bob knew he had drawn this detail as punishment for messing up the paperwork on the O’Byrne case. He had no idea what Delaney had done. Maybe nothing. Maybe somebody had just wanted to remove from their vicinity the sight of Harry Delaney taking his fingers on a magical mystery tour of his own body. Regardless, Bob was stuck with him, same as he was stuck in this damn traffic jam. It was only 1 pm and the Quays were already in a state of gridlock. If there was any sense the security vans and their escorts would be allowed to go up the bloody bus lanes but that had been pooh-poohed by the powers that be. Instead here they were, stuck in a tailback watching four cars go through every time the lights changed. They were also not allowed to attempt to avoid traffic jams. As a security measure, each van had been given three different potential routes and only told which one they were taking that morning. They then stayed on that route, end of story.

Escort had become a much bigger deal ever since the spate of security van robberies over the summer. Nobody just robbed a bank any more. They either did one of those tiger kidnaps where they held a bank manager’s family hostage, or they hit a van. With all these dye packs and tracers they had he’d have thought it wouldn’t be worth the hassle, but apparently there was at least one gang in Dublin who were ahead of the curve on that.

“Would you look at this fuckin’ eejit,” said Delaney, extracting his little finger from his earhole and wiping it on his suit trousers.

“What?” said Bob.

“Bloody motorbike, zigzagging in and out of traffic like he’s the only one who has somewhere he needs to be.”

Bob looked into his side-view mirror and noticed a motorcycle courier on the driver’s side, a couple of cars back, weaving his way through the stationary traffic. It was only when the bike had drawn almost level with their car that the thought occurred to him: If the bike is on my side, how did Delaney see it? Answer – there were two bikes.

Two simultaneous thunking noises came from behind them. Bob turned to see a suction cup attached to the back-seat window behind Delaney. If he had looked into his wing mirror, he would have seen another affixed to the window behind him. But his attention was firmly fixed on the passenger-side biker, who had now pulled up adjacent to the front wheel. He was pointing a gun at them.

“Jesus,” said Delaney.

Bob spotted the movement as Delaney reached for his gun. He slammed his left arm across the other man’s body to stop him getting them both killed.

“Don’t be an idiot, he’s got us cold.”

Then, the other biker appeared on Bob’s side of the car. He reached onto the roof and grabbed something. It was a third suction cup, which he placed in the centre of the windscreen. From it, a cord stretched to the suction cups on both sides of the car.

“What the f—”

The second biker then withdrew something from his messenger bag and held it up for them to see. Bob had never seen one in real life but he had watched enough movies to know a grenade when he saw one. Like a close-up magician, the biker exaggerated his movements – showing them that he was suppressing the safety lever on the side of the grenade. Then, he carefully placed it into what looked like an over-sized eggcup on top of the suction cup on the windscreen. He withdrew his hands slowly. Mulholland nodded as the biker pointed to the lever that was still being suppressed by the holder. Then, with a flourish, he pulled the pin.

“Jesus H Christ!” said Delaney, blessing himself furiously. Mulholland wordlessly stared at the lever on the side of the grenade; it staying suppressed was the only thing keeping them alive.

Then the biker took an A4 piece of paper from his bag and placed it against the windscreen.

Please Read Carefully

Cord goes slack, grenade goes BOOM

Open a window – BOOM

Open a door – BOOM

Sit still. Turn off engine. Phone the bomb squad.

Have a nice day.

Both bikers then drove off. All in all, it had taken twenty-seven seconds to render the escort car utterly useless.

“I’m getting the fuck out of here,” said Delaney.

“Touch that door handle and I’ll shoot you.”

Bob carefully turned the engine off, gently put the handbrake on and then slowly picked up the mic on the radio. “Control, this is car alpha foxtrot four nine, we have a problem.”

Meanwhile, twenty feet away . . .

Frankie Stewart looked at the red light and then turned the newspaper over again. He’d already read it all once and the football news three times. He was going to read it again. This traffic was moving slower than pigs in blankets at a bar mitzvah and they were already behind schedule. He would no doubt get a bollocking. It didn’t matter that they were on a fixed route and traffic was traffic, he’d bet any money that arse of a manager at the College Green branch would have a moan at him anyway. Frankie didn’t care, his beloved Leeds United were top of the league again. The best young team in Europe, that’s what the bloke in the paper had said. They were going to dominate for a decade – easy.

A man in a parka with the hood up walked in front of the van. Pedestrians weaving in and out of traffic wound Frankie up. He’d seen some woman getting nailed on O’Connell Street by a cyclist only last week. Wasn’t the poor fella’s fault – if people will walk out into the middle of the road without paying attention, they’ve only themselves to blame. Come to that, it was cold out, but for once it wasn’t actually raining. What was this joker playing at with his hood up?

The man stopped and calmly placed an A4 piece of paper up against the driver’s-side window.

“What the . . .”

Frankie looked at the picture and then read the words under it. Then he looked at the picture again. He couldn’t take his eyes off of it.

Three soft taps brought Frankie back to the here and now. The man was holding a gun in his other hand and was tapping it against the window. Frankie looked into the face under the hood – blue eyes were the only things visible beneath the balaclava.

Frankie nodded, slowly reached forward and pressed the intercom button on the dash.

“Tina, listen to me. You need to open the back doors now.”

Tina’s crotchety old voice came back over the intercom. “Ara feck off, Frankie, I’m tired of your daft pranks. Are Butch and Sundance outside again?”

Frankie looked at the picture on the sheet again. It was of a nine-year-old girl, looking into the camera while holding up the front page of that morning’s newspaper. A copy of the same newspaper Frankie coincidentally held in his hands. She was smiling, happy. She was a dead ringer for her mother when she smiled.

“I swear on my life, Tina, this is real. There’s a picture. They’ve . . .” Frankie swallowed. “They’ve got my daughter.”

Twenty feet behind . . .

Bob Mulholland held the radio mic in his hand. He stared at the grenade on the windscreen and then he watched as the two motorbikes made their way towards the van three cars in front. He watched as its back door swung open and the female guard inside handed out a large bag. One of the bikers put his hand inside it, rummaged around and then tossed a wad of bills into the Liffey. Dye pack.

There was then an exchange of words before the other biker pushed the guard back inside and leaned into the van. He shook his head at the other biker. Clearly, they had been expecting there to be considerably more bags. They rode off. The second biker stopped briefly to pick up some fella in a parka and they were gone – one driving off down Ellis Street, the other cutting across the pavement on the Bloody Bridge, scattering pedestrians before zooming off down the side of the Guinness brewery.

Out of sight, and all in under eighty seconds.

The only way Bob could be certain it had really happened was he could clearly see the grenade still stuck to his windscreen.

Somewhere nearby, a woman screamed.


CHAPTER FOUR



Bunny took a deep breath and pushed open the door to O’Hagan’s. A rapturous cheer greeted his arrival. The pub contained enough Gardaí to comfortably police the All Ireland final, although many of them were already two drinks past an official warning had they been working. Gringo was at the corner table, the king of all he surveyed.

“Here he is,” he roared. “Happy birthday, amigo.”

Bunny looked around at the assembly. “Half the peelers in Dublin are here.”

“What can I say? As soon as they found out it was your birthday, there was no stopping them.”

“But it’s not my birthday.”

“You heard the man,” shouted Gringo.

The assembly all raised their glasses. “Cheers!”

One of the traditions of this now annual event was that every time Bunny denied it was his birthday, everyone had to drink.

Bunny McGarry was born on July 26th 1967. However, a few years ago Gringo had fancied a night on the beer with the lads, and his then wife, Sandra, never the most easy-going sort, had been far from keen. He’d got around this by making it Bunny’s birthday. Gringo was his only mate in the world and he couldn’t leave the poor sod alone on his birthday, so the story had gone. Sandra had bought it and so Bunny’s bullshit birthday bash had been born. It was now in its fourth year and, unlike Gringo’s marriage, it was going from strength to strength. As word had got around, the number of people attending the celebrations each year had grown. It said something for the mentality of the members of the Garda Síochána that they were far more likely to turn out to celebrate a fake birthday than a real one.

“You should have got here earlier,” said Gringo. “Butch has already canaried one of the new kids.”

“Ah feck it, I love when she does that!”

“Butch” was Detective Pamela Cassidy – self-described lesbian fundamentalist. The nickname was entirely ironic. While nobody would refer to her as such to her face, she could be accurately described as petite – maybe eight stone and change. Red-haired and fresh-faced with an angelic demeanour, she didn’t look like a copper – a fact she used to her full advantage. Rumour had it she had been just short of the officially mandated height requirement at the time she had joined the guards. However, she had also been an Irish judo champion, so someone higher up had made sure that allowances were made. The “canarying” was a tradition that would no doubt give the HR department at Garda HQ fits if they ever found out about it. What it consisted of was Cassidy aggressively coming on to any unaware male recruit. They ran a book on how long it took for the young fella to turn tail and run. Most normally bailed when she started talking about her collection of “implements”. Fastest was one minute fifteen, slowest was eight minutes twelve.

“How long did the lad last?” asked Bunny.

“Six minutes.”

“Very respectable showing. Who was it?”

“I don’t know his name,” said Gringo. “He’s that big lanky fella by the bar.”

Bunny looked over. “Is he normally that pale?”

“I doubt it.” Gringo pushed out a stool that he’d been saving for Bunny.

As Bunny sat down, a pint of stout appeared in front of him and he joined in the toasting of his own fraudulent celebration. “Happy fecking birthday to me – ye shower of pricks.”

They all cheered and then their attention diverted back to their own conversations.

“Anyway, amigo, I was just telling Garda Clarke here about your heroics today.”

Bunny could feel himself blush. Moira Clarke had been at the station a couple of years. She was a nice girl. Bunny had seen her play football for the Garda team at the civil service games last year; she had a good burst of speed on her.

“Ara, heroics me arse,” said Bunny. “Don’t mind his nonsense.”

“He’s too modest, Moira, that’s part of his charm. He’d be his generation’s John Wayne if he wasn’t so afflicted with that debilitating Cork accent.”

“Feck you.”

“Didn’t understand a word of that. So anyway, this fella’s up on the ledge of the building and he’s giving it, ‘Leave me alone, leave me alone – I’m jumping, I’m jumping, man!’ and Bunny, cool as a cucumber, just hops out there and goes, ‘Relax, take it easy, we’re all friends here.’ He has a very charming way about him when he wants to.”

Moira grinned. “Oh, I don’t doubt it.”

“So he’s all like, ‘Relax, have a smoke, let’s talk about this.’ He gives the lad a cig and then offers him a light and as he leans across – wham – slams the cuffs on him.”

Moira placed her hand on her mouth. “Oh my God.”

“And he’s like, ‘You want to jump, then let’s jump!’”

“Jesus!” said Moira. “And where were you when this was all going on?”

“Ah,” said Bunny. “Detective Sergeant Spain was down on the ground, supervising from a distance.”

Gringo looked affronted. “Grafton Street was packed with innocent women and children.”

“And men,” said Bunny.

“There’s no such thing as an innocent man,” said Gringo.

“You’re not wrong there,” agreed Clarke, before finishing off the last third of her pint with a flourish. “Besides, Gringo, you were right to be careful, what with you being only two days from retirement.”

Gringo slapped the table in frustration as Clarke roared with laughter.

“Seriously, Gringo, do you think there’s a guard in the country who hasn’t seen Lethal Weapon?”

“If there is, I’m going to find the poor bastard. I’m going to get this story circulating if it kills me.”

“Good luck,” said Clarke. “You’d have more chance of convincing people that Bunny has been a ghost this whole time.” She stood up. “Same again for the birthday boy?”

“Thanks, Moira,” said Bunny, “fierce kind of you.”

“Hey, what about me?” said Gringo.

“Why, DS Spain, I’m sure if you sit here long enough, some lucky lady will come bearing gifts of alcohol and peanuts.”

And with that she was off and away towards the crowded bar.

Gringo leaned across the table. “You should ask her out.”

“Moira?” said Bunny. “Don’t be daft. I’ve a good ten years on her.”

“And so what? Women go for the mature gentleman, y’know.”

Bunny belched. “I’ve been called a lot of things in my time but that’s a new one.”

“First time for everything.”

“Besides,” said Bunny, “she’s clearly gaga for Gringo, like every other lady in a five-mile radius.”

“Yeah, apart from the one I married.”

“Ah here, none of that. If I’m going along with this bullshit birthday, we’ll have none of your moping.”

Gringo held his hands up in surrender.

“Besides,” continued Bunny, “now that you’re about to be re-released onto the market, I can point out that I saw DS Jessica Cunningham on my way out of the station earlier. Apparently she is back from her stint in Galway and is working for Rigger O’Rourke now. You could resume your efforts at being the man who melts her frozen heart.”

Gringo actually blushed. “Shut up. I still can’t believe I told you that.”

DS Jessica Cunningham was mid-thirties, blonde, six foot, athletic and with all the natural warmth of a meat grinder. She was an infamous ball-breaker. Legend had it she once reported a fellow guard for being out of uniform. He had been wearing a Santa hat on Christmas Eve. To be fair, she was very good at the job. She had to be, as her ascension through the ranks certainly couldn’t be put down to her winning way with people. This wasn’t a woman having to be tough to live in the man’s world of policing either; Bunny knew several female guards who managed to do the job and retain membership of humanity. In fact, it was Detective Pamela Cassidy who had come up with Cunningham’s nickname. As these things went, it was both apposite and a guaranteed death sentence if you were foolish enough to repeat it in her presence. Robotits was not known for her sense of humour.

All of this meant that Bunny was in possession of what would be a seismic slice of gossip if he ever shared it with anyone. Namely, that prior to meeting his soon-to-be ex-wife, Gringo and DS Cunningham had enjoyed an “arrangement”.

Bunny leaned in and lowered his voice. “You never did tell me, what was the sex like?”

“Shut up.”

“I mean,” continued Bunny, “I’d imagine it’d be a bit like one of those insects where she rips your willy off when she’s done with you.”

“And to think, I was happy you didn’t fall off that building.”

“Maybe it was entirely the opposite though. Was she a crier? Were you a crier? I could easily see it ending in tears.”

“One more word out of you and this chat will end in tears.”

“So we’re agreed,” said Bunny, extending his pint out. “No more discussion of romance this evening.”

Gringo clinked glasses. “Done, ye prick.”

They both took a drag on their pints.

Truth be told, Gringo wasn’t exactly short of female attention. Tall and slim with brown hair, he bore more than a passing resemblance to a Star Wars-era Harrison Ford. So much so, that when he’d worn a waistcoat to Rigger O’Rourke’s wedding a couple of years ago, people had immediately taken to calling Bunny “Chewbacca”. It hadn’t stuck, thanks in no small part to the incident involving Bunny and the swan later in the evening, which had caused people to forget all about the Chewie references.

Bunny had met Gringo on their first day of Garda training down at Templemore, when he’d been assigned him as a criminology lab partner. Initially, Bunny had disliked him on principle. He looked like a bit of a poser – hell, he was a poser – but he’d grown on Bunny over time. Gringo’s saving grace was that he never took himself too seriously. They made an unlikely pair. Bunny, the rough-as-arseholes muck savage, and Gringo, the suave and calculating Dublin sophisticate. Beneath the stylish exterior, though, there was a rock-solid man. He’d never been anything but a good friend and – for what it was worth – a loyal husband, as far as Bunny knew, and Bunny would know more than anyone. He didn’t know much about these things but it seemed to him that Sandra, the soon-to-be-ex Mrs Spain, had always believed her husband was too good to be true. Her own insecurities had caused her to distrust him. She’d got more and more erratic through eight years of marriage, and then she’d left him for a landscape gardener. Last Bunny had heard, they’d a kid on the way. The divorce hadn’t even been finalised yet.

“So,” said Gringo, “I’ve a big night planned.”

“Good luck. I look forward to hearing all about it. I’m staying for a couple then I’m off to my bed.”

“Would you like to bet on that?”

“No, sergeant, I’ve more sense than to gamble with you.”


CHAPTER FIVE



Detective Inspector Fintan O’Rourke stood outside of the Burlington Hotel and pulled his coat around himself. A middle-aged couple – she in a no doubt expensive evening gown and he in the obligatory tux – were hissing venom at each other at that volume that draws more attention than actual shouting would. DI O’Rourke stood to one side, trying to not be noticed noticing.

“Would you stop showing me up, Dirvla?”

“Me? Showing you up? That’s rich! How dare you.”

“Christ, you’re always like this when you’ve had a drink.”

“Oh, blame it on me, of course. It had nothing to do with you fawning over that hussy like some lovesick teenager. You’re pathetic!”

“Can we not discuss this here?”

“We can discuss it in court. If she wants you, she can have you – because I’ve had enough.”

“Would you . . .”

Both parties stopped talking as the distinctive bulk of Commissioner Gareth Ferguson strode out the main doors, a pack of Wellington’s cigars already in his hand.

The man smiled. “Commissioner.”

He nodded back. “Councillor, leaving so soon?”

“Ah, the wife’s not feeling well.”

She nodded along enthusiastically.

“Sorry to hear that. Safe home, Dirvla.”

A taxi pulled up. “Thank you, Commissioner.”

The man held the door open for his wife. “I won’t be long, dear, you take care of yourself.”

“I’ll see you at home, darling.”

And with that, she was gone – off to a life of quiet desperation, via a bottle of gin.

Her husband smiled at Commissioner Ferguson, who was now standing beside O’Rourke, puffing a cigar into life. He considered joining them, but veered off back through the hotel’s front door when the commissioner met his advance with a simple headshake.

Commissioner Gareth Ferguson was a large and imposing figure of a man. Six foot four with an immense girth, he had the kind of presence normally exuded by heavy artillery. His voice could boom, when so moved, to the point that it could be heard two floors down, and his stare had been known to make grown men cry. The concierge who had been standing behind O’Rourke, to avoid being in the blast zone of the domestic squabble, now noticed he was getting a low-wattage version of the Ferguson stare and scurried away out of earshot.

The commissioner took a long drag on his cigar and then blew the smoke up into the air. “O’Rourke.”

“Commissioner.”

“Did I hear you ran another marathon there recently?”

“Yes, thank you, sir.”

“Nothing in that statement was a compliment.” Ferguson gave O’Rourke the kind of look that made him feel like the last sausage at the butcher’s. “D’ye know,” continued Ferguson, “many would consider me a powerful man. A man who strikes fear into the souls of villains and Gardaí alike as required.”

O’Rourke shuffled his feet nervously. “Yes, sir.”

“Do you think then, it would have an unduly positive effect on the morale of the country’s criminal fraternity if they knew that my sainted wife has banned me from smoking my cigars inside any and all buildings that she is in?”

“Well, I—”

“Understand,” said Commissioner Ferguson, “I don’t mean rooms, I mean buildings. This hotel contains probably, what, a thousand people right now? Many of whom are smoking, almost all of whom are drinking – not to mention droning on at one another and, in the case of at least one prominent minister who shall remain nameless, farting their way through a five-course meal like a herd of nervous heifers at an abattoir; and yet, to enjoy one of my few indulgences, I have to step outside. The sheer injustice of it is galling.”

O’Rourke said nothing, reckoning that he wasn’t required for this part of the conversation.

Ferguson took another deep drag and blew a couple of smoke rings into the Dublin night sky.

“Well,” he said, “was it him?”

“We’re still analysing the crime scene, sir, and taking statements from the . . .”

O’Rourke noticed that he was now on the end of the Ferguson stare. “Yes, we believe it was Tommy Carter and his crew. The level of sophistication involved – we seriously doubt that anyone else would have the capability.”

“You’ve been on these bastards for six months, Fintan, and you’d no idea this was coming?”

O’Rourke took a breath to try and measure his tone. “No, sir, I knew ‘this’ was coming, I just didn’t know exactly what ‘this’ would be. With all due respect, I told you as much two weeks ago. The problem we have is this crew are impossible to crack. Us knowing who they are doesn’t bother them in the least. They are tight, fiercely loyal and they know what they’re doing. Hell, seeing as two of them are ex-Army Rangers, we trained them to know what they’re doing. As if all that wasn’t enough, again, as I told you, the Clanavale Estate is a nightmare. Tommy Carter runs it and we can’t get near—”

Ferguson raised his hand. “Alright, Fintan, calm down. I appreciate the difficulties. Tell me about the grenade.”

“They strapped it to the front window of the escort vehicle, sir, with an elasticated band around the car, taking the car completely out of commission and rendering the two officers powerless to do anything. If they tried to get out, lower a window or even shoot through one . . .”

“We’d have been scraping them up for a week,” finished Ferguson. “Devilishly clever. The chief of staff of the defence forces is inside, I must compliment him on the quality of devious bastards his training is cranking out.”

“The Quays had to be closed off for three hours while the device was ‘made safe’. Well, that’s what we’re telling the press.”

“Meaning?”

“It was a fake, sir. Albeit a very convincing one. The officers couldn’t have known. Carter’s crew has used live explosives in the past. The bomb squad was using the robot on it when . . .”

Ferguson pulled the cigar from his mouth. “What?”

“It started laughing, sir. It contained a recording device and—”

“For Christ’s sake, Fintan!”

“Sir.”

“And how come they had a picture of the driver’s bloody child? They’ve clearly got inside help.”

“Undoubtedly, sir, although we believe the photo was doctored.”

“What?”

“We’re still checking, but we believe it was a school photo of the child holding a certificate. They altered it to be today’s newspaper. Any parent is going to—”

“Yes, yes,” said Ferguson. “You’re not the only one with kids, Fintan.”

“We think they must have known the work rotas for the drivers. I’ve got my people looking into it and . . .” O’Rourke hesitated. This was the bit that needed to be handled with kid gloves. “About the route, sir.”

“Ah yes, these so-called ‘randomised’ routes that these vans are on to prevent precisely this. How did they get around that bit? Let me guess – employed a bloody psychic?”

“Ehm, no, sir. You remember the review of procedures that Deputy Commissioner Geraghty oversaw in the summer?”

“Yes, yes. I remember the argument the two of you had about the resources, too. You banging the table for more bodies for your investigation team, him for his protection team.”

“Well, after the job in Tallaght, sir – the one with the fake roadworks – the DC said escort vehicles had to scout the route beforehand to make sure there wasn’t . . .”

Ferguson turned his eyes to the heavens. “They followed the bloody escort car?”

“In a manner of speaking. Tracker, sir. The bomb squad found it on the escort vehicle as part of their checks. We’ve already found one on another of our cars and we’re checking the rest.”

Ferguson petulantly flicked the stub of his cigar into the nearby bushes. “They were tracking our own bloody cars? This is . . . Christ knows what the hell this is, but I’d imagine we’re going to be a laughing stock in the press, that’s for bloody sure. And Fintan, political animal that you are, I’m sure some journo somewhere has already got a whisper of the clash between yourself and the deputy commissioner. I would urge you to remember that there is more than enough damage here to end two promising careers.”

“This isn’t a turf war for me, sir. I just want to take these bastards down.”

Ferguson raised an eyebrow. “How noble. Well played. I almost believed you. I don’t suppose there are any silver linings to be found in this cloud of shit?”

“Actually, sir, there is one. The van. Ordinarily it should’ve held about six hundred grand on that run, but a counting machine broke down at the depot.”

“You’re kidding me?”

“We’re getting absolute confirmation, but for all their effort, they only got just shy of thirty-eight grand.”

A grin spread across Ferguson’s face. “Oh me oh my, it seems Mr Carter and his boys are going to be having nearly as bad a night as we are.”

“Maybe worse, sir. If our intelligence is right, they had big plans for the money. We think they’re now short and they might just be a little desperate. We might finally have an advantage.”

Commissioner Ferguson pulled up the trousers of his dinner suit and belched loudly. “Well, out with it, Fintan, what do you need?”

“Less of a what, sir, and more of a who.”


CHAPTER SIX



“I’m fecking starving.”

Gringo continued walking forward but pirouetted nimbly to address the straggling half of the expedition. “For Christ’s sake, Bunny, you’d three packets of roasted peanuts back at O’Hagan’s, how much food do you need?”

“I’d about a dozen pints too. Them nuts are floating in that much stout, none of them have even hit the sides yet. Can we not stop for a burger?”

“No, because you’ll never start again. I know what you’re like. You’ll be asleep in Maccy D’s in under five minutes, ye big baby.”

They were walking alongside St Stephen’s Green, past the couples with their hands out, vainly trying to flag a taxi. As Gringo spoke, one cruised around the corner with its light on. A gangly lad in his early twenties leapt out in front of it, waving his arms with the kind of frenzy that was normally the preserve of the shipwrecked.

“Get it, Niall, get it!” screamed his lady friend, her high heels in one hand and a wilting rose in the other.

The taxi swerved and honked. Niall stood in the road, angrily gesturing as it disappeared around the corner, its light still on. “Your light is on ye . . . ye . . . ye . . .”

“Bollocks!” screeched Niall’s lady friend in assistance.

“Yeah,” said Niall, heading back to shore, draped in the body language of abject despair.

“C’mon, Niall, that good taxi rank I was telling ye about is only up around the corner there.”

“Ah,” said Bunny, watching on, “the mythical good taxi rank, oft spoken of, rarely if ever seen.”

“You’re not wrong, amigo,” said Gringo. “I reckon it’s a government-sponsored form of contraception. Why else are there so few taxis in this town? It’s their way of keeping the birth rate down. In most other parts of the world, getting the girl to agree to go home with you in the first place would be the tricky part. Here, it’s the actually getting there bit that’s the challenge.”

“Fair point. D’ye think that explains why people who live near the city centre have so many kids?”

Gringo rubbed his chin. “That’s a . . . that’s a good point. I never thought of that. You’re not just a pretty face, amigo.”

“Speaking of pretty faces, shouldn’t you turn yours around?”

Gringo threw his arms expansively wide while continuing to walk backwards. “I am a man of many talents, muchacho, walking arse-first is but one of—”

Gringo was interrupted by a loose paving stone and gravity, his hands grasping for the night sky even as his legs went from under him and his arse ended up deposited in a large pile of bin bags.

He looked up to see Bunny bent double above him, howling with laughter.

“Well, help me up.”

Bunny flapped his hand in admonishment. He looked in danger of passing out from a lack of oxygen, grasping at a nearby railing for support.

Two girls walked by, their arms wrapped ineffectually around themselves as they huddled against the biting winter chill.

“Would ye look at that, Janet, someone threw out a perfectly good auld fella.”

Bunny looked at the two girls and his hysterics redoubled.

“Who’re you calling old?” Gringo put his hands down to try and push himself up and grimaced as something squelched under his right palm.

“Ah for . . .”

Bunny wiped the sleeve of his anorak across his tear-stained face. “Now it really is my birthday. The state of ye.”

“Yes, ha ha, lap it up, ye big culchie. Now, help me up.”

Bunny extended his hand and pulled Gringo upright. “Is that a new cologne you’re wearing there, DS Spain? You’re smelling fierce ravishing.”

“Yeah, it’s called Eau de Cork. Now c’mon, it’s not that much further to this place.” Gringo started striding along the footpath.

“Seriously? Are you not taking your soggy-bin arse as a sign from God to call it a night?”

“No! In fact, I’m on a mission from God! This place serves until the wee small hours, and you can get food there.”

“Really?”

“It’s that trick to get around the licensing laws. It’s a club, serves food. Well, a sort of sweet-and-sour pot-luck surprise.”

“Sounds delightful,” said Bunny.

“I’ve seen you eat how many kebabs? And you still can’t tell me what kind of meat is in one.”

“Kebab.”

They were now back at the end of Grafton Street. The proximity to the events of earlier in the day hadn’t struck Gringo until they were just around the corner. He looked down the street and up to the ledge where he’d watched Bunny and Rory Coyne tussle a few hours before.

“Here we are,” said Bunny, “back at the scene of the crime.”

Gringo stopped and put his hand out. “Just, look, I . . . You know, whatever happens I’ll back you up but . . . that shit today, they could be power-washing you off the pavement now.”

“Ara Gringo, I never knew you cared.”

Gringo’s tone dropped enough to wipe the grin off Bunny’s face. “Listen to me. That was . . . you freak me out, Bunny. You don’t . . . look, you need to take care of yourself, alright? You might not be too bothered whether you live or die, but I am.”

“Ah, would ye calm the feck down, Gringo.”

Bunny went to walk off but Gringo grabbed his arm and held him. “Just listen, OK? Since that thing a couple of years ago—”

“We’re not talking about that.”

“I know,” said Gringo, “fair enough. But, since then . . . You’re my best friend, ye dozy plank, and I’m the only one close enough to know, but you’re not that bothered about getting home safe and that scares the shit out of me.”

“Leave me alone, I’m fine.”

“There’s more to life than this job and an under-12 hurling team—”

“Best under-12 hurling team in the county!” interjected Bunny.

“But still, only a hurling team. You need a little balance in your life and possibly – just throwing it out there – it’d do you the power of good to get laid.”

Bunny placed one of his big meaty paws on Gringo’s shoulder. “I’m afraid, Timothy, I just don’t think of you in that way.”

“Yeah, yeah, the night is young. C’mon, talk and walk, I’m getting cold.”

Bunny patted Gringo’s cashmere coat. “Well, if you will dress for style over comfort.”

“Says the anorak boy. C’mon.”

Gringo nodded his head towards King Street and they started trudging in that direction, past the waifs and strays staggering home from the pubs and clubs in ones and twos.

“Seeing as we’re talking about the things we don’t talk about,” said Bunny, “you seem to be enjoying the odd game of cards more regularly these days.”

Gringo laughed. “I go down to Richie’s and play the occasional hand, big deal.”

“You were in that game at Daly’s during the week, too.”

“Having me followed now are you, detective?”

“No, should I be?”

Gringo took a poker chip out of his pocket and flicked it off his thumb. “Relax, amigo. Now that I’m wifeless, I need to find something to occupy my time. I’m thinking of going pro. I need to get me one of those cowboy hats you see the guys on the TV wearing.”

“Ah, pro, is it? Is that why you turned down Creevy’s offer?”

Gringo looked across at Bunny. “How do you know about that?”

“Christ’s sake, Gringo, nobody gossips like coppers. Everyone is busting their bollocks to get an assignment like the Criminal Assets Bureau and you’re turning it down?”

Gringo shrugged. “I’m not that bothered. Lots of paperwork. If I wanted to be an accountant I’d have just become one.”

“That’s bullshit. Look, don’t be fecking stupid and let me hold you back.”

“You’re not. I like working with you. We’re a good team.”

“Yeah, and if you weren’t spending your time keeping me out of trouble with the higher-ups, think where you’d be.”

“I’d be lumbered with some stuffed-shirt pencil-pusher. You’re an annoying prick, McGarry, but you’re my annoying prick. We’re a team, and besides, I asked around, everyone else understands even less of what you say than I do.”

“Is that right, ye little cloth-eared Dublin gobshite, ye?”

“I got none of that.”

“Oh, you’re a fecking laugh riot, aren’t you?”

Gringo furrowed his brow in mock consternation. “Something about a goat?”

“I’ll boot your bollocks into a different time zone in a minute.”

They turned the corner onto Mercer Street, careful to avoid the remnants of some curry chips that may or may not have been eaten before being discarded onto the pavement.

“Oh, speaking of your love life,” said Gringo, “here’s your old flame.”

Shambling towards them down the pavement came the familiar figure of Mary Murtagh, or “Magpie Mary” as she was affectionately known. Well into her sixties, she’d been homeless since before Bunny had begun to patrol the streets. She wore an old plastic tiara pinned to her blonde bird’s nest of a hairdo and, on the back of her ragged coat, a tattered pair of angel’s wings that she’d picked up somewhere, probably discarded by a hen do. She always wore make-up, too – enthusiastically if messily applied – although it was a mystery as to where it came from. The overall look reminded Bunny of a doting grandma who had allowed her beloved grandchildren more leeway than was prudent. There had been several attempts over the years to move Mary into stable accommodation, but it hadn’t taken. She had her shed down by the train tracks and that was all she wanted. She roamed the streets, her ever-present shopping trolley filled with her most treasured possessions. That was where her name came from: if it glittered and could be found discarded in a skip or sticking out of a bin, Magpie Mary would retrieve and treasure it.

Bunny’s first contact with Mary had been a memorable incident. An overly zealous supermarket employee had been sent out with a van to retrieve wayward shopping trollies and had believed his remit extended to the repatriation of Mary’s chariot. This had resulted in a screaming fit on Wellington Quay that’d almost led to Mary being sectioned and the supermarket employee being hospitalised. Otherwise, she was a sweet old dear.

“Here she is,” said Bunny, “my favourite girl!”

Mary looked up and gave them a dazed smile. “Ah, good evening, gentlemen.” Her voice was slurred and slow. Normally, she spoke in a mellifluous Dublin warble of inexplicable poshness.

“You alright there, Mary?” asked Gringo. “Been having yourself a nip against the cold night chill?”

Bunny bowed theatrically before her. “Come, my darling Mary, let me whisk you away from all of this and we shall dance the light fandango in the moonlight, whatever the feck a fandango is.”

“Now, Bunny, you know how I feel about that potty mouth.”

Bunny clasped his hands to his chest. “I do apologise, m’lady. How uncouth of me.” Bunny’s voice returned to normal. “How are you keeping, Mary?”

She didn’t respond. Her trolley clonked into the railings and she looked down at it, an expression of woozy confusion on her overly made-up face.

Bunny and Gringo glanced at each other.

“Are you alright, Mary?” said Gringo.

She swayed slightly and he stepped forward to place a steadying hand on her arm. He raised the other to her face and gently turned it. Blood trickled from a wound on her temple, a crust of dried blood beneath.

“Christ! What happened?”

“Demons!” she responded. “Demons! Young ruffians tried to take Mary’s crown! How dare they!”

Bunny’s fists clenched. “Where are they?”

Mary looked around her. “I was . . . there were . . . I’m . . .” She looked up into the night sky, lit by streetlights and weak moonlight, as if trying to navigate by unseen stars. “Where am I?”

“OK,” said Gringo. “C’mon Mary, let’s get you sitting down for a sec.” He led her over towards some steps below a fire exit and gently guided her down. “Right, let’s have a look at you.” He carefully pushed her hair aside and looked at the damage. “Oh dear, this isn’t great, Mary. We’re going to have to get you a bit of help.”

“Oh no,” she replied, weakly trying to push his hands away. “There’s no need to make a fuss.”

“Nonsense,” said Gringo. “It’s no trouble at all.”

Gringo leaned back to Bunny and spoke quietly. “She’s going to have to go to A&E, this looks nasty.”

“Right. I’ll phone for an ambulance – but this time of night, it might take a while.”

“Yeah,” said Gringo, then stopped as he noticed a taxi coming around the corner. “Unless . . .”

Gringo strode into the road, forcing the taxi to stop. The driver honked hard in irritation. Gringo whipped his wallet out of his inside coat pocket, opened it and held it up. The driver lowered his window and stuck his head out.

“What the fuck do you think you’re playing at?”

“Gardaí,” said Gringo, and then indicated towards Mary. “I’m afraid this lady needs to be taken to hospital.”

The driver indicated the blonde woman in her twenties in his passenger seat, and her three friends in the back, two male, one female. “I’ve already got a fare.”

“This is an emergency. Drop her down to the Mater Hospital, it’ll take you ten minutes.”

“So call an ambulance, that’s what they’re there for.”

“I’m appealing to your sense of civic duty, sir. The emergency services are overstretched at this time on a Friday night.”

“So are the taxis.”

The blonde in the front seat lowered her window and stuck her sour expression out into the night air. “Look, we’ve a bleedin’ house party to get to. Do your fucking job and get out of the bleedin’ road.”

Gringo gave her a steely-eyed look for a moment. “Very well, madam, have it your way. Detective McGarry – do you have reason to believe that these people might be in possession of controlled substances?”

“Indeed I do, Detective Sergeant Spain.”

Gringo gave the blonde a pointed look. “Do you feel a search may be in order?”

“I do,” agreed Bunny.

The blonde’s expression went up a whole lemon in the sour stakes. “Go ahead ye spanner, see if I—” She was interrupted by the doors on either side of the back seat opening simultaneously and the other passengers hurriedly exiting the vehicle. “What the fuck are—”

A young guy with spiky peroxide blond hair smiled nervously at the assembly. “It’s fine, we can walk from here.”

“But we—”

“C’mon Karen.”

“But—”

“Come on, Karen!” He said the words through gritted teeth as he furiously bobbed his head to the side.

Karen sneered at Gringo one last time, opened her door and clomped off angrily after the rest of the party. “D’ye know your problem, Darren? Ye’ve no bollocks. You’re like one of them you-nicks.”

Bunny turned to Mary. “C’mon, m’lady, your carriage awaits.” Mary took his proffered arm and unsteadily got to her feet.

“This is nonsense,” said the driver, “you can’t commandeer my taxi. I’ve got rights.”

Gringo leaned in. “Calm down. Look,” he produced one of his cards from his pocket and held it out for him, “how would you like a friend in the police?”

“I’ve already got lots of friends on the force.”

“OK,” said Gringo, “how would you like a couple of enemies?” He pointed across at Bunny, who was helping Mary towards the taxi. “That’s Detective Bunny McGarry, he’s got this whole damsel-in-distress thing going on that, believe me, you do not want to get on the wrong side of.”

The driver shook his head in resignation. “She’d better not stink out my taxi.”

“You’ll live.” Gringo produced a pen from his pocket, flipped his business card over and started writing on the back of it. “Sister Elaine Doyle. She should be working A&E, or, if not, the head nurse will know her. Give her this note, tell her it’s from DS Tim Spain and she’ll take care of her for me.”

The taxi driver took the card reluctantly and then watched as Gringo carefully wrote his licence plate down on the back of another one.

“I said I’d do it.”

“Good man,” said Gringo. “I’ll be ringing to check in the morning, so you’d better make sure you do.”

As Gringo spoke, Bunny opened the back door and guided Mary in. As he did so, he gave a wave to the five cars that were now waiting behind them.

“Wait,” said Mary. “My things! All my precious things!”

Gringo looked at the shopping trolley and then back at the taxi driver.

“Open the boot.”

Three minutes later, Bunny and Gringo stood on the pavement, watching the taxi disappear around the corner – its boot open and tied down with climbing rope to hold Mary’s trolley in.

“Fancy a pint?”

“Gasping for one.”


CHAPTER SEVEN



Bunny gawped at the sign that dangled over the doorway, then at Gringo, then back at the sign.

“No fecking way.”

“Don’t be so close-minded.”

Bunny pointed an accusatory finger at the sign that indicated the establishment was Charlie’s Private Members’ Club – Dublin’s Premier Jazz Emporium. “Fecking skiddle-dee-diddly-wah-wah daddy-o jazz? Have you lost what little mind you have left? You know I wouldn’t be caught dead in some wanky jazz club.”

“Which is exactly why I didn’t tell you where we were going. But look – we’re here now.”

“No way. Jazz, me hole. I’m not watching some navel-gazing numpty in a turtleneck playing all the right notes but in the wrong order. Goodnight, Eileen.”

“You’re supposed to be a fan of music.”

“Indeed I am,” said Bunny. “Bit of Springsteen, nothing better. Johnny Cash is the man. I’ll even go you some Led Zeppelin and your man who blew his brains out . . .” Bunny clicked his fingers at Gringo.

“Kurt Cobain?”

“Had some tunes. I’ve also got a soft spot for Rage Against the Machine.”

“Unexpected.”

“My point is, I’m a fan of music, but jazz isn’t music. Jazz is some cockwomble in a beret, wanking himself off with a saxophone.”

“Sax-a-phobic, are we?”

“Don’t come that with me, Clarence from the E Street Band is a legend, but he’s not doing a twenty-minute atonal arse-clenching solo that sounds like someone sodomising a goose.”

Gringo folded his arms. “Would you calm down? We’re going in for a couple of drinks. It’s a late bar and there’s a bit of grub. You do pick the weirdest things to get on your high horse about. We’ll just stay for one if you don’t like it.”

Bunny looked at the sign again, as if he was half expecting it to leap off the wall and bite him. “First sign of a beret . . .”

“Good man.” Gringo patted Bunny on the shoulder and started down the stairs. “Rage Against the Machine? Really?”

“Oh yeah. ‘Feck you, I won’t do what you tell me.’”

“Noted.”

Gringo pushed open the door and led the way inside. A wave of warm air, stale smoke and murmured conversation swirled around them. Bunny surveyed the room sceptically. Charlie’s was a small-sized bar but a decent-sized basement. Groups of people huddled around tables. There was an undue prominence of beards but thankfully no berets in sight. Gringo exchanged smiles with the bouncer on the door and a couple of patrons on the way in. Bunny assumed he’d been there a few times before although it was hard to tell. Gringo was the kind of person people instinctively smiled back at.

A small bar stood in the corner and to its right sat an equally small stage, which seemed to be ninety per cent occupied by a grand piano. Behind it sat a short man with tightly cropped, wiry silver hair and a face of pained concentration as he worked the keys, coaxing a not unpleasant staccato melody from them.

Gringo leaned into Bunny’s ear. “That’s the owner, Noel. He’s a dab hand on the piano, only . . .”

“Only what?”

As Bunny looked at him, he noticed his head twitch violently to the left and words spasm forth: “Yada, big cocks!”

“He’s got that whatchamacallit,” said Gringo.

Tinkle tinkle . . . “Yada, fannies. Fannies!”

“Tourette’s?” asked Bunny.

“That’s the one.”

“Is that not a bit of a professional drawback?”

“Not if you own the place. Honestly, you get used to it surprisingly quickly.”

A couple got up from the cramped booth in the corner and left. Gringo nodded at it and he and Bunny slipped in. Gringo leaned back against the wall and surveyed the room. “See, amigo, it’s not that bad.”

“Yeah, so far.”

“Yada, big cocks!”

One of the smartly suited group of men on the next table guffawed and repeated “Yada, big cocks.” His companions shushed him, even as they shared a grin.

“So far,” repeated Bunny.

“It’s good that you’re expanding your horizons, Bunny.” Gringo stood and placed his cashmere coat down beside his stool. “I’ll get them in. You, relax – take your anorak off or you won’t feel the benefit.”

Gringo moved through the tables to the bar. Begrudgingly, Bunny slipped his anorak off and placed it under the table. Then he took his phone out and checked it, for the want of something to do. He had no new messages but he read some old ones, for reasons he didn’t fully understand. He considered playing Snake but thought that might make him look like a bit of a sad sack.

The lanky one amongst the suits at the next table guffawed along with every involuntary invective that came from behind the piano. Bunny noticed some disapproving looks from other patrons that went unheeded.

After a couple of minutes of dead time, Gringo returned and placed two large whiskeys down on the table.

“What madness is this?”

Gringo shrugged an apology. “Look, they don’t have stout.”

Gringo cut Bunny’s tirade off while he was still drawing the breath with which to deliver it. “Chill out, amigo. You like whiskey, remember? It brings out your cheerful side.”

“It’ll have its work cut out for it,” grumbled Bunny.

“That’s why I got doubles. Let’s see if it can’t rise to the challenge. Speaking of which, excuse me while I go water the plants.”

Gringo turned and headed towards the door in the corner. As he passed a table, he nodded to a man wearing a long brown coat with a regrettable earring and goatee combination. The man was accompanied by a brunette wearing enough jewellery to start her own market stall. Bunny watched the man whisper something to the woman before he headed after Gringo. Probably nothing. A sip of whiskey and a glance confirmed to Bunny that his interest was being noted by the woman. Bunny looked at his phone again and noted the time. 1:26 am. Give it four minutes. He was suspicious by nature and doubly so of anyone who voluntarily agreed to be in the company of jazz.

Bunny examined the surface of the table, pockmarked with scars and cigarette burns, wobbling under the weight of Gringo’s whiskey glass. He guessed the mood lighting was hiding all manner of decor sins.

The song finished and there was an unenthused ripple of applause.

“Yada bollocks!”

There were a few moments of silence, save for the murmured conversation. One of the trio at the next table went to get drinks while the lanky one told a good joke badly.

Then another song began, the piano drifting into a soft, contemplative melody. Then a female voice chimed in – deep, rich, sensuous and sad all at the same time. It started slow, and built.

Bunny didn’t turn around. He sat there, his drink sitting forgotten in his hand as the voice filled the room.

Caught between,
What I know and what I mean,
Helpless to resist,
Not the one who started this.
Falling deep into your eyes,
You know that you hypnotise,
I can’t resist this sweet attack,
So don’t you dare love me back.



The voice swam around him, singing a now wordless melody that seemed to go against the piano and yet, at the same time, fitted it perfectly. They danced in and out of each other in a way Bunny had never heard before.

The lanky one from the next table’s voice crashed in like an unwelcome guest, humming along, deliberately out of tune.

“Shush, Victor.”

“Should do a bit of Frank Sinatra. Something we know.”

Bunny’s hand was on the back of the lanky one’s neck before he’d even had the thought. He pulled him close and leaned into his ear. “You need to be quiet now.”

Bunny pushed him away, with just a touch more force than was required.

The velvety words swam around him once more.

My heart trapped under,
My world torn asunder,
What you do, only you know,
Why it is, I can’t go.
I was gone even as I fell,
No escaping from your spell,
I can’t resist this sweet attack,
So don’t you dare love me back.



Meanwhile, Gringo stood at one of the two urinals and relieved a pressing concern.

“Ahh, sweet release.”

The expected figure of Damo Marsden appeared beside him, leaning against the wall.

“Do you have something for me?”

Gringo looked down. “Not just now, Damo, unless you’re looking to take our relationship in an unexpected direction?”

“Very funny. Where’s my money?”

“Again, my hands are a bit full at the minute, unless you’d like to hold this for me?”

Marsden sneered and moved aside, leaning against the sink.

Gringo shook extensively and then put himself away. He turned to see Marsden standing there with his hand out. Gringo nodded at the sink.

“Hygiene, Damian. You don’t know where I’ve been.”

Marsden begrudgingly moved. Gringo washed his hands thoroughly and reached across for the disposable towels, spending an undue amount of time drying them. Marsden looked at the ceiling and blew out a sigh.

Point made, Gringo tossed the paper towels in the bin and pulled a wad of notes out of his pocket. “Two grand.”

“Very funny, you owe me eight.”

“And here’s two of it. You’ll get the rest next week.”

Marsden took a step towards him. Gringo was tall, but Marsden’s six-foot-five meant he could still tower over him. “I think you’ve got me confused with the credit union.”

“And I think you’ve got me confused with someone who finds you intimidating, Damian. Don’t forget who I am.”

“Oh,” said Marsden, “don’t worry – I haven’t. How would your bosses like it if they found out one of their golden boys was running up gambling debts?”

“Try and find out and you’ll be in a world of hurt, Damo. Now calm down. You’ll get the rest next week.”

“Someone pulls this shite, they normally catch a beating.”

“Do they?” Gringo calmly looked up into the other man’s eyes. He could almost see the calculations running backwards and forward behind his pupils. “Don’t bluff me, Damo, you’ve not got the face for it.”

“Yeah, Gringo, well if you know so much about that, how come you’re in eight large to me?”

“Bad run of cards is all. Temporary thing.”

Marsden took a step back. “That so? How come I’m hearing that I’m not the only one holding your paper then?”

Gringo laughed and threw a lightning-quick punch into Marsden’s kidneys, stepping to the side as the taller man crumpled to the floor. He grabbed a handful of greasy hair and pulled his head back up. “If I hear that you’ve been discussing my affairs again, our next chat will be a lot less polite, Damian. I expect a certain degree of discretion from a man in your position. Do you understand me?”

The response came out as a stringy croak. “Who d’ye think you’re fucking with?”

Gringo leaned in and smiled sweetly. “I don’t care. You’ll get the rest of your money next week. Until then, I expect you to keep your mouth shut. Are we clear?”

Marsden held Gringo’s gaze for a long moment and then gave the slightest of nods.

Gringo released his hair and wiped his palm on his jeans. He tossed the two grand onto the floor in front of him.

“There’s your money. Don’t forget to wash your hands. That floor is manky.”

The song was coming to an end as Gringo sat back down. “So have ye—”

“Shush!”

Gringo was taken aback. Bunny was sitting there, eyes closed, his face a picture of serene contemplation.

Gringo glanced at the stage over his partner’s shoulder. The black woman who’d served him drinks earlier had joined Noel on stage. She had long dark hair that hung down over her right eye, almost covering that side of her face. She was maybe five four, with brown eyes and full lips. She wore a figure-hugging blue dress that looked like something from the Fifties, but she was making it work. It was strange – it was definitely the same woman who’d served him minutes before, but she looked very different now, as if some internal light had suddenly been turned on. She was not paying the slightest bit of attention to anyone in the room as she sang, standing behind one of those large silver-grilled vintage mics, swaying with the music and humming a soft melody.

As the last notes ended on the piano, the room applauded with genuine enthusiasm, although only one member of the audience was on his feet.

The woman smiled sheepishly in acknowledgment of the applause and moved back behind the bar.

“Glorious. Fecking glorious.”

“Eh, Bunny?”

“What a voice, like. Tremendous.”

“Yeah. Ehm – everyone else has stopped clapping.”

Bunny looked down at his hands as if he’d just become aware of their behaviour. “Oh right, yeah.” His face flushed. “Very good.” He sat back down.

At the piano, Noel began a jaunty number, unaccompanied save for his own random profanity.

“Anyway,” said Gringo, “I know I was in the jacks for a while but I’m afraid you’ll have to move. You’re in the seat belonging to my jazz-hating friend and he’ll be back in a minute.”

“Ah shut up. That wasn’t jazz, that was . . . I don’t know what that was, but it wasn’t  . . .”

Gringo looked at the bar, where the woman was now back serving once again. “She’s pretty damn cute too.”

“What? Is she?” said Bunny. “Yeah, I suppose. I’d not really noticed.” He glanced at the bar, then looked away, then stole another look.

Gringo gave him an appraising look over his glass as he held it before his lips. “If I believed for one second that you hadn’t noticed, I’d be recommending you getting demoted from the rank of detective immediately.” He threw the guts of a double whiskey back and winced as the sourness burned at the back of his throat. He held his glass up. “Your round.”

“Right, yeah,” said Bunny. He glanced up at the bar, confirmed there was one and only one member of staff in evidence. “Give it a minute, I’ll . . .”

Gringo laughed. “D’ye know something? You are nothing short of adorable, ye big culchie muppet. You sit here and keep looking all mean and moody, I’ll get these. I’ve just remembered I’ve not got you anything for your birthday yet.”

Bunny’s voice became an urgent whisper. “Don’t be a gobshite. Sit – don’t say anything. Feck, it’s not even me birthday.”

The last words were swept away in Gringo’s wake as he nimbly dodged away from Bunny’s grasp. He ruffled the big man’s hair on the way past and was gone.

Bunny fidgeted with the bar mat in front of him before ripping the corner off it. Bloody Gringo, could never leave well enough alone. For want of anywhere else to look, Bunny scanned the room. The tall guy with the regrettable goatee was back with his female companion. They seemed to be having an animated conversation, but his eyes followed Gringo’s progress towards the bar. The other patrons seemed to be enjoying their drinks, oblivious to the atom bomb of humiliation whistling its way downwards towards Bunny.

He was looking for any distraction, and it found him in the form of the stocky one from the table of besuited gigglers beside him.

He loomed over Bunny. “Hey, what do you think you’re doing putting your hands on my friend?”

Bunny didn’t even look up. “He was being rude. I asked him to keep it down.”

“And what’s it to you?”

Bunny picked up his glass and swirled the remains of his drink around in it. “I’m like a modern-day Mary fecking Poppins. I fly around the place giving lessons in manners.”

Without moving his head, Bunny glanced to the side. The lanky one and the fat one were a rapt audience for this little play.

“You put your hands on somebody where I’m from, that’s fighting talk.”

Bunny finally looked up. “That’s talk is it? What, are you deaf? Is it some form of sign language?”

“I’ll sign language you in a minute.”

“Jesus,” said Bunny. “No offence, but you are terrible at this. Do you want to go back and send Lanky or Tubs over, see if they might do any better?”

Stocky leaned on the table, in a way he’d probably seen in a movie – one where you intimidated somebody by giving them a wide open shot at everywhere from your knackers up.

He lowered his voice an octave. “You’re not taking me seriously.”

Bunny leaned back on his stool. “No, no I’m not. A smart man would ask himself why that is. Why I appear to be completely and utterly unaffected by your little hard-man routine here. A smart man might take a moment’s pause to consider that. So prove you’re smarter than you look there, fella. Go back to your seat and spend the rest of the night discussing with Lanky and Tubby how you could have definitely shown me a thing or two but you decided not to. Give peace a chance – that’s what a smart man would do.”

Bunny’s lips curled into a grimace of disapproval as the foul waft of Stocky’s breath washed across him. “There’s three of us and one of you.”

“Good point,” said Bunny. “You might want to call some people.”

The blonde in front of Gringo picked up her drinks and departed, leaving him as the only customer.

The barmaid-cum-songstress ran a cloth across the bar, smoothing out the spillages. “Hey, what can I get you?”

“Can I just say, you’ve a fantastic voice.”

She smiled. “Well, it helps if your audience is drunk, but much obliged.”

“My, eh, friend over there thought you were incredible.” Gringo pointed over his shoulder.

“And let me guess, he’s some big record producer, gonna whisk me away from all this?”

“No, ’fraid not. We are but humble detectives in the Garda Síochána.”

“That right? Well, if this is a raid, least you’re being awful polite about it.”

Gringo held up his hands. “Relax, we come in peace. Besides, you’re within the terms of the licence for a private club. As long as you’re serving food on the establishment. Speaking of which, isn’t there supposed to be some complimentary grub available?”

The woman looked at the door behind the bar. “There’s food, but nobody has been complimentary about it. It’s a bowl of sweet-and-sour something. Cooking ain’t Noel’s forte.”

“Yada, big cocks!”

“I’d offer you some, only it might count as assaulting a police officer.”

“Fair enough. Is that an accent I hear?”

“Damn, I wasn’t sure if I believed that detective thing but you won me around.”

“I’m guessing . . . Deep South?”

“Correct. Kerry.”

“Yeah, I meant America.”

“You saying there ain’t many dark-skinned maidens from down in Kerry?”

“Not that look like you.”

“Oh dear, and you were doing so well. So are you going to be ordering drinks any time soon or did you just come up here to take your twinkly-eyed Irish charm for a spin?”

“Ouch. You are tough.”

“And judging by that line on your ring finger, you are married. So what can I get you?”

Gringo leaned against the bar. “Two double Jack Daniel’s, please and, for the record, currently getting divorced.”

She put two glasses on the bar and started pouring the measures from a near-empty bottle. “Let me guess, she didn’t understand you?”

“Nah, I didn’t understand her. Que sera, sera. And for the record, I wasn’t up here on my own behalf . . .”

“Ahh, wing man. Gotcha. So tell me all about your friend then.”

She tossed the now-empty bottle of Jack Daniel’s into the bin under the bar and began opening a new one.

“Well . . . he’s got a cracking sense of humour.”

“Ouch, ding – thank you for playing.”

“What?”

“You opened with sense of humour?” She sounded exasperated. “Why not just tell me the poor son’bitch got beaten with the ugly stick and has six months to live. Sense of humour? Damn, son, that is some weak-assed shit right there.”

“You put me on the spot. I panicked. What do you want from me?”

“Go for something real. When in doubt, why not try the truth?”

“OK. He’s my best friend.”

“Why?”

“Because, under the bluster, he’s the most honourable and decent man I know. He honestly believes in right and wrong and, in his own fucked-up lunatic culchie way, he actually tries to make the world a better place.”

She finished pouring the drinks and placed the bottle on the counter. She held Gringo’s gaze for a second and then pointed at him. “See, now that – that was real. You should lead with that next time. Anyway, I’m sure your buddy is quite the catch but I’m not fishing right now.”

“Are you sure? You’re making a big mistake.”

“Honey, this ain’t even close to my biggest.”

Gringo took out his wallet and withdrew a ten-pound note and passed it across for the drinks.

“Have I mentioned it’s his birthday?”

“Ah damn, well, let me close the bar and I’ll be right over. Oh wait . . .” She looked around her in mock surprise. “Turns out this isn’t a lap-dancing bar.”

“Jesus, love, no offence, but you are what we Irish call hard work.”

“Honey, I’m what everybody calls hard work.” She smiled at him as Gringo waved away the change. “Tell your friend I said ‘happy birthday’.”

“He’s shy, but I’ll send him up for the next round and you can tell him yourself.”

“Shy? Is this the big guy in the corner we’re talking about?”

Gringo turned to follow her look. Bunny was sitting down, but the three guys who had been at the table beside them were now standing over him in a menacing manner.

“Looks like he’s making some friends.”

“Oh shit.”

Gringo had taken two steps back towards the table when the tubby one cold-cocked Bunny on the back of the head with an empty beer bottle and all hell broke loose.


CHAPTER EIGHT



“Aghhhhhhh.”

The sound of Venetian blinds being opened ripped into the very fabric of Bunny McGarry’s soul, as the ensuing wash of sunlight burned his eyes.

“Wara-ta-fecking-Jesus-bastard-garrr.”

“Lovely to see you too, slugger. Come on, rise and shine.”

Bunny forced one eye open to see Gringo leaning nonchalantly against the windowsill.

“There he is, wakey wakey.”

“Feck off. It’s Saturday. I’m off.”

“You were off. We’ve been called in.”

“The feck we have.” Bunny pulled a pillow over his head in a desperate attempt to block out the rest of existence.

“I’m only guessing but, by any chance, when you got home last night, did you happen to get stuck into your emergency booze supply?”

Bunny lifted the pillow ever so slightly. “I . . . Maybe. Remember that bottle of the Portuguese stuff I won in the office raffle?”

“That stuff?” said Gringo. “You know it was the joke prize, right?”

“Well, I’m not laughing.”

Bunny’s mouth felt like someone had thrown up in it. He hoped it was him.

Vague snatches of memory were returning unbidden. He’d drunk alone while watching For a Few Dollars More again on video. Classic. If that couldn’t distract him, nothing could. It turned out nothing could, so he had attempted to drink his mind into submission instead.

“How bad was it?”

“What? Last night? Well, amigo, it had many positives. For example, your attitude to jazz has been drastically revised. You also met the woman of your dreams – well, I met her on your behalf. You saw her and I was about to introduce you after some frankly blindingly good build up work when—”

“Ara bollocks.”

“Yes. If it is any consolation, you did win the fight.”

“They jumped me!” pleaded Bunny into his pillow.

“They did, and I think it is fair to say all three of them learned a valuable life lesson in that regard.”

“Ah Christ.”

“And look at it this way,” continued Gringo, “maybe she is the type that goes for the drunken violent sort.”

“Don’t.”

“Admittedly, at the time, she made some very unkind remarks about you – but that may’ve just been foreplay.”

“I hate you.”

“Course you do, now get the hell out of bed. We have a meeting in town in about forty-five minutes.”

“How do . . .” Bunny pulled his head out from under the pillow and looked at Gringo. “It’s not about . . .”

“Last night?” finished Gringo. “No, no it isn’t. That’s all fine by the way, although you have promised to get Sergeant Dolan up at Pearse Street station All-Ireland tickets.”

“Right.”

“And you’ve got a date with a certain dusky songstress.”

Bunny looked up again.

“Well, I say ‘date’. You left your coat, phone, keys behind.”

“Ahh!”

“Don’t blame yourself. You’d your hands full as you were leaving. To be exact, one of your big mitts had one of your assailants by the throat and the other one had bucko number two by somewhere even more sensitive.”

“And what were you doing at this time?”

“Who do you think was dealing with the third lad? And I was doing so while reassuring Noel that you’d pay for the damages.”

“Was he mad?”

“The thing about a Tourette’s sufferer is that it is very hard to tell. Now, do I have to throw water over you or are you getting up?”

“Feck off.” Bunny put his head back under the pillow.

“One, two, three, four, five, six—”

Bunny re-emerged. “Hang on a sec . . .”

“Here it comes.”

“What’s this meeting about then?”

“There you have it, ladies and gentlemen, a fine deductive mind will kick in eventually, even one that’s been pickled in cooking sherry.”

“Gringo?”

“Your old friend Rigger O’Rourke wants to see us. He’s been given the go ahead for something big and he’s pulling in a lot of bodies. Armed robbery task force.”

“You’re shitting me?”

Gringo’s nose wrinkled in disgust. “I’m definitely not doing that. Get your arse in gear, Cinderella, we’ve finally been invited to the ball.”

Bunny sat upright, then instantly regretted it. “Christ on a bike.”

“There you go, the worst part is over.”

“Right, I’m going to have a shower and throw up.”

“Good plan, maybe reverse the order.”

“You – find me trousers.”

“Easily done, you’re still wearing them.”

Bunny looked down. “Not these ones, my other trousers. They’re around here somewhere.”

Gringo looked at the mess strewn across the floor. “God, this is clothing? I assumed you’d had a one-night stand with a skip.”

“You’re not helping.”

“I’m not trying to.”

Bunny stood up unsteadily. Half a bacon sandwich squelched under his foot. “Ah, breakfast.”

Gringo watched Bunny pick it up. “You’re not eating that.”

Bunny looked at it then extended it towards Gringo. “D’ye want a bite or something?”

“No thanks, I’m good.”

Bunny grinned at Gringo. “Armed robbery?”

Gringo beamed back. “Armed robbery.”

“I’ll be with you presently,” said Bunny, before hurrying out towards the bathroom.

“By the way,” shouted Gringo after him, “if you’re looking for it, the other half of that sandwich appears to be stuck to your back.”


CHAPTER NINE



Bunny shifted in his seat. He was feeling more or less human but it had been a close-run thing. His body seemed willing to play ball for now, due to the importance of the situation and on the understanding that there would be a reckoning coming further down the line.

They were in a briefing room upstairs in Sheriff Street station. The chairs were occupied by Bunny, Gringo and ten other detectives, all of whom Bunny was on at least nodding terms with. The room was unpleasantly warm due to the heating being whacked up full tilt. Condensation fogged the windows, obscuring the view of a busy Dublin Saturday morning rumbling by outside. Bunny had a bottle of water that he was clinging to for dear life.

Gringo leaned casually across. “How’s the head?”

“I’ll live.”

The door opened and DS Jessica Cunningham and DS Dara O’Shea strode in purposefully and took seats to the side of the screen at the front of the room. O’Shea was a stocky lad from Meath who couldn’t look more like a Paddy if he tried. Shock of red hair, freckles and a wide grin that wasn’t so much cat that got the cream as cat who was more than willing to share the cream; sure there’s loads of cream, lads, get stuck in. O’Shea nodded and smiled at a few faces he recognised, which seemed to be almost everybody in the room. In contrast, Jessica Cunningham sat down and stared at the back wall with an intensity that implied it was her sole objective of the morning and the room’s occupants were a hindrance.

The only other female in the room was Detective Pamela ‘Butch’ Cassidy, but to say there wasn’t much sense of sisterhood between them was an understatement. Cunningham knew it was Butch who had given her the ‘Robotits’ nickname. Bunny watched Butch shifting awkwardly in her seat. Trying to get back on Cunningham’s good side had proven to be a lot like trying to un-hit the iceberg.

Bunny leaned casually across to Gringo. “Looks like you’ll be working under Sergeant Cunningham again.”

“Try not to speak, ye muck savage. Your breath is like a wino’s jockstrap.”

Bunny sat up straight and ran his hand across his mouth. The air he captured under his nostrils indicated Gringo might have a point. No doubt he was also keen for Bunny to shut up.

DI Fintan “Rigger” O’Rourke strode in and closed the door behind him. He stood in the centre of the room and immediately commanded it. A tall man with a firm but wiry physique that spoke of his obsession with long-distance running, O’Rourke was quite the high-flyer. For several years, he had been the youngest DI on the force and nothing indicated that he planned to stop his ascent there. You wouldn’t find anyone with two brain cells to rub together who would bet against him for the top job one day. Himself and Bunny had been firm friends back in the day, although O’Rourke had long since started hanging out in loftier circles, even before the unfortunate incident at his wedding when Bunny had protected himself from the advances of an irate swan.

“Right,” said O’Rourke, “thanks for coming in. You have all been seconded to my team, the major robberies unit, for the foreseeable. I’m DI O’Rourke and this is DS O’Shea and DS Cunningham, who are my right hands. Technically, we are supposed to cover all major robberies that happen anywhere in the state. Don’t ask me to define what major means. It’s like true love and loitering with intent, you just know it when you see it. That’s the theory – here’s the reality.”

O’Rourke nodded to O’Shea, who turned off the lights and fired up the projector attached to a laptop.

A picture of a man in his early twenties appeared on the screen. He had tightly cropped hair that was gelled down and he wore tinted glasses. He was fairly short in stature but he had the look of a man who could handle himself if required.

“Tommy Carter,” said O’Rourke, “the king of Clanavale Estate and the leader of his very own crew of modern-day highway robbers. They have been the sole focus of my unit for the last six months. That farce on the Quays yesterday was them, as was the Prasart van job in July and the Bank of Ireland job in Dalkey. That’s just the ones we’re certain of this year. Going back over the last two, we like them for several other outings. Basically, if it’s high-end and unsolved, odds on it was them. They are ruthless, efficient and sharper than anything we’ve ever dealt with. Put it this way, if most of the crews working in Dublin are still cavemen banging their nuts off a rock trying to make fire, these lads are sitting around laughing while smoking cigars and scoffing barbecue. They’re lapping them – and frankly, us – and you’re here to see if we can’t catch up.”

Nobody said anything but Bunny could feel the ripple pass around the room. Everyone was sitting up a little straighter, bright-eyed. This was the kind of case you joined the force for.

“Carter is only twenty-two, which is an unusually young age to be the head of an outfit like this, but believe me, the lad is anything but typical.”

O’Rourke nodded and the picture changed to an old press cutting of a middle-aged man standing defiantly at the front of a crowd of neighbours, like a king before his tribe.

“Tommy is the son of Donal Carter, seen here, a name some of you will no doubt remember.” Bunny caught the slightest of glances from O’Rourke. “About twelve years ago, he was the man who announced the Clanavale Estate was a drug-free zone. He rallied the residents and became quite the media darling. Some dealers who objected to his endeavours tried to burn his house down with his kids still inside it.” Again, just the slightest glance. “Luckily, that didn’t come to pass, thanks to Garda intervention. Donal also did the unthinkable and won. To this day, nobody deals hard drugs on the Clanavale Estate, at least not for very long and rarely without it causing them and the health service some major inconvenience. These days, Daddy is side-lined, dealing with a serious kidney complaint, so Tommy runs the estate now – and I mean runs it. It also means he and his crew are dug in there like termites and we can’t get near them. Patrol cars get their tyres slashed. If you go around to lift any of them, you’ve to bring a lot of bodies, or else your car will be a bonfire. Covert surveillance is impossible and forget getting anyone close to them. Everyone on that estate grew up there and they don’t leave. It is an island and Tommy is their boy king.”

People shifted in their seats. Coppers didn’t like to admit it but Clanavale was one of those estates – if you went in at all, you went in the daylight and you went with company. It hadn’t always been that way, Bunny knew better than most, it having been one of his first beats, but times had changed.

“These are his crew,” continued O’Rourke. The picture changed to a man in his forties with a paunch. He appeared to be standing outside a pub, smoking a cigarette and glaring at the camera in a way that suggested that if looks couldn’t kill, he was willing to finish the job.

“Franko Doyle, the self-styled consigliere. A friend of Carter senior from back in the day, he did time for stolen goods once and housebreaking twice. He’s married to Carter’s cousin. It’s not technically correct, but Tommy – and hence everyone else – calls him Uncle Franko. He seems to be the connection with the bigger criminal world, not that they generally have much to do with any of it. They keep themselves to themselves and anyone who has tried to change that arrangement from outside has regretted it.”

O’Rourke nodded and another face appeared on the screen. This time a passport photo of a man in his late twenties. He had shoulder-length blond hair, tied into a ponytail, and one of those faces that was all sharp angles.

“Meet John O’Donnell. At one time unofficially considered the most lethal man in the Irish armed forces – only he’s no longer in the armed forces. A Wexford boy, he rose quickly through the ranks to join the Irish Rangers. Jokes about our army aside, those lads are special forces and are highly regarded amongst their international counterparts. It’s a tough gig to get. O’Donnell won commendations, was clean as a whistle and was generally GI fecking Joe. He was their golden boy and they were gutted when he upped and left at the end of his tour a couple of years ago, for no apparent reason. He’s been to Somalia on peacekeeping where, incidentally, the Irish Rangers wore US uniforms to blend in. He won some medal in a competition with the Yanks. I asked around; his nickname was, I kid you not, ‘Iceman’. Seriously. O’Donnell is an expert in surveillance, counter-surveillance, ordnance and weaponry with a specialism as a sniper. He is, in short, quite the badass, and an absolute nightmare for us.”

O’Rourke nodded and the picture changed again, this time to a shaven-headed man in military fatigues, posing with a large knife and a bigger grin. He had a heavily muscled physique below a face with a hint of chubby cheeks to it. Bunny would have laid money he had been a fat kid and was now seriously overcompensating.

“Jimmy Moran, another Clanavale Estate alumnus. Was in the Rangers too, but not for that long. Allegations about his behaviour. The army aren’t wild about sharing details with us, but from what we’ve gathered through backchannels, when his unit were in Canada on a training exercise he got rough with a local girl. Charges were never brought but it was enough to get him dishonourably discharged. His buddy O’Donnell left three months later, and we reckon they both teamed up with Carter straight after.”

O’Rourke nodded again and O’Shea turned the lights back on and killed the projector. The detective inspector took a few moments to look around the room, making eye contact with each occupant in turn.

“Those lads – the last two in particular – are serious individuals. We reckon when they first teamed up with Carter, he was nineteen. Nineteen. I don’t know what you were like at that age but I know I was still having a hard time getting served in pubs and finding a young lady willing to do more than hold hands.”

A smattering of laughs from around the room.

“Tommy Carter was successfully convincing special forces boys to take his orders. The reason they did? He’s smart, really smart. Genius IQ when he was in school. They say he could have been anything. Then, when he was fifteen, an older boy touched his sister in a way she didn’t like. Carter, still a runty little fucker at the time, smashed this big lad to pieces and then broke both his arms. Let me clarify – he knocked the bloke out and then calmly broke both his arms. He didn’t see any time for it because the lad wouldn’t testify. It got Carter out of the school system though. Not that he seemed to care. He isn’t some rocket – he is cool, calm and very thorough. He reads constantly – the little shite seems to permanently have a book on him. He plans everything to the last detail. When we were about to bring him in for a chat after the last job, he turned up at the station before we could send for him. He then sat there for eight hours and said nothing except for reciting a bit of James Joyce over and over again. He likes to play with us and frankly he’s been doing whatever the hell he wants and we’ve been helpless. It’s about time that changed.”

O’Rourke looked around the room again and let the silence linger.

“Ladies and gentlemen, you’re here to finally take him down.”


CHAPTER TEN



Bunny looked at the sign above the door of Charlie’s Private Members’ Club and nervously ran his hands through his irredeemably uncontrollable mop of dark brown hair. His palms were clammy, mouth dry and a layer of cold sweat was causing his shirt to cling to his back. The remnants of his hangover were only partly to blame for all this. He’d gone home to change into what he thought of as his best shirt, but it had betrayed him by somehow getting smaller in the three months since he’d last worn it. It was perfectly wearable as long as he remained standing. Sitting down allowed his belly button to play peek-a-boo in a way that was not attractive.

After the morning’s briefing, he and Gringo had dropped into O’Hagan’s for a lunchtime fried breakfast and a quick straightener from the hair of the dog. They’d eaten mostly in silence. After they’d left O’Rourke’s briefing, Bunny had revealed that he was going to ask to be excused from the task force and it had not gone down well. “But,” Gringo had pleaded, “half the guards in Dublin would be begging to get on the damn thing!” Bunny had no doubt he was right on that score, and one of those guards would be getting lucky, because his mind was made up. He knew exactly why Rigger wanted him there and he didn’t want any part of it.

So he’d headed home, grabbed two hours’ fitful sleep and then set about making himself presentable. He’d promised the shirt that he’d give up the takeaways for a month if it’d play ball. His black blazer had at least been a bit more forgiving. He even dug out the shoes he wore for weddings, the ones that squashed his little toe and sliced into the back of his heel.

And here he stood, sweating like a turkey in December, drying his sweaty palms on the back of his shirt to avoid messing up his carefully ironed cream slacks.

Bunny walked slowly down the sloping alleyway. He could hear the murmur of recorded music as he approached. He looked down the short flight of stairs to the basement-level bar and saw that a light was on inside. The door was painted red, chipped in places; the window beside it was grimy and had a wire mesh on the outside. Bunny glanced inside and saw the figure of the woman from last night, her hair tied back in a ponytail as she ran a mop across the floor. As he looked at her blurred silhouette, she wrung the mop out in the bucket and dipped it back into the water. Then she raised her head and looked in the direction of the window. Bunny heaved his big head out of view and turned to go, then turned back, then turned to go again, then turned back and hovered his hand in the knocking position above the red chipped paint.

He looked at his hand and whispered to himself, “Oh for God’s sake.”

His attempted knock missed as the door opened before his knuckles could make contact. The face of the woman from the night before furtively poked out from around it. Bunny noticed that her hair was suddenly down again, hanging in a dark curtain over her right eye. She was wearing what appeared to be dungarees.

“Ehm, hi, hello, howerya, hi.”

She raised an eyebrow and gave him a slight smile, and he noticed up close how big her brown eyes were.

“Hi.”

“I’m, ehm, I was, I’m the fella who . . .”

“Smashed up the place last night?” she finished, a playful tone to her voice.

“Yes, I’m really sorry about that. I – you see – not that I’m excusing it, but—”

She held her hand up. “Relax. Noel was pissed at the time but he’s calmed down. A couple of the regulars told him the other three-quarters of the fight were disrespecting the music. He can’t stand that either. That’s not to say we encourage how you dealt with it. We’ve only got so much furniture.”

Bunny followed her gaze as she glanced to his right. The remains of a table and a couple of stools lay shattered and discarded in the small enclave underneath the stairs.

“Ah shitting hell.”

“Don’t worry about it. Noel’s off getting replacements. We might accidentally end up with some furniture where two of the legs are the same length now.”

Bunny shifted his hands about nervously; they suddenly felt like unwieldy slabs of meat that he didn’t know what to do with.

“I can only apologise, I mean – I’m not a violent person.”

She raised the one eyebrow that was visible. “Really? Because you took to it pretty damn fast. You should consider going professional. You got potential, kid.”

“They were pricks, to be fair.”

“I’m glad to hear it. If that’s the way you treat people you like, I’d be worried.”

“So where in the States are you from?”

“All of it. I’m a gypsy soul.”

“Were you, like, a professional singer over there too?”

She opened the door further to show the wet floor behind her. “I ain’t a professional singer over here. Gloria Estefan doesn’t have to mop the floors.”

“Well you’re fantastic, like, at the singing I mean. I was very impressed. Phenomenal stuff.”

She smiled nervously. “Yeah, well, you should see how clean this floor is, it’ll blow your mind.”

“Do you want to be a full-time singer?”

“What? And give up all this?” She gave him a quizzical look. “You ask a lot of questions.”

Bunny held his hands up. “Sorry, sorry – nobody expects the Spanish Inquisition.”

Her face dropped into a stony stare. “My great-granddaddy was killed by the Spanish Inquisition.”

“Jesus, sorry, I . . . hang on!”

She laughed, a soft and surprisingly deep chuckle. “You are too easy.”

Bunny grinned nervously back. “Oh, can I give you the money for the new furniture?” He started patting his jacket down, looking for his wallet.

“Easy, big spender. You’ve not got your wallet, remember?”

Bunny blushed. “Right, yeah.”

She picked up his anorak from inside the door and handed it back to him.

“You can drop in and sort it out with Noel during the week. Give him some time to cool off too. He’s here most nights, bar Mondays when we’re closed.”

“What about you?”

“I’m here every night.”

“And will you be singing?”

“Serving drinks, unclogging the ladies, breaking up fights – I’m the total package.”

“Right,” said Bunny. “That’s good.”

She smiled again. “Is it?”

“Well, yeah,” said Bunny. “Can’t have the ladies getting all backed up. Then they start using the gents, and sure, chaos ensues.”

“It’s a complete breakdown in the natural order.”

“And as an officer of the law, I’m very concerned about such things.”

“That right? You got a peach of a black eye coming up there that says different.”

“Well, I . . .”

She looked up into his eyes and fell silent for a moment. When she spoke again, the playfulness had gone from her tone. “Actually, your eye looks a little off, you might want to get that seen to. It don’t look right at all.”

“Ara, don’t worry,” said Bunny, pointing to his lazy left eye. “That’s always been like that.”

“Oh.” She looked suitably embarrassed. “Sorry. I put my big ol’ foot in it there, didn’t I?”

“Don’t worry about it. I slammed a lad’s head through one of your tables – neither of us is brilliant at first impressions.”

“I wouldn’t say that. That guy will certainly remember meeting you.”

“I’m just saying, I’m not some lunatic going about hurling digs into every mouthy gobshite without the sense his mother gave him.”

She gave him a bemused look. “I know some of that was definitely in English.”

“Sorry, I, ehm, I was just saying I’m not some drunk bloke who gets into fights.”

“Course not, you’re just a jazz fan with an admirably low tolerance for rudeness.”

“Exactly.” Bunny nodded and smiled a wide grin.

“So who’s your favourite?”

“Favourite?”

“Jazz artist?”

“Ehm . . . you are.”

She rolled her eyes, over a skewed smile that made Bunny’s tummy go a tad fizzy.

“And who is yours?”

She stopped and pointed behind her, indicating the music playing inside. “Depends on my mood, I s’pose. Right now, Billie Holiday.”

“Oh yeah,” said Bunny. “He is great.”

She shook her head. “Oh dear. And you were doing so well.”


CHAPTER ELEVEN



“Stephen Colgan, wallop the fecking thing! Wallop it!”

DI Fintan O’Rourke heard Bunny McGarry a long time before he saw him. He was parking his car up on Philpott Street when Bunny’s distinctive Cork bellow carried over the wall. Fintan double-checked all of the doors, because he of all people knew that in this area you couldn’t be too careful. The Celtic Tiger economy may have been raging all around it, but Philpott Street remained steadfastly Philpott Street. Flats dominated it, always looking down in the mouth and overdue a paint job. At its centre sat St Jude’s Hurling Club. It had only been set up a couple of years before, on a playing field vacated when a private school decided it would rather bus its progeny out to the suburbs than play on sports facilities it found inadequate for their needs. The land had belonged to the council and McGarry had nipped in before any redevelopment deals could be sewn up.

O’Rourke looked up at the wall over which the sound of ash clattering against ash could be heard, mingled with occasional cheers of support and grunts of exertion. Above it all rose the voice of Bunny McGarry. “Dennis O’Malley, stop chasing the fecking ball around. You’re a full back, not a Yorkshire Terrier!”

Fintan passed through the gates, such as they were. “Club” was a grand title for St Jude’s: it was one pitch and a couple of Portakabins. Graffiti – mostly unimaginative in both style and content – marked the walls at random intervals. The Portakabins were the worse for it. Someone had tried to distract from what was clearly an enormous cock and balls drawn on the side of one of the structures with the strategic placement of a couple of posters advertising a jumble sale that had already happened.

While pre-teen boys in helmets that looked way too big for them inexpertly hacked a ball back and forth on the field, various knots of parents stood around watching on. Bunny McGarry stood at halfway, red-faced and bellowing. There was notably nobody standing within twenty feet of him, save for one tubby ginger kid who was dunking the top of his hurling stick into the bucket that sat at his feet.

“Davey Ryan, you’re the goalie! You’re the goalie, son! What are you looking at me so confused for? Are you in the goal right now? Well, get back there!”

Bunny turned to the child standing beside him. “You heard me, Deccie, didn’t I say to him before the match, just stay in the goal? How hard is that?”

“He has no understanding of the nuances of the game, boss.”

“You’re not wrong, Deccie, you’re not wrong.”

“D’ye want me to tie his leg to one of the posts again, boss?”

Bunny gave the child a look. “No, Deccie, remember we talked about this. Ye can’t do that.”

“Yes, boss. Sorry, boss.”

“Good instincts though. PHILLIP NELLIS! What are you doing sitting down? The ball is in play! I don’t care how far away it is, you’re playing the fastest team sport on the planet! Get up, wake up and buck up!”

The ginger kid looked behind him to see Fintan O’Rourke standing there. He tugged at Bunny’s sleeve. “Boss, the pigs are here.”

Bunny turned, an expression of surprise crossing his face. He looked down at the boy. “Deccie, what’ve I told you? It’s the Garda Síochána and you will say that with respect as I am one too.”

“I won’t tell anyone, boss.”

Bunny looked exasperated. “I’m not trying to keep it secret – AH FOR FECK’S SAKE, REF!”

Around midfield, multiple members of both teams had just shambled into each other and descended into a flailing crescendo of limbs and accusation. The referee was blowing his whistle repeatedly but seemed to be having little effect on proceedings.

“Deccie, sponge time. Go easy on the magic juice, we’re running low.”

The fat kid saluted and huffed onto the field, the precious bucket held in front of him in two hands.

O’Rourke moved forward to stand beside Bunny. “Magic juice?”

“It’s just water with a bit of lemon in it but they think it works wonders.”

“Right,” said Fintan, a smile on his lips. “And which lot are yours?”

Bunny looked sideways at him, indignation etched on his face. “Which d’ye think?”

Fintan nodded his head. Of course. The ones in the red of Cork, naturally. Even without that, he might have known. The team in blue had noticeably better gear and all their jerseys matched perfectly, as opposed to the St Jude’s kit, which looked rather patched and mended, showing the strain here and there.

“So,” said Bunny, “I didn’t know you were a fan of under-12s hurling, Fintan?”

“I’m not – no disrespect. I came to talk to you.”

Bunny turned his head back towards the field. “Sorry, Inspector, but I’m a bit busy at the moment. Could you not have given me a ring or something?”

“I couldn’t locate your number this morning when I went looking for it.”

“Yeah, you must’ve deleted it. I’ve certainly not heard from you in long enough.”

“I’ve been busy, and you didn’t exactly cover yourself in glory the last time we met.”

Bunny flapped his hand above his head in exasperation. “For the last fecking time, that swan came at me like a . . . like a bloody—”

“Relax,” said O’Rourke. “I’m not here to talk about that. I’m on my way into town to finalise the names for the task force and DS Spain informed me yesterday that you do not wish to be on it. Is he correct?”

Bunny didn’t even look at him. “That’s correct. Thanks, but no thanks . . . C’mon, lads, here we go! CONCENTRATE!”

Everyone having regained their feet and their composure, the referee was preparing to throw the sliotar in again.

Deccie waddled back towards them, still in possession of the bucket and magic sponge. He gave a thumbs up. “All good, boss.”

It was a matter of eight seconds between the ball going back into play and it sailing over the St Jude’s bar for a point.

“Holy Mary on a moped – Phillip Nellis, will you throw yourself in front of the ball! No pain, no gain, son. The rest of ye, stay in your positions – at least that way the ball might hit off ye by accident on its way to the goal.”

“Boss,” said Deccie, “the ball’s gone out on the road.”

“Ara crap, can you go get it?”

Deccie sighed. “On my way, boss.”

“Good lad.”

Bunny picked up a sliotar from the kitbag beside him and hurled it onto the field.

“Be careful with this, it’s our last one.”

“Bunny,” said O’Rourke, “I need an answer.”

Bunny glanced briefly at O’Rourke, clearly annoyed. “You already have one.”

“I mean an explanation.”

“For feck’s sake, Fintan, can’t this wait?”

“No. I’ve a meeting with the commissioner in forty minutes.”

“I don’t want the assignment – simple. And for exactly the reason that you want me. You know Donal Carter and I have a bit of history.”

“I do. The Clanavale Estate was one of your first beats in Dublin, wasn’t it?”

“I’m guessing you know the answer to that already. Now, d’ye mind? I’m trying to coach a game here. C’MON, LADS, KEEP IT GOING!”

“Oh for God’s sake, Bunny, just give me one minute of your time, please. You’re clearly losing this thing anyway.”

Bunny turned so fast that O’Rourke took a step back. “What the hell are you talking about? We’re up by six!”

Despite his lack of interest, O’Rourke couldn’t keep the surprise from his voice. “Really?”

The St Jude’s goalie, Davey Ryan, hopped the ball up to restart the game and belted it with everything he had, sending it careening towards midfield. It was then that a slight kid, who’d done nothing up until this point that O’Rourke had seen, effortlessly fielded the ball off his hurl while sending two opponents the wrong way. He then soloed it up the field, the ball seemingly glued to his stick as he wove effortlessly between three defenders before pulling back and in one fluid motion sending it thirty yards through the air to sail over the opposition bar.

Spontaneous applause broke out – some of it, O’Rourke noticed, coming from the parents on the opposition sideline.

“Beautiful stuff, Paulie Mulchrone, beautiful. Keep it going, son. Everyone else – be more like Paulie.”

“Wow,” said O’Rourke.

“Finest pure striker of the ball you’ll ever see. Going to play for the county.”

There was then a break in play as Deccie had yet to return with his ball and the other one had skated into the tall grass at the end of the field. The opposition goalie and the referee were leading a search party. As the players from both sides took this as a signal to sit down, chat or bug their parents, Bunny turned to Fintan O’Rourke and looked him square in the eye.

“Tommy Carter may well have turned into a Grade-A villainous little viper and I hope you get him and his crew, but his da is a good man and I don’t want to be put in that situation, alright?” Bunny moved closer and jabbed a finger as he spoke. “I know why you want me there, Fintan. When that shower of scumbags decided to burn Carter’s house to the ground, it was me that went in and got his kids out. I did the same as you or any other Garda would’ve done, so let’s not make it into something bigger than it was.”

“But it was you,” said Fintan, “and we can use that.”

“Not interested.”

“I need to unsettle Tommy Carter, so yes, I’m going to use every bit of leverage I can get.”

“Last I heard,” said Bunny, “Donal Carter was a sick man, kidneys or something. You have to take his son, fine, but Donal is a decent fella. All he wanted to do was get the drugs out of the estate, and he did. If we’d been better at our jobs, he’d not have needed to.”

Bunny turned back towards the field. O’Rourke grabbed his arm and spun him around. “Christ, you’re an obstinate so-and-so, McGarry. Fine. So be it. I’m going to tell you the one piece of information that nobody knows aside from myself, the commissioner, O’Shea and Cunningham. We don’t want to tip our hand to Carter. I’m trusting you to keep this to yourself.”

Bunny gave O’Rourke a long look and then nodded.

O’Rourke lowered his voice further. “The reason we’re squeezing Tommy Carter now is that we have it on very good authority that he’s about to change business. He’s made a deal. We don’t know where or when, but we know he has a massive shipment of cocaine coming in.”

“Bollocks.”

“No, it isn’t. I can show you the communications from the DEA in America. Apparently one of his ex-Army Ranger buddies knows some ex-special forces boys in the States who’ve gone into business for themselves. Tommy isn’t his dad, and you said yourself, Daddy isn’t well. In fact, the doctors give him about two months at the most if they can’t get a kidney, and that’s not looking promising. Once he’s gone, Tommy doesn’t care. He’s going to flood the Dublin market with cheap coke and kick off a bloody drug war the likes of which you’ve never seen.”

“But . . .” said Bunny, clearly struggling to fit this all together. “After all they’ve been through?”

“That’s exactly it,” said O’Rourke. “You may’ve pulled young Tommy and his sister out of the fire, but Tommy hasn’t forgiven and forgotten those that set it. His dad was anti-drugs, but Tommy is anti a couple of very particular drug dealers – the ones who tried to barbecue him.”

“But . . .”

A cry of victory came up from the far end of the field and a girl of maybe eight years old held the lost ball aloft in her hand.

Bunny turned back towards the field. “Alright, lads, look sharp, keep it going.”

The opposition restarted the game.

“LARRY DODDS, get your finger out of your nostril and watch the play.”

Deccie reappeared beside Bunny, the other ball clutched in his hand. “He’s no appreciation for the nuances of the game, boss.”

“You’re not wrong, Deccie, you’re not wrong.”

“Bunny,” said O’Rourke, “are you going to ignore what I just said?”

The ball made its way to the far side of the field, where the Mulchrone kid intercepted a pass and got raked across the legs for his trouble.

“REFEREE!”

A twelve-year-old’s version of a scuffle broke out, with a lot of pushing and shoving, while the referee almost blew himself to a coronary trying to maintain control.

“Right,” said Bunny, “time to use the bench.”

Deccie nodded, picked up his helmet and began strapping it on.

Bunny whacked the top of his helmet and bent down to look him in the eye. “I’m sending you on for Des, I want you to mark their number 12 out of the game.”

Deccie nodded.

“He’s bigger than you, taller than you, faster than you – but you’ve got something he hasn’t got.”

Deccie’s chubby face lit up. “You’re not wrong, boss.” He pulled what appeared to be a homemade knuckleduster out of the pocket of his tracksuit.

“What the shittin’ hell, Deccie?” Bunny snatched it from him. “This is completely illegal.”

“It’s not, boss, I looked up the rules of hurling on the Internet at school, doesn’t say nothing ’bout knuckledusters.”

“What in the . . . this,” said Bunny, waving it in his face, “is illegal in this country, never mind in the sport. What have I told you about trying to use your initiative?”

“D’ye know what your problem is, boss?” said Deccie, as he picked up his hurley. “You’ve no appreciation for the nuances of the game.”

Bunny and O’Rourke watched in silence as Deccie ran onto the field.

“Interesting kid,” said O’Rourke.

“Ah, he’s alright, deep down. He’s just a bit . . . overenthusiastic, that’s all.”

“Yeah,” said O’Rourke. “How do you feel about him and all these lads growing up in a city that’s about to be awash with cheap drugs?”

Bunny gave O’Rourke a sideways glance. “I think you’ve still got my number, Fintan. I think you went out of your way to ask me this here.”

O’Rourke shrugged. “I’ll use every bit of leverage I can get.”


CHAPTER TWELVE



Bunny walked down the hallway, his feet squeaking on the polished floors. As he passed each doorway, he couldn’t help but steal a glance at the ward inside. They seemed to be large rooms, four beds each, separated by curtains. They were occupied mostly by older people, who looked back at him with vacant expressions of medication, boredom or both. Occasionally someone sat in a visitor’s chair by a bed, more often than not in silence. Just sitting there, searching for something to say.

Bunny didn’t like hospitals. He didn’t see how anyone could.

He took a left, following the signs for the Block C rooms. In this corridor there seemed to be a change in the atmosphere. Private rooms – less hustle and bustle. He caught the odd look through an open doorway, still the same vacant expressions from those in the gowns, the same vain searching on the faces of the visitors. Money didn’t buy you an answer, just a nicer room in which to avoid the question.

C43.

Bunny stopped and looked through the small window in the door. The man he was expecting to see was sitting propped up in bed, facing a small TV and flicking through the channels.

Bunny knocked.

“C’mon in.”

Bunny pushed open the door. “Hello, Donal.”

A quizzical look on the man’s face gave way to a warm grin. “Jaysus! Bunny McGarry, is that you?”

“It is, I’m afraid.”

“Christ, as I live and breathe. C’mon in, c’mon in.”

He patted a chair beside his bed with one hand as the other silenced the TV. Bunny made his way across to it. It’d been maybe seven years since he’d last seen Donal Carter and, given his current location, it was unsurprising that the time hadn’t been good to him. His complexion now had a jaundiced tinge to it, and his lips looked an unnatural shade of off-white. Bunny didn’t know the exact details, other than it was a kidney thing and it was bad. Donal had always been a vibrant man, bursting with barely-contained energy. The body may have weakened but the same dancing vivacity could be seen in his pale green eyes.

They shook, an IV drip feed stuck into the back of Donal’s hand. If you could judge the seriousness of someone’s state by the amount of beeping technology behind them, Donal’s prognosis was less than rosy.

“How’re ye keeping? It must be – what? Seven or eight years?”

“Yeah, about that,” said Bunny, sitting down in the chair. “If it’s not a daft question, how are you?”

“Ah,” he said, indicating towards the machines, “the kidney thing was always coming, y’know, it’s a genetic thing, but sure, keeping on. Can’t complain. The staff are taking great care of me and – sorry, where are my manners. Of course you remember Eimear?”

Bunny turned, surprised to find they were not alone. In the corner behind the door sat a slight-framed woman with long blonde hair almost down to her waist, a thick textbook in her hands. She waved shyly and spoke a greeting in a voice too soft to hear.

“I do, of course. Sorry, Eimear, I didn’t see you there. My God, you grew up to be a fine girl.”

Donal beamed pride. “She did indeed. Studying computer sciences now in DCU. First one in the family to go to university.”

“Ah, isn’t that great. Well done to you,” said Bunny. He looked back at Donal. “To the both of you.”

Eimear spoke again and Bunny strained to hear. There was a “thanks” in there but it was directed towards the floor. She played with her hair nervously as she spoke.

Donal patted Bunny’s hand, “Sure, if it hadn’t been for you . . .”

To his alarm, Bunny noticed Donal’s eyes well up slightly. “Ah, don’t start that, long time ago now.”

“Still.”

Bunny shifted nervously. “I was going to get you something but I wasn’t sure if you were allowed chocolate or . . .”

“Don’t be worrying about that stuff. Tell you the truth, if I never see another grape, it’ll be too soon.”

Bunny smiled. “Back in the day, we only ever split a bottle of whiskey round your kitchen table, but I figured that was inappropriate.”

“Maybe, but it’s not the worst idea. Laura Cole from over the road brought in holiday brochures last week, reckoned it’d be nice to dream about a trip abroad. I’ve only left the country once, and that was to go see Man United play and they lost!”

Bunny shook his head. “Well, if you will insist on following these foreign sports.”

“Ha, don’t start all that again. You still doing your missionary work, trying to convert us heathen Dubs to the gospel of the GAA?”

“I am,” said Bunny. “Even got my own junior hurling club.”

“I heard about that. Fair play to you.”

There was a pause in the conversation. Both men looked nervously around the room.

“Fair play,” Donal repeated. He glanced over at Eimear sitting in the corner. “Eimear, love, would you mind going and getting me one of those bottles of Lucozade from downstairs, please?” He looked across at Bunny. “Would you like anything?”

“I’m grand, thanks, grand.”

Eimear stood, and as she did so, Bunny noticed that under her baggy cardigan she looked unhealthily thin. She hugged it closed around her, smiled shyly and, with a mumble, she was gone.

“She’s a great girl,” said Bunny.

“Yeah,” replied Donal, pride in his voice. “I did something right there.”

“You did. Not easy raising two kids on your own.”

Back in the day, when they’d been good friends, Donal had once opened up to Bunny about losing Eimear’s mother. She’d died in childbirth. They’d warned her of the risk but she’d refused to hear of any other options. In a graveyard out in Glasnevin, his wife and the baby she died trying to deliver lay side by side. Most men wouldn’t have come back from that. Donal Carter wasn’t most men, and not one cliché of the single-parent father applied to him.

“Yeah, great girl,” repeated Donal, and then another lengthy pause hung over the room as both men looked at each other. “So, I take it this isn’t a social call?”

Bunny lowered his head. “I’m afraid not. I . . . I wanted to talk to you, up front, about . . .”

“Tommy.”

“Yeah.”

Donal nodded.

“You know what he . . .”

Donal shifted around in the bed nervously. “I’m not going to say—”

“Oh no,” said Bunny, “I’m not asking you to. I’m not officially here or anything. But . . .” Bunny looked back into Donal’s eyes. “You know who he is?”

“I know he takes good care of his whole community – and me.” Donal waved his hand around. “A bus driver’s pension doesn’t get you a private room, believe you me. Mrs Grainger from over the road is in one down the hall there too – no widow is going to afford that on her own.”

“Alright, but Donal . . . You know how he’s paying for it?”

“He runs a launderette and he has shares in a few businesses.” It was clear Donal didn’t believe it, even as he said it, for all the defiance in his voice. The awkward silence descended again.

Bunny looked around and saw a Sunday paper sitting at the bottom of the bed. He picked it up and pointed at the picture on the front page. “See this, someone robbed an armoured car on the Quays.”

“I did,” said Donal. “A bank lost some money, no harm in that.”

“Yeah, regular Robin Hood stuff. Only . . . men with guns running about, eventually people get hurt. Innocent people.”

Donal bristled. “Really? I’d not read of any casualties.”

“One of the Gardaí in the support vehicle had a minor heart problem. Not helped by a grenade being stuck on his windscreen. I believe he’s on a ward somewhere around here.”

“Stressful job.”

“And these raiders threatened the kid of one of the van’s guards. Just a working Joe from Ranelagh, looking out a window at a gun and a picture of his little girl.”

Donal said nothing, just looked away.

“And as great as this Robin Hood image is, that’s all it is. It’s men with guns taking what they want. And that’s saying that stealing is all they’re doing.”

Bunny looked at Donal. He watched for some flicker of recognition, but there was none there. Bunny would bet his life that Tommy’s expansion into drugs would come as a horrible surprise to his father. He felt guiltily relieved that the need to keep the information secret meant he didn’t have to be the one to tell him. It’d no doubt break his heart.

“I don’t know anything about that,” said Donal. “My son doesn’t discuss his business with me.” Alarm spread across his face before he pointed back at the paper. “Not that I’m saying this is his business.”

Bunny put the newspaper down. “Donal, we go back. Long way.”

“That’s true and . . . you know I’m grateful because—”

“Let’s forget about—”

“No,” interrupted Donal. “You broke down a door and ran through fire when those bastards tried to burn my children in their beds. I’ll never forget that. It’s thanks to you I have a family. You’re a hero.”

Bunny sighed. “I’m really not, Donal. It’s my job. And if I have to take somebody down and throw them in prison for a long time, that’ll just be my job too.” He stood up. “I just, I just wanted to say that because . . . we go back a long way.”

They exchanged a sad smile.

“I’ll leave you be. Best of luck with all the . . .”

Bunny looked at the machines again and couldn’t find the words. He gave a nod and headed towards the door.

“Bunny?”

He looked back at the frail figure in the bed.

“He’s not the man you think he is.”

Bunny opened the door. “I could say the same.”


CHAPTER THIRTEEN



“Herbert W Armstrong,” said Gringo.

Bunny continued to look out the window of the car. They’d been parked up opposite 17 Crossan Road, in the centre of the Clanavale Estate, since 7:30 am. On either side of the street were near-identical rows of terraced council housing, which seemed to have been consciously designed with the least amount of imagination imaginable. Most were an eggshell white, save for the occasional stamp of individuality. Number 24 was painted pink. Bunny could only imagine the controversy that must have caused. Numbers 3 and 10 had kitchen appliances in their respective gardens; it was impossible to tell who had stolen the idea for this landscaping innovation from whom.

Bunny looked at number 17 again and tried to picture it as it had been on that fateful night. It had been well ablaze when he had kicked the door in, run through the flames and rescued Tommy Carter and his sister, Eimear. All he had done was his job. What was he supposed to feel now? Pride?

The reality was that he felt nothing. He had always been this way. His good deeds felt like they belonged to someone else. Only his mistakes were truly his.

Donal Carter being Donal Carter, he had rebuilt the house exactly as it was.

“Are you listening to me?” said Gringo.

“I shouldn’t think so.”

“Herbert W Armstrong,” he repeated.

Bunny sighed. “Is he the bloke who lives in number 32 with the rose bushes?”

“No. He’s an American fella, predicted the world was going to end in 1936.”

“Did he?” said Bunny, watching in his wing mirror as the young woman from number 4 down the road pushed a pram out of her front door. The older sibling of the pram’s occupant was running around excitedly, wrapped up in one of those padded anoraks with the hood up that made determining the gender of the child impossible.

“. . . and then predicted it would end again in 1943, 1972 and 1975. Can you believe that?”

The mother was now walking up the pavement towards them, her mobile phone out and glued to her ear. The kid was running ahead of her, like one of the less subtle inmates from The Great Escape.

“God loves a trier,” said Bunny.

“Yeah, but after you’ve got it wrong three times – like, seriously wrong – who goes, ‘OK, folks, I know what I said before, but this time I really have nailed it.’ Who has that level of self-confidence?”

Bunny didn’t respond. He was watching the kid, he was watching the mother not watching the kid and he was watching the coal lorry that had just swung around the corner.

“I mean, it’s almost impressive isn’t it? When you think about it.”

Gringo was interrupted by Bunny’s door opening and his partner stepping out.

He bent down and put his hand out to prevent the kid from running any further. “Woah, easy there, tiger.”

The face of a little boy displayed grumpy consternation from under the hood.

He heard the whoosh of the lorry passing and a snatch of radio pumping out something energetic.

“What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” Bunny looked up to see the mother racing towards him. “Get away from my child, ye paedo!”

“Relax, love, I was just stopping him in case he ran out in front of the lorry there. I’m a guard.”

“That’s worse than a paedo!” She snatched the child’s hand and pushed by Bunny, a waft of overly sweet, cloying perfume hitting him as she passed.

Bunny sighed and got back into the car, closing the door behind him. “Worse than paedos now, apparently.”

“The end is nigh, amigo, the end is nigh.”

“Honest to Christ, you have to get a licence for a dog but we’ll let anyone have a kid.”

“Funnily enough,” said Gringo, “that’s what I wrote in my last Mother’s Day card.”

Bunny shifted in his seat. “How’s your ma getting on?”

Gringo looked out the window. “Ah, good days and bad.”

“I suppose that’s to be expected, with the getting confused and all.”

“Well, yeah, but it’s not like she was a fun gal before the Alzheimer’s. I can tell when I go in to see her that the staff at the home hate her. She always spoke to everyone like they were staff – imagine how she treats people who actually are staff.”

“I guess.”

Gringo didn’t speak much about his family, such as it was, and Bunny didn’t like to ask. Until the age of thirteen, he’d been brought up on the posh side of the street, packed off to boarding school as soon as they’d take him. Mummy didn’t like having him cluttering up the place. Diana Spain was quite the piece of work. The one time he’d met her, Bunny had seen how she must’ve been quite a looker in her day, but that was before the wind changed and her face got locked into that permanent haughty scowl of disapproval. Daddy Spain, for his part, had been a successful financial advisor and accountant. Celebs, sportsmen, horse trainers; he’d managed the books for some of the biggest stars in the Irish firmament in the 1970s. Then, all of a sudden, the allegations of embezzlement had come. Daddy Spain had reassured the world that it was all a big misunderstanding before going into the garage and giving a hunting rifle the long kiss goodbye. Drunk, Gringo had once spilled forth the details to Bunny, who now knew more than he wanted to. Like the fact that, due to the length of the gun, Gringo’s father had pulled the trigger with his big toe. Or that his only son had been back from boarding school for the Christmas holidays and ran in when he heard the shot. As Gringo told it, he didn’t remember the blood or anything else, except for the incongruous sight of one highly polished shoe and one naked foot.

Gringo’s mother had insisted that her husband had been the victim of a tragic accident while cleaning a gun. Then there had been the quiet conversations. They’d moved out of the large Georgian Village house to a damp two-bedroom flat off Parnell Square that her brother had reluctantly coughed up the rent for. She’d not been able to find what she deemed “appropriate work” and so Mrs Spain had stayed home, marinating in gin and bitterness towards all the friends who had “betrayed her in her hour of need”, as she saw it. Little Timothy was taken out of his fancy school, despite the Franciscans being willing to forego the fees if he became a day student. She did not need charity. Instead, he’d been sent to an inner city Christian Brothers school, which his uncle had assured him would be “character building”. With his posh accent and ability to conjugate Latin verbs, it had not been a happy experience. It was here that “Gringo” had been born, with the adoption of the Spanish phrases and jovial demeanour to win people over. It was rebranding as a means of survival, and it had eventually become second nature. “Gringo” was one of the lads; “Timothy” was the one the lads picked on. That boy became the man who now spoke without any discernible accent and went out of his way to get on well with everybody.

Oblivious to what was going on in her son’s life, Diana Spain had wanted her only son to go into the law. He would then be able to sue everyone and get their money back. Signing up for the guards had been his ultimate “fuck you” to her. Not exactly the area of the law that she had envisioned. Still, when she’d developed the early-onset dementia, he’d taken her in. It had cost him his marriage – or at least hastened its end – but he was her only child and that had been that. Now he had her in an expensive home out in Malahide and went to visit her every week. He gritted his teeth beneath that expansive smile as she told the nurses he was a barrister.

“How long have we been at this?” asked Bunny.

“Just over two hours.”

“And how long do we think it’ll take?”

“Weeks, if not months.”

“I’m bored out of my mind already, I wish something would happen.”

Just then Carter’s front door opened and he appeared.

Gringo looked across at Bunny in mock amazement. “If I was you, I’d use your next wish on a prettier face.” He grabbed the radio. “Control, alpha twenty-nine here. Primary has exited home property and is proceeding on foot. Commencing follow.”

“Roger.”

“Not even a glance our way,” said Gringo. “Hurtful. I do so hate being ignored.”

Bunny started up the car. “Let’s see where Tommy boy is off to this fine morning.”

They drove behind him at walking pace. Tommy Carter never looked back, just waved at any onlookers as if out for a relaxing stroll. He looked the part: neatly pressed slacks, a trim tweed jacket, and his seemingly ever-present glasses with the slightest orange tint to the lenses. His hair was tightly coiffed, his sideburns trimmed perfectly into a stylised point. He looked more like the kind of bloke who’d run a trendy watering hole as opposed to a criminal organisation.

And a pub was where he was indeed heading, The Leaping Trout, to be exact, two streets away. The only licensed establishment on the Clanavale Estate. Painted a tasteful, peeling purple, the car park beside it glittered with shards of broken glass and there were bars on the windows. Signs big enough to be seen from space assured anyone who cared that they had all the live football matches you could possibly want. To the left of the main door sat an incongruous patio table under a large umbrella. Tommy took a seat and, seconds later, a middle-aged man with a gut hanging over his belt appeared from inside, a small cup of coffee in one hand and a couple of broadsheet newspapers in the other.

Bunny parked the car opposite and they watched him sip his coffee.

“Would you look at that?” said Gringo. “How continental. The lord of the manor.”

“He certainly doesn’t seem fazed by our presence, does he?”

“He hasn’t looked directly at us all this time. Maybe he hasn’t noticed?”

The tubby fella emerged again, a plate of pastries in his hand. He placed them on the table and then bent down as Tommy spoke a few words to him. He glanced in the direction of the car and then back to Tommy.

“Maybe he has.”

The man nodded one more time and started walking towards them.

“Jaysus,” said Bunny. “Do you think they offer a drive-through service?”

The man stopped beside Gringo’s window, which he duly opened.

“Mr Carter requests your company for breakfast.”

“Oh, does he?” said Gringo. “How delightful.”

The man pointed at Bunny. “Just you, not him.”

“Aww.”

Bunny patted Gringo on the knee. “Never mind, sure you’ve got them sandwiches you made for yourself.”

Bunny got out and started walking across the road.

Gringo’s voice trailed behind him. “If he’s got any pain au chocolat, amigo, nab me one.”

Tommy Carter looked up from his paper as Bunny stood over him. Despite having just requested his presence, he feigned mild shock at him being there. “Ah, Officer McGarry, nice to see you. Please take a seat.”

“It’s detective, actually.”

“Is it?”

Bunny took the chair opposite. “Nice to see you again too, Tommy. My, how you’ve grown. I can remember when you were knee-high to a grasshopper, and now look at you, an armed robber and thieving scumbag.”

Tommy placed his newspaper down neatly and clucked his tongue. “I see you’re as direct as ever. I can still remember you and my da getting drunk in our kitchen.”

“And I remember pulling your bawling arse out of a burning building.”

Tommy gave him an uncomfortably long look and then shook his head. “Ah now, Bunny, well done on getting your moment in the sun and all, but we both know you charged in when we were absolutely fine.”

Bunny raised his eyebrows. “Really?” He looked at the man and remembered the frightened young boy, cowering under a dressing table with his baby sister wrapped in his arms. Hunted eyes, red from crying, frozen in a blank stare of absolute terror. He’d had to pry his little hand from the wood and drag him out, kicking and screaming.

“Absolutely,” said Tommy. “I’d have got my sister out of there fine. I was just calming her down when you came blundering in.”

Bunny laughed and noted the irritation on the other man’s face. “Fair enough. Believe what you want to believe.”

Tommy turned over the paper and ran his hand across it, removing creases only visible to him.

“Your da seems to be having a rough time of it.”

Tommy shrugged. “Indeed he is. I heard you paid him a visit. Are you trying to drag him into this?”

It was Bunny’s turn to shrug. “Like you said, we’re old friends. It’s not his fault you turned out like you did.”

“Yes,” said Tommy. “I’m a self-made man.”

“That’s one way of putting it.”

Tommy leaned back in his chair. “Anyway, I wondered if we might lay out some rules of engagement?”

Bunny raised his eyebrows. “Such as?”

“My sister Eimear has nothing to do with any of this. I’d like her left out of it.”

“Are you in a position to be making demands, Tommy?”

Tommy paused for a moment and gave Bunny a long look. “Consider it a friendly request.”

“I wasn’t aware we were friends.”

“I’m more than prepared to put up with the harassment that DI O’Rourke has decided to visit upon me. It doesn’t bother me at all. However, I have always taken a very dim view of anyone upsetting our Eimear.”

Bunny remembered the picture in their briefing notes of the boy who’d had both arms broken by an enraged fifteen-year-old Tommy Carter.

Bunny leaned back in his chair. “If she isn’t involved, she isn’t involved.”

Tommy nodded and then picked up a bagel and began slicing into it. “If you could pass on my sentiments regarding my sister to your colleagues . . .”

“Deliver your own threats. I’m not your messenger.”

He gave another shrug. “You know your presence is not welcome on this estate. The Gardaí are not required here.”

“Is that so?”

“Civis Romanus sum. Do you know what that means, Officer McGarry?”

As it happened he did, but he wasn’t letting on. “It’s Detective, and why don’t you enlighten me?”

“‘I am a citizen of Rome.’ It was the phrase that guaranteed that any Roman could walk the earth in total safety, because everyone knew that if any harm should befall them, vengeance would be swift and terrible. It’s the same here. The people know that they are protected, and not by the Gardaí. You boys only exist to protect the folks in the big houses down by the sea.”

“I protect anyone who stays within the law.”

Tommy gave a quick laugh. “And has it occurred to you why you’re following me around?”

“Oh, we had quite a detailed briefing on your extracurricular activities, Tommy boy.”

“Yes, but why me?” said Tommy, leaning forward suddenly. “I mean, there’s millions of pounds of drugs pouring into this city every month – millions. With all that going on, why are you so worried about me?”

“We’re after the dealers too. It might take a while, but they’ll get theirs.”

Tommy laughed. “Yeah, like the ones who set my house on fire. Tell me, have you got them?”

“Well apparently, that fire wasn’t much. A ten-year-old boy could have dealt with it.”

Bunny noted the annoyance briefly flash across Tommy’s face. The implacable façade temporarily slipping. “A ten-year-old boy can’t get his own justice – but a man can.”

“Is that right?” said Bunny. “Pray tell, how’s he going to do that?”

Tommy opened up the paper, signalling that their conversation had come to an end. “It was nice to see you.”

“Likewise, I’m sure. You know where I’ll be if you fancy another chat.”

“I do.”

Bunny stood and began to walk away.

“Oh, and Mr McGarry.”

Bunny stared ahead to Gringo, who was watching them from the car.

“Detective.”

Bunny turned around.

“Our history is nice and all but, just so as you know, it only goes so far.”

They locked eyes for a long moment.

“Likewise.”

Tommy looked down at his paper again. “I’ll see you around.”

“Oh, you can count on that.”


CHAPTER FOURTEEN



Simone wiped down the counter again. It occurred to her that she seemed to spend an awful lot of time doing that and it was almost entirely pointless; all it did was move the spillages around. Her shift had started at 7 pm and it was past eleven now, and she’d spent about half of that time pretending to be cleaning the counter. It was either that or standing there looking blank, she supposed. First rule of every waitress gig she ever had: look busy or you soon will be.

They had exactly sixteen customers in. Five actors from a show up at the Gaiety, who seemed to prefer coming here to any of the watering holes nearer the theatre, mainly so they could bitch about their colleagues in peace. There was a couple canoodling in the corner, on just the right side of public acceptability. Then there were two women having a heart-to-heart over a couple of G and Ts; she reckoned they had hit “leave the bastard” territory about two drinks ago. In the other corner sat Joan and Jerry, the nice retired couple who came in every Thursday – possibly the only actual jazz fans in the place. They’d be off for their bus in moments. Then there was Nathan Ryan, the head chef and owner of the La Trattoria Italian restaurant a couple of streets over, and two of his acolytes. He was tall with sandy blond hair and a tan that nobody had ever got in Ireland. He was a friend of Noel’s, or at least Noel thought so. He’d been over glad-handing him as they’d come in, getting them a round of drinks on the house, same as always. Simone had also seen the sly remark and the poorly-muffled smirks as Noel had walked away.

She felt protective of her boss. Noel put a lot of faith in people. It was a good quality, in theory, but she – more than anyone – knew it could come at a real cost. Still, when she’d turned up on his doorstep nine months ago, looking for cash-in-hand work, no questions asked, Noel had been cool with it. Sister Bernadette had mentioned him. Simone was still unclear as to how a nun had known the owner of a late-night bar and neither had been forthcoming with the details. Still, Noel had put faith in her, and she had tried to pay him back. Right now, this was all she wanted. A quiet life and to help keep the lights on in this dingy basement. Noel was in the back room right now, looking at the books, trying to figure out how to appease the bank manager. She’d been around here long enough to know that the more stressed her boss was, the more twitchy he became. Tonight was not a good night. He was a one-man argument back there. He’d not made it to the piano at all, so a Miles Davis LP on the old-school record player in the corner was currently providing the “ambience” that the sign outside promised.

There was a big demand for a late-night jazz bar in Dublin, and all of it came from Noel. She knew enough to know that the little stage crammed in the corner was the centre of the sweet man’s world. He loved the music more than anything. She took it as the highest compliment that when she sang with him he seemed to relax, and his various tics and twitches faded away as he got lost in the song, just like she did. A black woman from New Orleans, half a world away, and a Tourette’s-afflicted white man in his sixties, who pumped every dime he had into a club nobody wanted, both united by the music. Ain’t that a beautiful thing?

That was why after some sweet-talking, Noel had been willing to allow the final two occupants of the bar back in – the big policeman and his charming friend. The little guy had done most of the talking, while the big fella looked all bashful and apologetic. He’d been desperately keen to pay for the damages. Simone glanced over in their direction and caught the big fella looking back. She smiled and wiped the counter some more. They had been in several times since that night a few weeks ago.

“Simone, my darling, looking radiant as always.” It was Nathan Ryan, his smile full of TV-white teeth. “When are you going to let me whisk you away from all this?”

She gave him a smile she had lying around. “I told you, I can’t cook for shit, honey.”

“That’s the beauty of my proposal – you don’t need to.” He lowered his voice. “It’s all very hush-hush, but we’re opening a second restaurant at a location in Ballsbridge and you can be our front-of-house maître d’. It’d be a step up from here.”

She didn’t like the way he said it. “I like it here.”

“I mean, sure it’s . . . charming, but think how good it would be. You’d get an allowance for clothes too.”

“What’s wrong with what I’m wearing?”

Truth be told, the blouse she had on was sporting a stain from where she’d picked up a not-quite-empty glass earlier, but still. Besides, she’d not noticed Nathan’s eyes making it down past her breasts yet.

“Nothing at all, but this place isn’t showing off your beauty to its full pot—”

He reached up to push the hair back from the right side of her face and her hand shot up on instinct and slapped it away, harder than she would have done if she’d thought about it.

“Hey!” Anger flashed in his eyes for a moment. “I was just—”

“Sorry, I don’t like being touched.”

He rubbed his hand. “No kidding. I was just playing.”

“I know you were. Noel is your friend, after all.”

“Yes, he is.”

“And you’d not be seriously trying to take his only member of staff. That wouldn’t be nice.”

Nathan gave her a smile that didn’t reach his blue eyes. “Obviously, yes.”

“So, what can I get you? Same as last time?”

He nodded and she grabbed a bottle of Sol from the fridge, opening it with one hand while setting up two shot glasses of Stoli vodka with the other. A lime in the beer, and a sprinkle of black pepper in the vodkas, all done in a fluid series of actions. She’d been a good bartender in places a whole lot busier than here.

“That’ll be—”

“Noel said these were on the house.”

Simone shook her head and smiled. “’Fraid not honey, that was the last round. These ones are gonna cost you. The man’s trying to run a business.” She said it with a jovial air, but she was more than willing to pull the drinks back if necessary.

Nathan gave her another smile and then slipped a twenty-pound note out from his wallet.

“Keep the change.”

“Much obliged.” Cheap, then ostentatious. Pity the girl who fell for this routine.

She turned to the register to ring them up and when she turned back, Nathan Ryan was gone and the big fella stood in his place, smiling sheepishly.

She smiled back. “Hey, slugger.”

“Howerya, how’s it going?”

“Fine, thank you.”

“So . . .” He shuffled his feet as he spoke. “Not to be a Moaning Minnie or anything, but my friend and I came here looking for a bit of live music?”

Simone pointed over at the record player. “That’s Miles Davis live at Newport, it don’t get no better than that.”

“I must respectfully disagree.”

“That’s right, you think Billie Holiday’s ‘The Man’, don’t you?”

He blushed slightly. “Lady Day, as she was known. I love her earlier recordings but some of her later works are a little more hit and miss, when her voice started to fade before her death in 1959. Still, poor girl had a hard life.”

Simone tossed her towel over her shoulder. “Well now, somebody’s been studying!”

He nodded. “I’ll be honest, I’m a late convert to the jazz cause, but sure aren’t those the people who turn out to be the most hardcore? There’s a bloke in the Liberty Market whose mortgage I’ve been paying over the last month, what with all the Billie Holiday, Nina Simone, Ella Fitzgerald and Dinah Washington I’ve been buying. All your fault, by the way.”

“Woah there, cowboy – how am I to blame?”

“I was perfectly happy with my Johnny Cash and Springsteen until you started singing. Now I turn up looking for my next hit and you’ve turned off the supply.”

She laughed. “I’m afraid you picked a bad night. Noel is back in the office trying to teach a spreadsheet how to lie – he ain’t gonna play tonight.”

He looked genuinely disappointed. “Right, so. I’d better console myself with some drinks then.”

“Finally your round is it? Seeing as your buddy bought the first three, I was starting to think you were on a date or something.”

“Ah no, he owes me a feed of drinks you see. I saved his life in the line of duty.”

“Oh really? How so?”

“Shark attack.”

“Wow. Is that a regular occurrence on the mean streets of Dublin?”

“No,” said the big fella, shaking his head. “Quite the contrary, that’s why he was so taken by surprise.”

She laughed. “I can imagine. Same again?” She pointed to the bottle of Jack Daniel’s and he nodded.

“So where did this shark attack take place?”

“Well now . . .” He shifted nervously. “That’s a very complicated story, so it is. I couldn’t do it justice right here. I was wondering if, maybe, you’d let me buy you dinner and I can tell you all about it?”

Her reaction must’ve shown on her face, because she could see the hope in his die and she felt a little guilty for it. “Sorry, I – I’m not—”

“Oh right, no. Of course. You’re spoken for.”

“No, nobody speaks for me. I am not in need of a man.”

“Lesbian?” He blurted it out and then looked instantly embarrassed. “I mean, not that – oh God, nothing wrong with it, and I’m not saying that, y’know, you not wanting to go out with me would mean you were, I was just – and the last girl I sorta asked out, nice girl, like – just happened to be, so I thought I was perhaps on a run of—”

She raised her hand to stop him before he used up all the oxygen in the room.

“No, I’m not a member of that particular branch of the sisterhood, I’m just not interested in a relationship. I’m only passing through and . . .”

“Right. Yeah.” He nodded. “But you’ve not got a fella or that back home?”

She shook her head. “I haven’t even got a home back home no more, but still. I mean thanks, sincerely. You seem sweet and from the brief bits of your conversation I can understand, I’m sure you’re excellent company – if translation services are provided – but I’m not in a place where that’s something I’m looking for.”

“Right.”

“I mean from anyone. Not to blow my own trumpet but I turned down the dude before you and he was throwing in a job.” Simone read his expression and felt herself blush. “Not like that.”

“Course not,” he said. “Right so, you’re single, just not interested.”

“In anyone,” she added quickly.

“Ah right, so it’s not that you don’t want to go out with me . . .”

“It’s that I don’t want to go out with anyone.”

“You’d rather be alone?”

“Exactly.”

“No strings.”

“Yep.”

“No attachments.”

“Free and easy.”

“Grand. Well, in that case, I respectfully decline.”

Simone stopped and looked at him for a moment. He smiled back at her.

“Excuse me?”

“Your refusal.”

“Yes?”

“With the utmost respect, I decline it.”

“Run that by me again? There may be a cultural misunderstanding here.”

The big fella picked up one of the whiskeys and knocked it back. Then he pulled a whiskey face.

“Same again?”

He nodded.

She poured.

“So, as I was saying, I think you are the fecking bee’s knees. You’re beautiful, you’re smart and you’ve got a voice that frankly pisses on all the angels in heaven.”

“Eloquently put.”

“So, if you don’t mind, I might politely hang around the place and check in every now and then, just in case you change your mind.”

“I see.”

“In fact, fair warning, I might even take a crack at wooing you.”

“And what would that consist of?”

He shrugged. “I’ve no idea. I’ve never really done it before. Chocolates?”

She shrugged. “Diabetic.”

“Flowers?”

“Hay fever.”

He placed both of his hands on the bar and looked down, breathing out theatrically. He looked up. “Let me guess – vegetarian, too?”

She shook her head.

“Thanks be to Christ. Only veg I can cook is spuds.”

“I tried to warn you, I’m hard work.”

He pushed himself off the bar and straightened up. “But it seems like you might just be worth the effort.”

“OK.” She felt the wide smile on her own lips, coughed and looked down. “Well, thank you for the warning. You really are too damn cute, but I think you should maybe direct your full-on charm offensive in another, more deserving, direction.”

He nodded. “Thanks for the advice. I respectfully decline that too.”

“Damn. I’ve turned you down once and now you’ve turned me down twice.”

He put a tenner on the counter and picked up the glasses. “Well, I’m afraid you’re just going to have to learn to cope with rejection.”

“I guess so.”

“I’ll be off so.”

“Wait a sec,” she said. “I don’t even know your name.”

He put the glasses down again and quickly ran his right hand down his jeans before extending it. “Pleased to meet you. I’m Bunny.”

She looked down at his hand and then back up at his face. “No momma in her right mind gave you that name.”

“Ehm, no.” He blushed in a way that was a little bit adorable. “Everyone calls me that though.”

“Not any more.”

“OK,” he said, lowering his voice, “’tis Bernard.”

She took his hand and shook. “Bernard, my name is Simone. It is lovely to meet you, and once again, may I politely decline your offer of romance.”

“Your declination is again, respectfully, declined.” He realised he had been shaking her hand for slightly too long and let it go. Then he picked up his drinks. “Lovely to meet you properly and I look forward to my advances being declined many times in the future.”

“OK then.”

“Bye.”

“See ya.”

He turned around and started walking back to his table.

“Wait.”

He looked back at her over his shoulder.

“Billie, Nina, Dinah, Ella – you never told me which one was your favourite?”

He winked and continued walking away. “Still you.”


CHAPTER FIFTEEN



Simone heaved the door closed and on the third attempt she heard the lock click. The sticking door was one of the things on a long list that Noel promised, at least twice a week, that he was going to fix tomorrow. Normally she didn’t lock up alone but the boss had met some friends for an early dinner. He was a bad drinker, or a very good one, depending on your alcohol-related goals. Two glasses of wine and he was giddy as a schoolgirl, three and he started to get messy. In economic terms, he was a very cheap date. When he’d come back to the bar, he’d stumbled down the steps and landed in a heap. He’d then sworn profusely at the stairs and ranted about a non-existent slope that was apparently very deceptive. Simone had cleaned up the scrape on his knee and stuck him in a taxi back to his flat. A stream of invective-smattered promises had assured her he was going to rest his eyes for an hour and come right back. She hadn’t held her breath for that to happen.

She locked the two Chubb locks, double-checked everything and then put the keys through the letterbox, careful to give it enough oomph to make sure they weren’t reachable by any endeavouring soul with a straightened-out wire hanger and larcenous intent. Noel could get in tomorrow with the spares. He’d do the clean-up and be all apologetic for his no show the night before.

She turned to leave. “Damn it!”

As her right foot hit the first step, a thought arrived just too late to catch its bus. She’d left her damn heels on. She wore two-inch heels behind the bar and on stage, but switched to sneakers for the walk to and from home. It was three miles each way and her feet already ached from standing up all night. The blue crushed-velvet pencil dress she was wearing had been a lucky find in a charity shop down by the Quays. One of her best days in a long time. She’d always loved the dresses of the Fifties, back in jazz’s golden era. A velvet dress – when she shut her eyes, she could be singing in the Royal Roost, with Lady Day sitting in the back booth, nodding her approval. The heels had required several more weeks of thrift shop safari. Her old singing teacher, Verna Douglas, had rules on many things, not least of which was that you treated the stage with some respect. Even now, she could hear her deep, sonorous voice as it boomed out in that rundown shack of a community centre: “That stage is a church where you go to worship the Lord, and you will show up on time and in your Sunday best.”

Simone sighed. Tips had been slow tonight, so even if she lucked into a Dublin taxi – unlikely at the best of times – she wouldn’t be able to afford the damn thing. She’d have to soak her feet when she got home. Welcome to the glamour of showbiz.

She looked at the grey sky as she mounted the steps and tightened the belt on her overcoat. Maybe she’d get lucky and the weather would stay kind. A large truck thumped past the top of the alleyway as she began to walk up the cobbled slope. She cast her gaze downwards; even without the heels, it paid to watch where you walked in this town late at night, lest you walk through the end of someone else’s over-indulgent evening.

A hand grabbed her arm from behind. A choked scream escaped her lips as a sickening wash of panic filled her chest. She turned with her fist cocked to see Nathan Ryan, his hands up in the air, an alarmed look on his face. “Woah, easy.”

“Christ, Nathan, you scared the shit out of me.”

“Sorry, sorry, sorry. I was just passing—”

“Passing? In a dead-end alley?”

“Well,” he conceded, “I was nearby. We had a big corporate thing at the restaurant for one of the banks and the CEO gave me this . . .” He pulled out an ornate bottle that had been crammed into his overcoat pocket. “Cognac, Rémy Martin, bloody good stuff. Expensive too. Coupla tonne a bottle.”

“Whoop-dee-doo. Who the fuck comes up behind a woman at 2 am? Goddammit!” Her pulse was still racing.

“Alright, sorry. Jesus, calm down.”

She could hear the drunken slur in his words now, and noticed that the knot was askew on his necktie.

“How’s about a drink to settle your nerves?”

“I don’t drink, Nathan.”

“Really?” He looked down at the door to Charlie’s. “But you . . .”

He was typical of his type, never paying that much attention to the world around him unless there was something in it that benefited him.

“Yeah. I’m sure there’s the occasional vegetarian working in an abattoir too.”

A grin fell across his face and his left hand dipped into his pocket. “Well actually, I’ve got a little—”

“I don’t do that either.” She was fully aware of what would be in his pocket. The man had monumental self-confidence to fall back on, but she’d still noticed how it would occasionally have been given an unnecessary boost when he came back from the toilets, and how his cold never quite cleared up.

“What vices do you have?” he said with a leering grin.

“I ain’t got time for your bullshit, Nathan. Good night.”

“OK, look”, he said, dancing around with surprising speed to stand between her and the top of the alley. “I’m sorry. I was a bit of a dick. I didn’t think. No offence intended. Cards on the table – I like you, you like me, how about I cook you a nice late dinner?”

“It’s 2 am.”

“And normally getting one of the finest chefs in Ireland to cook you an individual meal would cost an arm and a leg, but, seeing as it’s you, I’m willing to reduce my rates.” He threw in a bow and grinned up at her.

She was hungry but not in the least tempted. “There’s no need to open your restaurant for me.”

“Don’t need to. My place is just over—”

Simone took a step back. “Yeah? No kidding. No thanks, Nathan. Now if you’ll excuse me.”

He straightened up and frowned in a look of genuine consternation. “Why not?”

“Because it’s late, you’re horny and I’m tired – and I’m only prepared to fix one of those things.”

“There’s no need to be a bitch about it.”

“Yeah, I’m the one who’s totally out of line. Good night.”

“Look just, just . . .” He spread his arms wide and she stepped to his left to get by him.

He laughed a little and moved to block her. “Just wait a s—”

When his arm appeared in front of her, she instinctively slapped it away.

There was an explosion of glass and overpriced brandy as the bottle slipped from his hand and shattered on the cobbles. A smattering of splashes hit her tights, the liquid cold. She looked down at the shattered glass and smelled the brandy’s sweet aroma mingle with the crisp night air. Somewhere in the distance, an alarm was ringing. Nathan’s mouth dropped open in an “O” of outrage. He raised his eyes from the bottle to look at her. His lips curled into a snarl. “You fucking bitch!”

“It was an accident.”

A klaxon blared in her mind.

Run.

Run.

Run.

She tried to push by him. He moved his frame again, but this time it wasn’t playful; hip checked. Her mind raced: she could calm him down, try and say she was sorry. Trapped – the word crashed into her mind. Dead-end alley. She put her hands up in an attempt to get by him again, throwing herself at him now. He moved his right foot a step back to steady himself as his left hand grabbed a fistful of her long hair and yanked it hard. She could feel strands pull free from her scalp as her head was snapped backwards.

She looked up into his eyes and both did and didn’t recognise who she saw. This man didn’t look like Nathan Ryan any more, not a version familiar to her – probably not a version familiar even to himself. She did recognise it though. This was a beast she’d met before.

She went straight for those eyes, jabbing a forefinger into the left one as hard as she could. A sound, half snarl, half howl, escaped from his lips and he wrenched her further backwards by the hair. She didn’t even see his right hand as it flew up in a backhanded slap that sent her pinwheeling around.

Her hair released, she stumbled. Head spinning. Amoebas of fractured light skated across her vision. The right side of her face was burning. Burning again. A different burn than before, but burning nonetheless. She staggered backwards down the slope. There was nothing to grab to right herself. The heel of her right shoe snapped off as her legs went from under her. She landed face first in wet plastic. The sickeningly sweet stench of wasted food filled her nostrils. The Peking Palace’s rubbish. They closed at midnight.

Her right eye was starting to close.

“Sorry, sorry, sorry,” she mumbled. “Please, I’m sorry.”

The world kaleidoscoped around her. The throbbing pain in her right cheek whirled sickeningly with the stench and déjà vu. The terror. The helplessness. The guilt. The shame. The oh no, oh no, oh no.

Never be a victim again. Never be a victim again. That had been her mantra. She’d sworn it. Damn it. How had she let this happen?

Her hands scrabbled for purchase amongst the wet bin bags. She turned her head to look behind her, causing a sharp pain to shoot through her neck. She squinted to try and clear the blur in her vision. Over her shoulder, she saw Nathan, one hand over his injured eye, standing over her.

“Cock-teasing whore.”

He pulled his hand away and then there was a moment, a helpless moment. In his face she saw the angry sneer twist a little.

She sucked in a lungful of stagnant air. She could scream.

Both of his hands were on his belt now.

Then . . .

In a blur of movement, Ryan was gone. Disappeared, as if simply erased from reality as a terrible mistake.

Simone painfully turned her aching head in the other direction to see a confusion of bodies tumble down the slope towards the dumpster at the end of the alley. Ryan was now on top of the other figure, punching furiously at the back of their head. With a roar, the new arrival reared up and crashed an elbow into Ryan’s chest, sending him rolling backwards.

The lights from a passing car rolled briefly across the alley, catching a frozen moment. Ryan, a different kind of animal now. A trapped one. Cowering. His hands stretched out before him, trying to push the night away. Advancing on him, a wild fury in his eyes, was the big fella, Bunny McGarry.

Ryan backed away towards the corner. He picked up a metal bin and hurled it at Bunny, who fended it away with a contemptuous swat of his arm. Then Bunny was on him, slamming Ryan into the dumpster at the back of the alley, his right hand grabbing the other man’s jacket collar as his left threw a couple of haymakers into his stomach.

Ryan crumpled to the floor.

Bunny raised his left foot.

“Stop!”

He turned his head and for a moment Simone saw the pure fury in Bunny’s face. He looked momentarily confused by her presence.

“Don’t hurt him.”

Bunny looked between the two of them, then reached down and grabbed the still groaning Ryan by the lapels. The chef was a big man by most standards, but McGarry lifted him effortlessly, turning him around and slamming him back against the dumpster.

Ryan whimpered. “Please, I . . .”

“I am arresting you for the assault and attempted—”

“No!”

Bunny looked down at Simone, still amongst the bin bags. “But . . .”

She tried to get back up. “It was just a misunderstanding.”

“What?”

“He was . . . we were kidding around and I . . . slipped.”

Bunny looked back and forth between the two of them as Simone gingerly pulled herself up, clinging to the wall. Her dress was damp, her hands were sticky and she could feel a trickle of blood coming down from her right nostril.

Bunny shoved Ryan’s head down. “You stay right there.”

“Look, I—”

He leaned into his ear. “Nobody gives a flying fuck what you have to say, sonny boy. Move and see what happens. Please, give me an excuse, I’m begging ye.”

Bunny took a few steps towards Simone and lowered his voice to a whisper. “You’re in shock. I’ll call an ambulance and—”

“I don’t need an ambulance. I’m fine. It was just a misunderstanding.”

Bunny softly laid a hand on her arm. “You’re OK, he can’t hurt you now.”

“Just . . . forget about it.”

Bunny looked into her face, eyes filled with concern. “He was assaulting you. He was going to—”

She shrugged his hand off. “I’m fine. I don’t want to press any charges.”

“But—”

Ryan turned slowly around. “See. I’m . . . I’m leaving.” He moved to go, his steps jerky with terror. Bunny surged forward, his left hand cocked back.

“Let him go!” She nearly screamed it.

Bunny looked back at her, eyes filled with incomprehension. She looked down, unable to meet his gaze. “Just let him go. Please.”

He reluctantly lowered his fist and Ryan moved swiftly past him. He looked at Simone and then back at Bunny. “You’ll be hearing from my solicitor.”

Bunny feinted towards him and Ryan almost tripped over his own feet, scurrying away towards the top of the alley and off into the night.

There was a moment of near silence, save for the rumble of distant traffic. Simone looked around, down at the ground. Looking for something, but she didn’t know what. She hadn’t been carrying a handbag. She checked her pocket for her keys. In the dim light from the distant streetlight, she could see various stains on her blue velvet dress. The hem was ripped.

She was aware of Bunny standing there, unmoving. She could feel his eyes on her, full of questions.

“Thanks for your . . . I’m fine.”

He spoke very softly. “You need to see a doctor.”

“No,” she said, raising her voice, “I do not. Stop telling me what I need to do.”

“But he—”

“I’m fine. I was handling it, just – leave me alone.”

“But—”

“I’m perfectly capable of looking after myself. I’m not some cat stuck up a damn tree. Who asked you to get involved anyway?”

He stepped back as if she’d slapped him. “I didn’t need to be asked. He was hurting you. He was—”

“Just forget it. Leave me alone.”

She moved to walk up the alley and stumbled on her broken heel. “Damn it.” She reached down and removed first one shoe and then the other, before continuing to walk up the alley.

A stab of pain ran through her left foot as a shard of glass wedged itself into her heel. She yelped in agony. He rushed to her side as she staggered to the wall. Leaning on it for support, she raised her foot to see rich red blood rushing forth, spreading out across the sole of her foot and running across her upturned ankle. “Damn it!”

Bunny kneeled down beside her and cleaned the blood away with a handkerchief. Then he pulled the shard of glass – from the broken brandy bottle – out of her foot, pressing hard against the wound to stem the flow and then knotting the handkerchief in place.

He looked up at her. “I could just drop you to the hospital?”

“No hospitals. Thank you for your concern.”

She tried to place some pressure on the foot and winced as pain shot up her leg again, biting her lip until it eased. “Could I get a lift home?”

He nodded and stood up, extending his arms. “C’mon, I’ll carry you.”

She looked at him. “I meant in a car.”

“No kidding. It’s around the corner, but unless your feet have become any more glass-proof . . .” He pointed down at the ground where shards of glass twinkled in the faint light.

Reluctantly, she allowed the man whose help she didn’t need to sweep her up in his arms.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN



Bunny stared out the window at nothing.

They were in the usual mid-morning lull where a zen level of absolute nothingness happened. Gringo sat in the passenger’s seat, Bunny in the driver’s, neither of them going anywhere. Across the street, Tommy Carter’s house did absolutely nothing.

The first couple of hours of the daytime shift had flown by in comparison. The book they were running on who got post today diverted attention for a good fifteen minutes just after the school run. Gringo was that far ahead, Bunny was starting to suspect he was sending people letters himself. The school run was, of course, invigorating in itself; delightful cherubs and their doting parents scampering by, only stopping to hurl abuse at the Gardaí parked outside their tribal warlord’s house. It had been decided by those on high to ignore the verbal abuse, but any spitting or physical contact with the vehicles would need to be acted upon. It was fair to say their presence was not being warmly greeted by the locals. The only upside of the day shift was that it was slightly more exciting than the night shift. Starsky and Hutch never had to put up with this shit.

Bunny pointed out of the window. “I think that grass has got longer.”

“What?” said Gringo.

“The grass,” said Bunny, pointing to the lawn outside 17 Crossan Road, “I think it’s gotten longer.”

“We’ve been here for over a month now, of course it’s grown. Welcome to how the world works. Up next – why the sky is blue.”

“My point, ye sarky bollocks, is that I think it is noticeably longer. We’ve been here that long, I’ve actually watched the grass grow.”

“Fascinating,” said Gringo, not even looking up from his newspaper. “What’s up with you this morning? You’re like a bear with a sore head.”

“Nothing. Don’t want to talk about it.”

“Which is it? Is it nothing or is it something you don’t want to talk about?”

“Ara . . . I’ll tell you later.”

Gringo looked at his watch. “Fine, take your time. I won’t be going anywhere for at least four more hours. In the meantime, what’s a nine-letter word for ‘not a jam’?”

“What?” said Bunny.

“Nine-letter word for ‘not a jam’,” repeated Gringo.

“That’s stupid, every fecking nine-letter word is not a jam. Jam is a three-letter word. Put any nine-letter word.”

“That’s not how it works. It’s cryptic.”

“’Tis idiotic is what it is. ‘Crocodile’, there you go – that’s nine letters and not a jam.”

“The second letter is an A.”

“Just spell it wrong and move on with your life.”

Gringo tossed the newspaper up on the dashboard. “You know what your problem is? You need to learn to relax. Take a lesson from Mr O’Donnell.”

Bunny snorted in lieu of a response.

They’d been on John O’Donnell, aka the Iceman, for most of last week. The subject of their surveillance was regularly alternated to prevent boredom, but seeing as this mostly meant watching a house two streets over from Carter’s, it didn’t do a great deal to alleviate the tedium. It got lively when O’Donnell went for a run, mainly because he was impossible to keep up with. At least he ran the same route every day, up around the canal and back. The man was a machine. While Moran, his ex-Ranger buddy, was all tattoos and steroid-enhanced muscle, O’Donnell was a lean athlete. Indeed, for two men with similar military backgrounds, they couldn’t be more different. Moran, with his shaved head and bodybuilder physique, seemed to view his surveillance detail as a captive audience. He regularly lifted weights topless in the front room; it looked like one of those late-night TV adverts for chatlines. To liven things up, he would occasionally sprint out of the front door and down to the corner of his street, only to stop and walk back home, laughing all the way. He had started to time how long it took the surveillance car to catch up with him. Things like that were how he occupied his time when not entertaining his harem of girlfriends. Two weeks ago, Pamela “Butch” Cassidy and Dinny Muldoon had sat outside Moran’s house while he opened the blinds of his bedroom and stood grinning at them while clearly having sex. They had debated trying to take him in for public indecency but he was in his own house and he had been smart enough to keep the girl out of view. Butch had suggested in the weekly briefing that they get a picture of his ma blown up so that they could hold it up if he did it again. That’d put him off his game.

O’Donnell, on the other hand, was like a ghost. He lived alone and had minimal contact with anyone, bar the classes he taught at his dojo. He trained, he read books, he ate, he slept. He didn’t even own a TV, which Gringo had suggested was strike one on the psycho scale right there. O’Donnell had never so much as acknowledged his surveillance. The closest he’d come was last week, when he had come out mid-morning and placed a yoga mat down on his lawn. He’d then proceeded to sit there cross-legged for two hours solid, hands placed palm-up on his knees, staring across at the car containing Bunny and Gringo. Bunny had checked the exact weather afterwards: six degrees it had been. And O’Donnell had sat there in a vest and sweatpants, calmly staring at them. It’d been funny to start with – they’d pulled faces, trying to put him off, then Gringo had got out and asked him directions to Leopardstown Racecourse. He’d sat there, barely blinking, staring right through them. By the end, it had become unnerving, which was exactly the point. He was showing them that he was a man of greater will than them. After two hours, he’d suddenly stood up, rolled up his mat and headed back inside, not even a smile or a nod in their direction.

Gringo drummed on the dashboard excitedly. “I just remembered, I’ve not told you yet!”

“What?”

“Butch reckons Tommy Carter and John O’Donnell might be, y’know . . .”

“What?”

“A couple.”

“Bollocks,” said Bunny. “Butch thinks everyone is gay. If she was right, we’d be running out of people by now.”

“But think about it, we’ve not seen either of them with a woman.”

“I’ve not seen you with a woman recently either.”

“True, but—”

“I mean,” said Bunny, “they could be, I suppose, but they’re keeping it very quiet if they are.”

“Well, like they said on that course, a lot of people are still nervous about being ‘out’ and all that.”

“Well, George Michael came out last year so, y’know.”

“Yeah, but George is an international pop star, Tommy and John are criminal hard men, it might not go with the image.”

“One of the Krays was gay.”

“Was he?”

“Yeah. I read that somewhere. The proper mental one too. Alexander the Great – there’s another.”

“Leonardo da Vinci.”

“Aristotle.”

“Ah sure, the Greeks invented it.”

“In fact,” said Gringo, “get this. Aristotle and Plato were lovers.”

“Were they? God, imagine that. Their pillow talk must’ve been something.”

“Oh yeah. Great thinkers the gays, well known for it. And our own Oscar Wilde, of course.”

“Well obviously Oscar. Goes without saying. Poor fella got all kinds of abuse for it though.”

“Locked up.”

“As was poor Alan Turing. The man cracks the Enigma code, basically wins World War Two for the allies, and then they do all kinds of terrible things to him.”

“Shocking.”

“’Tis not right.”

Bunny glanced in his wing mirror. “Speaking of ‘not right’. . .”

Gringo peered into his own mirror to see what he was referring to. On the pavement behind them, they could see at least twenty young kids walking in a large group, each dressed in the uniform of the nearby St Kevin’s School.

“Youth – and a lot of it,” said Bunny. “Is school out yet?”

Gringo looked at his watch. “Nah, it’s only just after two. Unless it’s some kind of half day or something?”

Gringo got out of the passenger seat to stand by the car and watch the approaching kids. They seemed in very high spirits. He looked at them and then over at Carter’s house. “Bunny.”

Bunny turned to see Tommy Carter emerging. He was about to turn the key in the engine when he noticed that Carter didn’t seem intent on going anywhere. He had a deckchair with him, which he opened and set down on his lawn. Gringo looked in through the open door at his partner. “We’re about to get slapped.”

Bunny reached down and picked up the radio. “Control, this is alpha twenty-nine. We have eyes on the primary. Carter is currently sitting outside his house and . . . there are a load of kids.” He felt foolish as he’d said it. Mammy, the other children are being mean to me.

There was a crackle at the other end, then a pause, followed by, “Can you confirm, alpha twenty-nine, is this the same group of children that alpha twenty-seven are seeing? They are on subject Jimmy Moran.”

Bunny looked over at Tommy Carter, who shot him a jovial salute and a smile.

“Ara shite, what the . . .”

Gringo moved down the pavement towards the large crowd of rapidly approaching children, mostly boys with some girls thrown in.

“Sorry, kids, you can’t come this way.”

They ran past him and surrounded the car, joining hands to form a giggling chain of pre-pubescent protest.

Bunny glanced over to see that Carter now had a video camera out and was filming.

“Jingle bells, jingle bells, jingle all the way . . .”

“Alright,” said Gringo, in his best authoritarian voice, “move now or you’re all under arrest.”

Nobody moved. Gringo looked around exasperated, like a supply teacher considering a drastic change in career.

Amidst the enthusiastic if undisciplined carolling, Bunny’s radio became a confusion of words.

“Alpha twenty-seven, Moran is on the move, we are attempting to pursue, however car is currently surrounded by . . .”

“Alpha twenty-four on Doyle, we have the same.”

Gringo was outside and was trying to move kids from in front of the car by unlocking their hands.

“Gringo!”

He made eye contact with Bunny, who nodded urgently in Carter’s direction. Gringo saw the camera and understood. Video of a guard throwing kids out of the way or driving a car towards them – hello, six o’clock news. Gringo shook his head and sat on the bonnet.

“This is control. Doyle and Moran are gone, can you pursue, alpha twenty-nine.”

“Negative, control. But I can confirm Tommy Carter is still here.”

Wherever the others needed to be, apparently he wasn’t required. Bunny pressed the button again. “Any news on O’Donnell, control?”

“Alpha twenty-seven had visual. The same car that picked up Moran got him too. They’re gone.”

“Roger.”

Bunny put the radio down and looked over at Tommy Carter, who was smiling from behind his camera. He gave a nod of recognition in return. They’d been conclusively outplayed. As the song came to a close, Carter stood and clapped. The kids came running over. Bunny counted seventeen of them. They each got a fiver. Not bad for carol singing in November.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN



Bunny turned off the car’s engine and sat still in the front seat, trying to gather his thoughts. It had been three days since the incident with Nathan Ryan. Three days since he had driven Simone home in the car he was currently sitting in. The car, a 1980s Porsche 928S LHD, was his one indulgence. He’d managed to acquire it from an insurance company for a song, seeing as it was technically a write-off. Then he’d pulled in a few favours and spent what Gringo had described as “two decent cars’ worth” of cash on getting it restored. He was too big for it and all the rest, but still, he loved it. At least, he loved it most of the time. On that night, it had felt like an utterly ridiculous thing. Like turning up to a funeral in fancy dress.

He looked over into the passenger’s footwell for the hundredth time – at the brown stain on the floor where the blood from her wounded foot had seeped through the temporary bandage that he’d constructed. For each of the last three days he’d driven here, pulled up outside the building and then not gone in. He didn’t know what to say or how to say it. She had been shaken up, of course she had, he got that. They had driven here in absolute silence, bar some terse directions Simone had given him. He’d stolen glances at her as he drove. Her long black hair had once again hung in a curtain, shielding the right side of her face, where Ryan had hit her, obscuring the damage. She always wore her hair down on that side.

After she had told him to pull up, they’d sat there in the car, enveloped in an oppressive silence. He hadn’t known what to say then either. Eventually, she had broken the impasse; her voice had held a strained tone, robbed of its natural mellifluous cadence. “I . . . I do not want this to become a legal thing. Don’t arrest him. Just let it be.”

He’d looked at the side of her face; in the dim illumination from the streetlights, he’d been able to make out a swelling beginning to rise. She looked down at her hands, clasped in her lap.

“But . . .”

“Promise me.”

He’d run through and rejected several things to say. Then she had finally looked across at him with those dark brown eyes.

“Alright.”

“Thank you.”

He had carried her to the car in his arms, to keep the pressure off her cut left foot, but she politely refused his offer to help her inside. Though she had spoken with anger and determination, he’d been able to feel the tremble passing through her body as she clasped her arms around the back of his neck.

“It’s OK, I can make it from here.”

“’Tis no trouble, I’ll—“

“I’m fine.” There had been an edge of exasperation in her voice as she said it. Enough to make him stop offering to help. She had opened the door and moved herself around in the seat so as to be able to stand without placing too much pressure on her left foot. She’d started to rise, but then stopped, as if a thought had struck her. She half-turned. “Thank you.”

He’d not said anything, just watched as she limped down the path, supporting herself on the metal railings as she worked her way up the half-dozen steps to the front door. She’d briefly fumbled with the lock before opening the large front door and disappearing inside, without a look back. He’d sat there for a few more minutes, trying to make sense of it all. Then he’d driven back to his house in Cabra, where he’d laid in bed alone and stared at the ceiling all night.

Bunny puffed out his cheeks and looked at himself in the rear-view mirror. He looked exactly what he was – a man who’d hardly slept in three days.

“C’mon, ye gobshite, man up.”

With a nod to himself, he exited the car and started making his way up the drive.

The house was in Rathmines, one in a long row of the old red-brick Georgian houses so common in the area. A lot of them were converted into flats, people being less likely to have a football team’s worth of children these days, or to require a management team of domestic staff to look after such a large-scale breeding operation.

The first problem he’d expected to meet was figuring out which flat she was in. He climbed the stairs and looked for buzzers that weren’t there. He took a few steps back and looked around. He had been sure this was the place, but he was now starting to doubt himself. Most of these big old buildings did look the same and, seeing as it sat back from the road and he’d been rather distracted at the time, maybe he’d got the location wrong.

He had just turned to head back down the steps when the door opened behind him. “I was wondering when you’d finally come in.”

The voice had a firm if slightly high-pitched edge to it. Bunny turned around to see a nun of barely five feet giving him an assessing squint over wire-rimmed glasses. Greying hair peeked out from under her veil. She had striking blue eyes that couldn’t have dimmed much in the sixty-plus years they’d been skewering people.

Bunny looked down at her and then looked behind him again. “Sorry, I . . .”

She moved back to open the door wider. “So, are you going to stand with your mouth dangling open like an idiot or are you coming inside?”

“Sorry, I . . . Sorry, Sister, I’m looking for my, ehm, friend.”

The nun turned her eyes to heaven. “Yes, Simone. In you come – or would you rather go back to sitting in your car and gawping like a clueless dunderhead?”

“You’re a . . .”

“Nun, yes.” She blessed herself. “May the good Mother Mary bless us and save us if this is the deductive might the Gardaí are working with.” She waved her hand irritably in the air. “This monstrosity of a place is a nightmare to heat, so can you make a decision quickly, please, as this door is wide open and we’re not made of money.”

“Sorry. Right. Of course. Sorry.”

Bunny stepped inside, onto plush carpet in a large hallway, as the nun started pushing the door closed behind him. “Good gravy, thing weighs a tonne. Don’t help or anything will you?”

“Sorry, Sister.” Bunny moved across, but too late to be of any assistance.

“C’mon then.” The nun, in her dark grey habit, started shuffling down the hall at a surprisingly fast clip. The wall was painted a peculiarly unpleasant shade of orange. The air was an oppressive mix of air freshener and overly central-heated air.

“Sorry,” said Bunny.

“Do you start every sentence with sorry? It is tremendously annoying.”

Bunny looked around him. “No, I just . . . Sorry.”

She turned her head to look back at him. “Quite the silver-tongued devil, I see.”

“Yes, ehm . . . Where am I?”

“At last, a coherent question. This house is a retirement home for the Sisters of the Saint.”

“The Saint who?”

“Just the Saint.”

“But don’t all saints have names?”

“Clearly not.”

Bunny felt like nothing was making sense, as if he was trapped in one of those stress dreams and he would look down in a minute to notice he had no trousers on.

She pushed open a door to her left and waved Bunny through into a sitting room. A TV sat in one corner, showing horse racing with the sound down. Three sofas, covered in plastic sheeting, were angled towards it and a chandelier with only half its bulbs working hung from the ceiling above. On the left sofa sat a large-in-all-senses nun with a bag of wine gums and, on the right, a nun of even shorter stature than the one who had opened the door. She seemed considerably older, too, although it was hard to judge, as she had her head back, snoring surprisingly loudly.

Bunny’s guide spoke to the larger nun in that distinctive loud voice reserved for the hard of hearing. “Sister Assumpta, we have a visitor.”

Sister Assumpta smiled a warm smile amidst immense rosy cheeks and nodded at him while chewing aggressively on a wine gum.

The first nun pointed at her sleeping colleague. “And that’s Sister Margaret, but she’s out like a light. I am Sister Bernadette.”

“Hello, Sisters, I am Bunny McGarry.”

Sister Bernadette gave him an assessing look. “Really? And that’s a name these days, is it? Well, well.” She indicated the free sofa. “Take a seat. I’ll let Simone know you’re here.”

“Right, I’ll . . .” Bunny quickly placed his hand over his eyes and turned around. “Jesus, sorry, ehm . . .”

“What on earth is wrong with you now?”

Without turning, Bunny pointed back over his shoulder in the direction of Sister Assumpta, who was in the middle of removing her clothing.

“Oh for heaven’s sake! Assumpta, dear, this isn’t the doctor. Put yourself away, will you? That’s a good girl.”

Bunny stared resolutely at the door as there was the sound of movement behind him.

“You can turn around,” said Sister Bernadette. “Crisis averted.”

When he turned back, Sister Assumpta was fully dressed once more and had gone back to staring at the horse racing, seemingly unaffected by the misunderstanding.

Sister Bernadette pointed at the sofa again. “Sit. I’ll go and get Simone.”

“Right.”

Bunny sat down and aimed a polite smile at Sister Assumpta, but it appeared she had entirely forgotten his presence.

After a few long minutes, the door opened and Bunny stood as Sister Bernadette re-entered, followed by Simone. She wore a baggy jumper, jeans and a wary expression. Her left foot was bandaged. The hair on the right side of her face hung down but it couldn’t entirely hide the bruising that had blossomed up on her cheek or the swelling on her lip. She looked both younger and older at the same time. Diminished, somehow.

Sister Bernadette clapped her hands together once and looked between the two of them. “Right, well I’m sure you two have a lot to be talking about.” She raised her voice. “Sister Assumpta, come with me to the kitchen, dear.”

Assumpta pointed at the TV in mute protest.

“You’ll live without the gee-gees for a few minutes.” She grabbed Assumpta’s hand and then leaned across to Simone and lowered her voice again. “I’ll leave Margaret here. She’s out like a light, and besides, she’s not understood either side of a conversation since the Berlin Wall came down.”

Simone nodded and smiled nervously. “Thanks, Bernadette.”

Bunny and Simone watched them leave and then turned to look awkwardly at each other. Simone gestured towards the sofa and Bunny sat down again. She came and sat beside him.

“How are you?” Bunny asked. Up close he could see the rust-red bruise that started below her swollen eye and stretched backwards into the shadow of her hair.

“I’m OK.” She waved a hand at her face. “It looks worse than it is. No broken bones or anything.”

“Right. Did you go to the hospital?”

“No.” She nodded back towards the door. “Bernadette knows someone.”

“Still, though, you should see a proper doctor, to be on the safe side.”

Simone gave a weak smile. “Apparently, the old gent was Ireland’s leading heart specialist. Bernadette knows lots of people.”

“Right. Good. I mean, well . . . y’know.”

“Yeah.” She shifted nervously in her seat. “I just wanted to say . . . I’m sorry.” Her big eyes, looking wet, flickered up to his momentarily.

“What?”

She looked up again, slightly taken aback by the shock in his voice.

“What are you talking about? You’ve nothing to be sorry for.”

“No, no – I do. You were helping me and I was very rude to you. I’m sorry.”

“That’s a shower of bollocks.”

She raised her eyebrows. “Is this how you normally accept an apology?”

“It is when I don’t deserve one. Now you listen to me. You were attacked. You have nothing to be sorry for.”

“Yeah, but if you hadn’t come along . . .”

Bunny moved closer. “Simone, listen to me. You don’t have to apologise and you don’t have to thank me, alright? None of this was your fault. You need to be clear on that.”

She nodded.

Bunny fidgeted. “So, ehm, you’re a nun then?”

Simone pursed her lips for a moment, then nodded before turning away.

“Right. Good. Great. Well done you. Fantastic. Sorry about all the . . .”

Bunny stopped talking as he noticed Simone’s shoulders shaking. Was she crying? Oh God, what did you say to comfort a crying nun? He thought about putting his hand on her shoulder and then thought better of it.

He jumped as she suddenly burst out laughing, holding her hand over her mouth as she turned to him with a glint in her eyes.

“Oh, you cow!”

She laughed harder, pushing at his shoulder playfully as she did so. “Oh, honey, I needed that. You do make me laugh.”

Bunny could feel his face going bright red. “Yeah, very funny. Making me look like a right gobshite.”

Simone rubbed her sleeve across her eyes and took a moment for her breathing to return to normal. “No,” she said, “I’m not a nun.”

“Yeah, I know that now. So . . .” Bunny looked around him. “What are you doing here?”

Simone’s expression changed again. She looked pensive. “I can tell you some of it, but you’ll have to trust me. I’ll tell you what I can.”

Bunny shrugged. “OK.”

Simone looked at the fire as she spoke, and her voice dropped to a low, steady timbre, as if she were delivering a prepared statement that she had practised a hundred times.

“Back in the States, I got into some trouble. Let’s just say I fell in with some bad people and some very bad things happened.”

“Like—”

She shook her head firmly. “I really can’t say.” She pointed back at the door. “It ain’t just me, you understand. The sisters.”

Bunny held his hands up. “OK, but how did you end up here?”

“I was in trouble and running. I had nowhere to go, and I ended up in this church. Hurt. Bleeding. Broke. Scared. What is it they say? No atheists in foxholes? Well, I guess I needed Jesus because nobody else could help me. I collapsed on this altar and, when I came to, there’s these two nuns, Mary and Joan. I told them all that had happened and . . .”

Bunny went to ask a question and stopped himself, but Simone still sensed him trying.

“I can’t say why, but I couldn’t go to the police, OK? I know that’s something you find hard but, well, not all police are like you.”

“Is that why you wouldn’t go this time?”

She nodded. “I can’t. The sisters, they got me out of New York. Got me here. I’m not . . . I’m not legal in this country.” She shot him a nervous glance. “I know I shouldn’t be telling you all this, but I reckon it’s better than you going looking. It ain’t just me, you understand. I got to protect them. The people looking for me, they won’t ever stop, but we reckon they don’t know I’m here – not unless someone tells them. I guess . . . Look, it’s up to you what you do with that information, but make sure they’re left out of it.”

Bunny looked into the fire. “I’m not going to say anything.”

Simone gave him a long look. “Really?”

He shook his head. “Besides, in this country, nuns are more powerful than the law.” He lowered his voice. “And considerably more scary.”

“I heard that.” The voice came from behind the door.

Simone rolled her eyes and raised her voice slightly. “Bernadette, is eavesdropping not a sin?”

“I’m sixty-six and a virgin. I think God will forgive me a couple.”

Simone cleared her throat pointedly.

“Fine.” As the sound of her footsteps disappeared down the hall, Bernadette raised her voice so they could clearly hear her talking to herself. “It’s our house and they’ve taken over the only room with a television in it. What do they expect me to do? Assumpta – will you put your clothes back on!”

Bunny smiled. “Never a dull moment around here.”

Simone nodded in the direction of the still-snoring Margaret. “You should be here when she wakes up. Swears like a sailor, farts like a 21-gun salute.”

“She sounds like a right laugh. Anyway, I should probably get going.” Bunny nodded towards the TV and stood up. “Don’t want to be in the way.”

“Sure,” said Simone, standing beside him. “Thanks for coming by.”

She opened the door and showed him back down the hall.

“Oh,” said Bunny, “I dropped into Charlie’s. Noel is very worried about you.”

“Yeah, I should ring him. Bernadette says he keeps calling. I just, y’know, don’t know what to say.”

“You’ll figure it out. And when you feel up to it, well, you know your adoring public is always eager to hear you sing.”

She gave him a bashful smile. “We’ll see.”

She opened the door onto the cold early evening air. It washed over them; a welcome relief from the oppressive heat of the house.

Bunny stopped and stood as if transfixed by the view.

When he spoke, his voice came out in a hoarse whisper. “Simone, how bad was the thing that happened in New York?”

She stood looking out into the street for so long that he wondered if she was just going to pretend that she hadn’t heard the question. Then slowly she turned to face him. She raised her hand to brush back her long hair from where it hung over her face. Past the swollen eye and the dark bruise lay something worse. A river of callused, burned skin snaked down from above her ear, down the side of her face and onto her neck.

Bunny flinched despite himself.

Simone’s eyes remained fixed on the floor as she spoke. “Bad.”


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN



Franko Doyle walked slowly down the uneven path that sloped towards the tarmacked area below. This path hadn’t been laid down so much as worn into the ground as thousands of pairs of feet chose the same route over decades. It was slippery after the earlier rain, and the winter night was bringing in a chill of frost. That, and the bulky rucksack on his back, was making Franko walk with great care. More than anything, he didn’t want to stumble and go on his arse – not in front of this audience. He’d never hear the end of it.

They’d been instructed to meet at 8 pm prompt in the Furry Glen, an area within the bigger Phoenix Park. The main park was neatly trimmed and scrupulously maintained. The Furry Glen was the little corner where they let nature run wild.

The men he was meeting did not like to be kept waiting. It was now twenty past, and he could sense them shooting dirty looks of irritation at him from down by the bench where they were standing. Peter Dylan and Paul Roberts. Dylan was the taller and more muscled of the two. Looked like a heavyweight boxer gone to seed. Franko knew him vaguely. He worked security at a few places – or at least he used to until his recent promotion in the ranks of the organisation he’d affiliated himself with. Paul Roberts was considerably shorter. Franko had only met him the once, and they’d not exactly hit it off. Roberts was the power in the situation, whereas Dylan was only involved as a go-between and a bit of glorified muscle. One of the few things the paramilitaries thought Dubs were good for was talking to other Dubs. As always with the IRA, it was the bloke with the northern accent who held most sway, and that was Roberts.

Dylan had approached Franko and issued the ultimatum. The ‘RA wanted to meet him and Tommy Carter for a discussion about unpaid dues and unacquired respect for how things were done. Franko had duly passed the message on.

In the summer, this place would be lousy with school trips and tourists snapping pictures. But as the winter frost started to bite, under the atmospheric lighting, it had a crisp, moody beauty to it. Not that Franko could fully appreciate it. He was too busy watching his feet.

He glanced up to see Roberts’s eyes boring into him from above his cigarette. The light above the bench was on, despite this area of the park having been closed since dusk. Getting lights turned on – that was the kind of pull the balaclava boys still had in this town. Roberts sent a cloud of cigarette smoke up into the night to join the gathering fog.

Franko finally reached level ground and covered the remaining distance at a deliberately casual pace. He briefly considered whistling.

“Peter, Paul,” he said with a smirk.

“You’re late.” Roberts’s aggressive Northern whine would’ve probably sounded threatening in any circumstances, but now it was clearly meant to. “And where the fuck is your boss?”

Franko shrugged. “He’s parking the car.”

Dylan spoke next. “You’d want to mind your manners, Franko.”

“Oh, do I?” He casually took the rucksack from his back and laid it on the ground.

“Aye, ye fucking should, ye fat prick. Now where the fuck is Carter?” said Roberts.

Franko looked at Roberts for a long second and then turned to Dylan. “Peter, tell your Northern friend here that I don’t like to be spoken to in that manner.”

“I’ll fucking speak to you however the fuck I want, and if ye don’t like it, you can take it up with my bosses.”

Franko shrugged. “Who are your bosses these days? I thought with that Good Friday agreement thing youse all signed last year, you were out of the game?”

“The Irish Republican Army is, as ever, here to look after its interests and those of the Irish people.”

“Yeah,” said Franko, “in that order.”

Roberts tossed his cigarette towards the pond and stepped forward. “I came here to talk to the man in charge, not his fat monkey.”

“Tommy Carter doesn’t just come running when summoned. Out of respect, he sent me to hear what you have to say.”

“Respect, my arse.”

Franko yawned and then looked over at Dylan. “I can remember when you boys were supposed to be fighting the Brits, whatever happened with that?”

Roberts lunged at him, but Dylan thrust out a large arm and pulled him back.

“Alright, enough of this. Franko, stop playing the maggot.”

Franko blew into his hands. “I’m here, I’m cold and I’ve better things to be doing. Can we move this along?”

Roberts pushed Dylan’s arm away and straightened his jacket. “Fine,” he said. “Tell your boy king that his actions have been noted. He has been asked – twice – to pay his dues, and twice he has refused.”

Franko nodded.

Roberts stepped forward and lowered his voice, despite there supposedly being nobody around bar the three of them to hear. “Furthermore, it is our belief that the weapons you are using have been acquired from us without our permission.”

Franko smiled. “Would these be the same weapons that you acquired from the Irish Army barracks down in the Curragh a couple of years ago without their consent?”

“Nobody steals from us.”

Franko laughed. “Well that’s clearly not the case now, is it?”

“Are you willing to make reparations or not?”

Franko laughed. “Reparations? That’s a good word for it. Reparations.” He said it slowly, as if savouring the taste.

Dylan squared his body towards him. “Franko, you’d want to start taking this seriously. Don’t go thinking our friendship is gonna protect you here.”

Franko didn’t take his eyes from Roberts as he spoke. “Friendship? Are you fucking kidding me? You’re a joke to us, Dylan. You and all your bullshit wannabe brethren. What kind of a sad sack from Dublin goes off to join the IRA to get bossed around by some Northern pricks as they fight a dead man’s war over and over again?”

Dylan shot out a meaty paw and pushed Franko’s shoulder. “Fuck you, Franko.”

Franko stumbled backwards slightly and looked down at his shoulder. “I really wouldn’t do that again if I was you.”

“So,” said Roberts, “do we have your answer?”

“Yes,” said Franko. “In fact, allow me to deliver the exact message Tommy gave me for you. You can take your reparations, your taxes and your stolen guns and you can whistle for it. In fact . . .”

Franko whistled – one long, loud blast.

A half a second later, a red dot appeared on Peter Dylan’s chest, fractionally beating the one that appeared on Paul Roberts’s. To be fair, thought Franko, Dylan had a lot more chest to aim for.

Dylan looked down and swallowed. “Paul?”

Roberts kept smiling at Franko. “Is this little parlour trick supposed to impress me? Aye, very good. Do you think you’re the only one with skilled soldiers at his disposal?” Roberts gave Franko a big grin, then stepped back and raised his voice. “Tony, time to come out and play.”

Nothing happened.

For several seconds, nothing continued to happen. As the silence stretched out, Roberts’s grin slowly crumbled.

Roberts raised his voice slightly louder. “Tony?”

Franko burst out laughing. “The look on your face.” He jigged a couple of steps back and looked around him in mock amazement. He raised his voice into a sing-song warble. “Tony? Where are you? Your Uncle Paul needs you to come out and play!”

Dylan went to say something but Roberts silenced him with a glare. This time though, he did look down at the red dot still shining directly onto his chest.

Franko was still grinning. “So, was Tony one of the three boys you’d hidden in the woods around us here? Or was he one of the two lads down the road in the van?”

“Don’t you try and fuck with us.”

Franko laughed again. “Try? I think you’ll find we already have.” He stepped forward and the smile dropped from his face. “Here’s the rest of Tommy’s message. This is our town now. You try and interfere in our business again and next time there’ll be a body count. The only reason you aren’t the star attraction in one of your silly balaclava-and-bullets funerals right now is that we chose for that to not be the case. Remember that. Consider this your one and only warning.”

He kicked the rucksack at his feet. “This is for you. It’s the clothes belonging to your band of five wannabes. I’d hurry if I was you, it’s getting nippy and I’d imagine they’re feeling the cold right about now, tied to those trees in nothing but their panties. Tell your bosses Tommy Carter says ‘fuck you’.”

Franko turned and began walking back up the slope he’d come down.

“This isn’t over,” said Roberts.

“For your sake, you’d better hope it is.”


CHAPTER NINETEEN



Nathan Ryan woke with a start.

He’d not been sleeping well for the last few nights. Had it been another nightmare? No, probably not – certainly no residual memory of it clung to his consciousness. It was probably noise-related. He lived in Temple Bar, after all, and even with the penthouse’s double glazing, the drunken hollering of the great unwashed could not be entirely silenced.

He looked at the clock. 3:17 am.

The nightmares were ludicrous. While awake, he remembered clearly what had happened. He’d been nothing but charming and the bloody woman had been playing mind games with him. Sure, turning up in the first place might’ve been a bad idea, but Christ, who didn’t have a bad idea every now and then? She had completely lost it and thrown his bottle of Rémy Martin at him. Could’ve bloody killed him. Then she’d jammed her finger in his eye and his hand had flailed out, entirely in self-defence.

He’d been wearing sunglasses for three days now and pretending he’d poked himself in the eye with his shower loofah. She was damn lucky there appeared to be no lasting damage, otherwise she’d be looking at a serious lawsuit. He tried to pull his mind off that mental track, as it led to an unhappy place. He knew how people would try and make him look. They could throw around some very ugly words indeed. The kind of words that could end a career.

He heard a noise in the kitchen.

“For fuck’s sake, Mrs Twinkle!” He’d only got the bloody cat because his ex had wanted it. He’d only kept hold of it for the exact same reason. Truth was, he really didn’t like cats. This cat in particular seemed to delight in trying to cause as much damage to his apartment as possible. That was all he needed – another moody bitch in his life.

He threw the duvet back and sat up on the edge of the bed. He had a couple more painkillers in the kitchen. Jackie would have to line him up with something stronger tomorrow. He didn’t want to go to the doctor; they’d have questions. No fucker could mind their own business any more.

He tugged his boxers out of the uncomfortable crevice they’d snuggled up in and headed towards the kitchen. The large windows offered an unparalleled view of a rain-soaked Dublin, across which the dawn light would soon be creeping. The sooner he could move on and leave this dump of a city behind, the happier he’d be.

He had half a bottle of Stoli vodka left from the weekend that would help chase the painkillers down, and finally get him some solid kip. He opened the fridge. In its light, he could see the purple bruising on the right side of his stomach that the cheap shot from that raging muck savage had left. That animal was lucky that Nathan just wanted to put the whole unsavoury incident behind him. Several highly-placed police officers were good friends of his. Anyone who wanted to eat at his restaurant on a civil servant’s wages had to be very friendly. He was owed favours. As he gingerly ran his fingers over the bruising, his other hand reached for the bottle of vodka.

It wasn’t there. He looked into the fridge in confusion. Had he . . .

Nathan jumped as a lamp in the open-plan sitting room behind him was turned on. He turned to see the black leather chair swivel around. A man was sitting there holding Mrs Twinkle.

“Ah, Mr Bond.”

Nathan yelped in shock, slamming the fridge door closed and pressing himself up against it. The cold steel against his back made him suddenly aware of his near-nakedness. On instinct, he cupped his hands over his nether regions.

“Are you expecting a free kick?”

On the second look, Nathan recognised the man. Yes! He was that copper, the one he’d seen a few times in Charlie’s, mostly in the company of the big gorilla.

“What the bloody hell are you doing in my apartment?”

The man – he seemed to recall hearing someone refer to him by the name of ‘Gringo’ – stroked the cat affectionately.

“See, Mrs Twinkle, I told you he’d shit himself.”

Mrs Twinkle purred disloyally.

Nathan pointed. “That cat does not like to be touched!” Even as he said it, he was aware of just how stupid it sounded.

Gringo turned the cat around and held her up. “She seems happy enough to me.” He pulled the cat closer and it licked his face. “She’s a happy little puss-puss, yes she is.”

Gringo lowered the cat back to his lap. “Although I’m glad you brought up the subject of inappropriate touching.”

Nathan’s mind raced. His mobile was beside the bed; the flat’s phone was on the other side of the sitting room.

“You have been an unacceptably naughty boy, haven’t you, Nathan?”

“Look,” said Nathan, trying to keep the fear from his voice, “I don’t know what that big gorilla told you but he got entirely the wrong end of the stick. It was all a misunderstanding.”

“Ahh,” said Gringo, “I thought it might be. So you didn’t assault a woman half your size and you weren’t going to do a lot worse, when the – what was it? Ah yes, ‘big gorilla’ – showed up?”

“Of . . . of course not.”

“Man,” said Gringo, “I wish you played poker because you are one god-awful liar, Nathan.”

“I’m telling you, he’s lying. It wasn’t like that.”

“OK,” said Gringo, moving to scratch Mrs Twinkle under the chin. “Let’s ask him.”

Nathan followed Gringo’s gaze as he turned his head to the front door of the apartment. He nearly jumped out of his skin as McGarry stepped forward into the light from the lamp. He gave a lazy-eyed glower of such hatred that Nathan was in serious risk of losing control of his bodily functions.

“Stay away or I’ll call the police!”

Gringo chuckled. “With what? You could also try screaming.”

“Briefly,” added McGarry.

Gringo nodded. “Briefly. And we are in Temple Bar. I’m guessing the locals are very good at ignoring people hollering in the middle of the night. You’d have to be, to live here.”

“You can’t do this. You’re the Gardaí!”

“Actually,” said Gringo, picking Nathan’s bottle of Stoli up from beside the chair where he’d left it, “right now, we’re just concerned citizens. In fact, feel free to mention our names to law enforcement. We have the most cast-iron of alibis. We’re currently enjoying a late, after-hours drink with . . .” He started counting people off on his fingers. “ . . . Mr Noel Graffoe, the proprietor of Charlie’s jazz bar; a charming retired couple called Joan and Jerry, teacher and bank manager respectively; and, wait for it, wait for it. . . Sister Bernadette – a nun, an actual honest-to-God nun!”

Nathan was only half-listening. He was nodding while gradually moving his right hand back towards where he knew his block of knives would be. Every good chef always knows where his knives are.

Gringo leaned forward slightly, “And you’ve got to ask yourself, Nathan, how much of an utter fuck-up you are that nuns, actual nuns, are happy – nay, excited – to provide an alibi to a man coming to deal with you.”

“I’m sorry,” said Nathan. “OK? I’m really sorry.”

Gringo turned to McGarry again. “He says he’s sorry.”

“Does he?” responded McGarry, clearly not concerned either way. “Not as sorry as he’s going to be.”

Gringo nodded and stroked Mrs Twinkle under the chin. “By the way, Nathan, I moved your knives. We don’t want somebody getting hurt now, do we?”

Nathan glanced behind him and his body sagged. “So what is this? The two of you have come here to scare me?”

Gringo shook his head. “Oh no, Nathan. You see, my associate here’s attitude towards men who put their hands on women is very well known in certain circles. I mean, don’t get me wrong, I, like almost everyone else – and again, Nathan, a nun, a fucking nun! – do not have much time for such men, but he,” Gringo said, pointing over towards the door, where McGarry stood stock-still, “is on another level. He seeks them out and does everything he can within the law to bring them to justice, and if that isn’t possible, well . . .” Gringo looked down at Mrs Twinkle, who was looking up at him with undisguised affection. “Well, we go play gin rummy with a publican, a teacher, a bank manager and a nun.” Gringo chuckled to himself again. “Seriously – a nun.”

Nathan flinched as McGarry started moving towards him.

“No, no, no, no, no.”

“Ah,” said Gringo, still sitting calmly in his chair, “so you do know what that word means.”

Panicked adrenalin pumped through Ryan’s veins. “So two of you have come here to beat me up? Ohh, big men!”

Gringo laughed humourlessly. “Oh no, Nathan. You see, my friend here has come to punish you.”

Nathan slid down the shiny metal front of the fridge-freezer, his hands placed protectively above his head.

He looked up to see McGarry towering over him.

“I’m just here to make sure he doesn’t kill you.”


CHAPTER TWENTY



Bunny walked into the briefing room and placed one of Pearse Street station’s famously bad cups of tea in front of Gringo. Gringo nodded thanks as Bunny slid into the chair beside him.

They’d come straight in after an uneventful day shift on the Clanavale Estate – well, uneventful by the standards of the day before. The night shift had confirmed that John O’Donnell and Franko Doyle had returned home about 1 am. Jimmy Moran had stumbled out of a taxi just before 4 am, with a worse-for-the-drink blonde in tow. Detectives Dinny Muldoon and Pamela “Butch” Cassidy had been on his house at the time. Butch was standing up in the centre of the room, relaying the story to the other members of the task force.

“So, he’s got this young one wearing – Jesus, how would you even describe the outfit, Dinny?”

Dinny Muldoon, looking like something the cat dragged in, was nonetheless enjoying his partner’s telling of the story. His strong Kerry accent filled the room. “Well let me say this, Detective Cassidy, the young lady in question’s outfit, well, ’twould be considered scant.”

Butch put one finger to the tip of her nose and pointed at Muldoon. “Scant. Scant is indeed a good word for it, Detective Muldoon. Her outfit was positively scant-elous.”

The chuckles of the assembled company were mixed with groans.

“So anyway,” continued Butch, “Moran comes over to the car and he’s waving in the window going, ‘Y’all right there, officers, have you had a good night’ – all this bullshit.”

“What a prick.”

“Too right, and then he bends this girl over on our bonnet and starts dry humping her.”

Butch started enthusiastically acting it out, leaning over one of the desks. “And he’s all, ‘Oh yeah, she’s gonna love it, we’re going to be riding all night.’”

“The man is indeed a poet,” interjects Muldoon.

“Now personally,” continued Butch, “I’d have arrested him there and then for fraud. With the amount of steroids that muppet has probably been on, I’d imagine the best chance of his little ding-a-ling giving anyone a good time is if he dresses it up and does a puppet show.”

A guffaw of laughter rippled around the fourteen officers.

“Anyway, enough is enough. We get out of the car and Dinny pulls lover boy aside.”

Muldoon leaned forward. “I did indeed. I explained to Mr Moran that he was making a nuisance of himself and that Section 5 of the Criminal Justice Public Order Act 1994 makes it an offence for anyone in a public place to engage in offensive conduct between the hours of midnight and 7 am.”

“Jesus, Dinny,” chipped in Bunny, “I love it when you get all quotey. How did the muscle-bound bollocks take that?”

“Funny you should ask, Detective McGarry. Not well, but also not as badly as I’d hoped. I was hoping he was going to smack me one and we could get him on assaulting a police officer. No such luck. Instead he’s all ‘This is harassment! Who am I offending?’ Now, I wanted to say me, not least because I’ve a couple of ten-month-old bambinos at home and let’s just say it’s been a while since both myself and Mrs Muldoon have been in the same room fully conscious and neither of us with baby sick on us.”

“Conjugal visits have been in short supply in the Muldoon household,” confirmed Butch. “I feel so bad for him, I’ve considered letting him come over to my house to watch.”

“So did you arrest him?” asked DS John Quinn, a man not renowned for his lightning wit.

“No,” said Cassidy, “course not. Rigger said about not leaving us open to harassment charges, tempting as it’d be.”

“So what’s the point?” continued Quinn, unaware of the eye-rolls all around him.

“Ah,” said Dinny, “Detective Cassidy, would you like to enlighten DS Quinn as to the point?” He let it hang in the air as he looked at Butch, giving his double-act partner the dénouement.

“So, while Dinny was having his tête-à-tête with Moran, I’m chatting to his lady friend. Telling her, ‘Oh yeah, we’ve been following himself about, he’s under surveillance.’ This she knows, by the way. Seems to be getting a kick out of it. Loving the bad boy image and all that. So I says, ‘Yeah, followed him to the gym, the shops, the STD clinic . . .’”

Laughter.

“‘STD clinic?’ she says. And I go, ‘Oh shit – I shouldn’t have said that, ignore me. It’s probably nothing, he might just know someone who works there – who he’s gone to visit three times in two weeks.’”

There was more laughter, mixed with a smattering of applause.

Butch took a bow. “So, Cinderella suddenly remembers she has to go home immediately, before Prince Charming turns into a pumpkin.”

“Crabs more like!”

“And Moran goes batshit!”

“Ah Jesus, folks,” Dinny said through his foot-wide grin, “the look on his face was fecking priceless.”

“He was probably in there all night,” said Butch, “cursing his massive deltoid muscles that mean his hands can’t reach down and grab his little winky.”

Cassidy started acting this out to the room’s amusement, mimicking Moran’s muscle-bound gait that made it look like he was carrying an invisible roll of carpet under each arm.

A cough came from behind her.

The room fell silent.

DS Jessica Cunningham stood in the doorway, looking unamused even by her lofty standards.

“I’m glad to see we’re all having a good time. Is there something worthy of celebration I’m unaware of?”

Butch, red-faced and silenced, sat down in her seat as the room shifted nervously.

“We get made to look like clowns by Carter and here we all are, laughing it up.” Cunningham stared coldly around the room for a second before moving across to her seat at the front. DI O’Rourke and DS O’Shea came in the door behind her, unaware of the dressing-down that had just been issued.

O’Rourke leaned back against the desk at the front while O’Shea started passing out photocopies.

“OK, folks, thanks for coming in. Look – yesterday was a farce and we all know it. Mr Carter is certainly ‘inventive’, the little shit, but we knew that.” He stopped to look around the room at his team. “I know morale is an issue. I’m not blind to that. We’ve been on this for five weeks now, but honestly, while it might not look like it, it is working. Yesterday, they had to go to great lengths to get out from under us, and when they did, they’d no alibi for the time they were missing. Any time they pulled a job previously, one of the big problems we had was that the Clanavale Estate would alibi them up to the nth degree. They’ve not got that when we’re on them. We’re making it harder for them to work.”

This, thought Bunny, was true – up to a point. Whatever they’d been up to yesterday – and every bank, armoured car and Garda on patrol had been made aware of an increased threat of armed robbery – it hadn’t been a light-of-day thing. Maybe they were up to something, maybe they just wanted to make the Gardaí look foolish. Either way, they had succeeded.

“We’ve just handed out some new guidelines,” said O’Rourke, holding up one of the photocopied sheets of paper. “I’m asking for more resources. We’re going to try and keep a car just outside the estate, so if they pull a stunt like this again, we can pick up the tail. In the meantime, every one of your cars has a video camera in the glove compartment now. If they’re going to film us, we’re going to film them. We don’t want edited footage getting out to make us look bad that we can’t counter. Carter is smart but pressure will force him into a mistake. It might not feel like it, but we’ve got them right where we want them.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE



“We’ve got them right where we want them,” said Jimmy Moran.

Tommy Carter placed a finger to his lips and nodded pointedly at John O’Donnell, who was methodically making his way around the front room with the scanning device they’d brought back from Florida the last time they’d been over. A present from O’Donnell’s contacts in Miami that was proving useful.

Franko, sitting in the armchair, looked at Moran stretched out on the sofa, his feet on the cushions. The man had no respect for anything, and seeing as Tommy kept his house as pristine as both his father and his mother had before him, that was doubly disrespectful. Moran didn’t have the sense he was born with.

“For feck’s sake, Tommy,” continued Moran, “Johno checked the whole place two days ago. Can we get on with it?”

O’Donnell stopped what he was doing and looked down pointedly at him.

Moran may have been a more imposing physical presence, but he still wilted under O’Donnell’s gaze. “I’m just saying,” he said, shifting his legs around. Huffily, he took his Zippo lighter out of his pocket and started flicking it on and off, dancing his fingers through the flame.

Tommy stood leaning against the piano that nobody had played in twenty years, not since Tommy’s ma had passed. He gave Moran a look that was hard to read. Tommy was always hard to read.

O’Donnell finished running the device up and down the last remaining wall before nodding an affirmative at Carter and going to stand by the fireplace. Tommy turned and switched on the jammer box that sat on top of the piano. Belt and braces. “Right, I’m calling this meeting to order. Let’s keep this brief and to the point. Franko, how did the meeting go with our friends from the north?”

“Like clockwork, Tommy. I thought that prick Roberts was going to shit himself when he realised we’d taken out his boys.”

“Did he say anything we didn’t expect?”

Franko shook his head. “Nah. Usual demands of something for nothing. Thinking they’re the big bad wolf. I’ve not heard anything back since, but I’ll keep an ear out.”

“OK. Good. From a security standpoint?”

Carter looked at O’Donnell, but it was Moran who answered. “Like a dream. Shower of amateurs didn’t know what hit them. I swear . . .”

Moran stopped talking when he noticed the look on Tommy’s face.

“John?”

“Yeah,” said O’Donnell, “mostly fine.”

“Mostly?”

O’Donnell glanced in Moran’s direction. “Jimmy got into it with one of their boys, slapped him around a bit.”

Moran leaned forward. “He was acting the maggot, Tommy.”

Carter looked at O’Donnell again. “How much?”

O’Donnell shrugged. “Nothing big, but the guy will have gone to A&E.”

“Big deal,” said Moran.

Carter sighed. “Not a big deal, Jimmy, course not – but the fella’s going to hospital. He’s going to have visible damage, I assume. Questions will get asked. Even the Gardaí are smart enough to notice somebody with a smashed-up face. We don’t want to advertise.”

“It sends a message.”

Carter didn’t move as he spoke. Franko had always noticed that about him. He was unnervingly good at staying absolutely still. “The only messages we send are the ones I say we send. Is that absolutely clear?”

Franko watched Moran shift nervously under the younger man’s calm gaze, before mumbling, “Yes, Tommy,” and then going back to flicking his lighter.

Franko might have known Tommy Carter better than anyone outside of his immediate family, but even he had to be looking closely to see the flash of irritation that slipped across his otherwise unreadable face.

“Good. Now, how did it go with your friend after?”

Moran perked up. “Really well. Shipment is coming in Monday, 20:37 – just like we expected.”

Franko ran his hand through his hair and puffed out his cheeks. “We can’t move on that, Tommy, not with the heat on us.”

Moran shrugged. “We can run circles around those clowns, what’s the big deal? You going soft, Franko?”

“Blow it out your arse, Jimmy.” Moran liked to lord his and O’Donnell’s hard-man military stuff over Franko every chance he got and he was getting royally sick of it. Moran confused smart with scared way too much.

Moran made to respond but Tommy put his hand out to cut him off. “We don’t have time for one of your pissing contests. Franko, how did your little trip go?”

Franko pulled two sheets of paper from under his jumper. “He got us a list of names but it cost double. Rozzers, even dirty ones, don’t like giving up other rozzers.” It had taken Franko half an hour to calm him down and get the names. Nothing worse than a bent copper with a sudden attack of conscience.

Tommy took the pages. “Good work. You took it out of petty cash?”

“Yeah, but . . .” Franko rubbed his hands together. “That pot is running low, after the expenses and the low return from the last job.”

Tommy nodded. “Not a problem, we’re good to—”

They were interrupted by a soft knock on the living room door. Tommy put a finger to his lips before raising his voice. “Yeah?”

Tommy’s sister, Eimear, popped her head in, glancing nervously around the room. “Sorry, Tommy.”

“That’s alright, Eimear,’ said Tommy, in a soft tone he reserved for his sister and nobody else, “it’s only the lads.”

They all nodded and smiled greetings at her. She flashed a brief smile, not looking in Franko’s direction at all.

“Is everything OK?”

Eimear spoke somewhere north of a whisper but not by much. “I’m going to the cinema with Janet, is that alright?”

“Course. You’ve got money?”

She nodded.

“Grand. Ring me if you need a lift home.”

She nodded again and quickly departed. They waited a few seconds and heard the front door open and close.

“She’s awful quiet when we’re around,” said Moran. “I think she’s got a crush on Johno!”

Moran’s guffaw died in his throat as the cold eyes of both O’Donnell and Tommy bore down into him.

“Sorry, only messing. No disrespect.”

Tommy fixed his gaze on Moran for a second longer and then moved to O’Donnell. “And your end?”

O’Donnell nodded. “All good. On schedule. Which means we need next week to happen or come up with something else fast.”

“Don’t worry,” said Carter, tapping the sheets of paper in his hand, “there’ll be a weakness and I’ll find it. Just everyone stick to the plan and don’t do anything stupid.”

They all nodded.

“Now,” said Carter, “who wants to see the video of the Garda Síochána’s finest being beaten by a bunch of carol-singing twelve-year-olds?”


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO



Simone looked around Charlie’s bar for the third time. All the chairs were up on the tables, the toilet lights were off, the ashtrays were emptied. Noel was currently restocking the bar, having insisted he needed absolutely no assistance doing so.

“OK then,” she said, loud enough to be heard over the clanking of bottles.

Noel’s head reappeared over the bar and he shot her a smile. “Safe home.”

“Right. Yeah. Good.” She was nodding although she wasn’t sure why. “I’ll see you tomorrow then.”

Noel looked up from the stock ledger where he was taking notes. “Yes, as already mentioned three times, you will.” He said it with a smile.

It was her first night back working since the incident with Nathan Ryan. Noel had come around to the house the day after Bunny had. Or rather, Bernadette had finally allowed him to. He had been trying from the get-go, once he’d realised Simone’s excuse of being ill was far from the whole truth. She had sat him down and calmly explained what had happened. He had been all apologies, despite none of it being his fault – at least as far as anyone but him was concerned. His jumble of tics and spasms throughout were so severe, it was hard to figure out where his opinion of Nathan Ryan stopped and the random swearing started. It’d taken both Bernadette and Simone to talk him down from going to the police. He had then inferred that he knew some people who could take care of Mr Ryan. Sister Bernadette had taken him out of the room and given him what Simone could only assume had been a very stern talking to. When he returned, he pointedly avoided the subject of vengeance.

She had been expecting him to insist on driving her home or putting her into a taxi, though she would have turned either offer down flat. She was determined to get back to life as normal. She was expecting him to at least insist on walking her to the top of the alley. As it happened, it seemed there was going to be no struggle on that front either. Simone was glad, and a little hurt.

“OK then,” she said, before realising she had already said that. She turned to go, her handbag hanging from her shoulder, clutched tightly under her arm. It had been a gift from Bernadette, as had the can of homemade mace that sat inside it. Simone had made the mistake of expressing scepticism about the potency of such a thing. She had then been horrified when Bernadette had brought Freddy the milkman in and demonstrated it on him. It had taken over an hour for the man to regain both sight and composure. He’d sat at the kitchen table weeping burning tears and gasping as Bernadette had assured him he was doing the Lord’s work.

Simone looked down. She had her sneakers on. She had her keys in her pocket. She had her bag. She had her mace. She opened the bag, looked at it, and then put the mace into the pocket of her coat instead. She closed her bag. She double-checked the keys and then looked at the door. A deep breath. First time is the hardest. Just get it done and move on with your life.

She opened the door.

Bunny McGarry was sitting on the stairs outside, looking at his watch. As she emerged, a large smile spread across his face. “How’s it going?”

Simone stopped and looked at him. “What are you doing here?”

“I was just passing and that.”

“Yeah, I call bullshit.” She looked back into the bar to see Noel’s silvery hair disappearing fractionally too slowly under the bar. “Look, I appreciate it and all, but I don’t need an escort.”

“Have I ever told you how much I enjoy a fried breakfast?”

Simone raised her eyebrows. “No, hard as it is to believe, that has never come up in conversation.”

“Well, I do. The full Irish, mind. Black pudding. White pudding. Eggs. Sausages. Beans. Mushrooms. None of that fried tomato nonsense but – and this is a recent break with tradition – I will go the occasional hash brown; your nation’s finest export, present company excepted.”

“Thank you kindly, sir, but – does this have a point?”

“It does indeed. Ye see, I had my yearly Garda physical last week and this fella sits me down and tells me – wait for it – I’m fat.”

Simone laid the southern accent on thickly. “Well, I do declare, the very impertinence of the man.”

“Oh God, yeah, I’d have slapped him silly normally, but I was unwilling to put down my breakfast kebab. Anyhow, not to blind you with science, but it turns out sitting on your arse for twelve hours a day is bad for you. He wants me to cut down on the booze and the brekkie and start jogging.”

“You don’t strike me as a jogger.”

“Exactly. Only time I run is after somebody, and they’re going to regret making me do it, let me tell you.” Bunny stood up. “So there we go.”

Simone looked around. “Did I pass out there for a minute? I don’t see any connection between what you just said and why you’re here.”

“Simple. I need some exercise, so every night I can, I’m walking from here to a street in Rathmines and back again.”

“For the good of your health?”

“For the good of my health.” He moved to the side and waved her through. “Now, you can walk behind me, in front of me, or to somewhere else entirely – but I am walking to Rathmines to a house full of batshit-crazy nuns.”

Simone looked him up and down before smiling. “OK, but, just so you know there fella, I got a can of mace here, so you’d better behave yourself.”

Bunny fell into step beside her as she walked up the slope. “Where’d you get that?”

“Sister Bernadette made it for me.”

“Christ on a bike, she is one mental old battleaxe isn’t she?”

Simone stopped as they turned the corner. She looked back. The alley stood behind them. Just an alley.

“Everything OK?” asked Bunny.

“Yeah, fine,” she replied. “And I dare you to call Sister Bernadette that to her face.”

“No thanks, I’d rather try the mace.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE



Bunny yawned expansively.

“Someone had a late night, I see.”

He looked across at Gringo, sitting in the passenger seat next to him. “You’re one to talk. Unless I’m very much mistaken, that’s the same suit you wore yesterday.”

“I was seeing a lady.”

Bunny raised his eyebrows. “Is that right?”

“Yep. Two, in fact. Unfortunately, the other fella was seeing three nines.”

Bunny shook his head in disapproval. “You’d want to start widening your range of hobbies.”

“Look who’s talking. Another late-night walk home with your southern belle, was it? You’ve been doing that for how many weeks now?”

“A few.”

“Any luck in going beyond the walking stage yet?”

Bunny shifted in his seat. “’Tis not like that.”

“Yeah,” said Gringo, “just good friends. Have you looked at yourself recently?”

“What?”

“I’ll tell you what. You’re clean-shaven, you’ve lost at least a stone in weight and are you even hung over right now?”

“Course I am.”

“Liar. My point is – you and I are good friends and I can’t make you change your socks. You, amigo, are in love and you’d want to do something about it. Slow and steady is one thing, but even glaciers would think you’re playing it a bit too cool.”

Bunny rolled his eyes theatrically. “Here we go with more romantic advice from the master.”

“I’m just saying – you like her, she likes you. It’s not rocket science.”

“She’s not exactly had the best impression of men around these parts so far, ’twould seem rude to make advances.”

“Oh for God’s sake, Bunny, you’re not Nathan Ryan and she, more than anyone, knows that.”

“That snivelling gobshite would’ve been collecting his knackers from another postcode, if you’d let me—”

Gringo held his hands up. “Not this again. I let you do plenty to him. By the way, did I tell you I saw him a couple of nights ago?”

“Really? How was little Nathan?”

“Hard to say,” said Gringo. “He just screamed and ran out the door.”

“Well, I see him again and he’d better be running fast.”

“You’re like a messed-up version of Santa Claus, y’know that? Ohh!” Gringo drummed on the dashboard excitedly. “Speaking of which, in a manner of speaking – guess what? The Klan have their own version of Santa Claus!”

“Which clan?”

“The Klan, as in the Ku Klux Klan.”

“The shower of racist fucknuggets running around with the pillowcases over their heads?”

“The very same,” said Gringo with a nod. “I saw it on TV last week.”

“Have you finally moved on from the end-of-the-world specials then?”

“This was on after a fascinating documentary on the Millennium Bug actually. Ask me what he’s called.”

“Who?”

“The Klan’s version of Santa. Ask me what he’s called.”

“Maybe I don’t want to know?”

Gringo pulled a face. “Just ask me.”

“Why do—”

“Because,” said Gringo, “this is how people communicate. You’re going to have to work on your conversational skills if you ever want to sweep a certain lady off her feet.”

“Didn’t I tell you to shut up about that?”

“She’s on your mind, I can tell. All that looking out the window and sighing plaintively.”

Bunny waved his hands about in front of him. “We’re sitting in a car doing surveillance, ye dozy gobshite. Not only have I no choice but to look out the window, it is what I’m actually supposed to be doing.”

“All I’m saying is, you need a bit of coaching, to stop you being all, y’know – you. And I can help with that.”

“And how is your divorce going, Gringo?”

“Low blow, amigo. You’re embarrassed and you’re lashing out. Would you like to talk about your feelings?”

Gringo was grinning across at him now. There seemed to be little he enjoyed more than winding Bunny up.

“My feelings? Ask me hole.”

Gringo shook his head. “This is exactly what I’m talking about. You need to be polished up because you are currently a rough – very rough – diamond. I, as your colleague and friend, am willing to My Fair Lady the crap out of you.”

“Very good of you.”

“You’re welcome. I’m not going to lie, there’s a fair bit of work to do in the wardrobe and personal grooming stakes, but we should get cracking on the conversational skills issue as soon as possible.”

“I see,” said Bunny. “And your suggestion for a break-the-ice chat with a black girl is ‘Howerya, love, did you know the Ku Klux Klan has its own version of Santa Claus?’”

“Ah,” said Gringo, “yeah, I’d probably not open with that, alright.”

“Oh, you think? Well, thanks very much Cyrano de-fecking-Bergerac – I’ll give you a shout if your services are required.”

There was a long pause as they both looked out their respective windows at the nothing that was continuing to happen outside.

Eventually, Bunny cracked first. “Well?”

“Well, what?” said Gringo.

Bunny glowered at him, but Gringo let the anticipation build until . . . “Klanta Klaus!”

“Feck off!”

“Seriously. They call him Klanta Klaus. He wears the Santa outfit with the hood.”

“Christ on a motorbike. I bet he’s dreaming of a very white Christmas.”

“You’re not wrong,” laughed Gringo. “I’d imagine when he’s making a list, he’s only checking it once. He has a very simple system to cut down on admin there.”

“What a shower of limp-dicked dog-botherers.”

“Yep,” said Gringo. “Ireland has its flaws, but at least we never had dickheads like that.”

“True,” responded Bunny, “Although I can’t help but think the absence of almost any non-white people until very recently really helped to cut down on the racism.”

“Fair point, amigo. Fair point.”

Bunny reached back and shoved his hand into his bag on the back seat, fishing out the can of Diet Coke he’d brought with lunch.

“Aha!” said Gringo. “Diet! Busted! Look at you, looking after yourself.”

“Would you ever shut up.”

“It’ll be stomach crunches and vegetable smoothies next.”

“Would you—” Bunny was interrupted as the can of Diet Coke, which he had allowed insufficient time to settle, exploded upon opening and drenched his trousers. “Ara for feck’s sake.”

Gringo roared with laughter and applauded. “Fantastic! Bit premature there, amigo. Don’t be embarrassed, happens to the best of us.”

Bunny rubbed ineffectually with his hand at his trousers, already sticky to the touch.

“Shut up and get me a tissue or something, ye great scuttering gobshite.”

Gringo started checking the glovebox as Bunny looked around on the back seat. He looked into his wing mirror as a car came around the corner at a rapid clip and halted with a yelp of screeching rubber on the opposite side of the road.

“Why’s Dinny back?”

“Dunno,” said Gringo, “but he’s a new dad. Odds on he’ll have tissues.”

They had relieved Detectives Pamela “Butch” Cassidy and Dinny Muldoon at 8 am from what they’d described as a terminally dull night shift. Muldoon had hurried off to try and beat the morning rush hour home to help his missus with the twins. He’d been in a good mood the last time they saw him. Now his face was red and his neck muscles were straining, as if trying to keep his head from flying clean off.

“Maybe he . . .”

Bunny couldn’t think of anything but that quickly became irrelevant. Dinny wasn’t here to see them. He leaped out of his car and charged to Carter’s front door, hammering on it loudly with his fist. “Carter!”

Bunny and Gringo exchanged a glance and then got out of the car.

“Dinny?” said Bunny, “What are you up to?”

He didn’t turn around. Even from twenty yards away, the tension in his body was visible, fizzing through him like electricity. A couple of years on the beat taught any sensible copper to recognise the signs.

Carter’s door was already opening as Bunny and Gringo broke into a run.

Tommy Carter’s face appeared in the gap.

“No!” shouted Gringo, hopelessly late.

Dinny’s right fist was already making contact with Carter’s jaw as they made it onto the driveway.

The door flew open as Carter was sent sprawling backwards down his hallway, Dinny racing after him.

Gringo nipped through the door just before Bunny.

Dinny was standing over the supine figure of Carter, raining blows down with both hands. Carter had covered his face with his arms but otherwise made no effort to fight back.

Gringo grabbed Dinny’s arms to stop the assault.

He was only five ten and whippet thin, but it still took both Gringo and Bunny to drag Dinny out of there, kicking and screaming. “I’ll kill you, I’ll kill you, I’ll fucking kill you!”

When they finally got him outside. Bunny and Gringo let him go, only to have to hurl themselves in front of him again as he attempted to get back inside Carter’s house.

Gringo got him in a bear hug and dragged him back to the opposite side of the road, where the Granada still sat, doors open.

Bunny looked around to see a few neighbours out on their steps, gawping. He turned and went back into the house. Tommy Carter still lay on the ground, calmly holding a handkerchief to stem the steady flow of blood from his nose. The beginnings of swelling could already be seen at the corner of his faint smile and under his right eye. Bunny glanced up to see Eimear standing at the top of the stairs, looking terrified.

“Officer,” said Tommy, the hint of a smile on his lips, “I’d like to report that I have been assaulted and my life has been threatened.”

“I see,” said Bunny, a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach. Bunny looked at Eimear. “And you have witnesses to this?”

Tommy smiled. “I don’t need witnesses.” He pointed over Bunny’s shoulder.

Bunny turned to see the CCTV camera above the door, covering the hallway.

“You can’t be too careful.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR



Commissioner Gareth Ferguson stood in his dressing gown and slippers on the balcony, his long cigar clamped in his mouth. He glowered at the traffic below, as if it were personally responsible for all of the inconvenience in his life.

DI Fintan O’Rourke slid the balcony door open and stepped out to join him. Ferguson didn’t turn around.

“Shut the bloody door, Fintan. Doctor Jacoby gets a whiff of cigar in his office and I’ll never hear the end of it.”

As O’Rourke carefully pulled the door closed, Ferguson took the cigar out of his mouth and looked at it. “Honest to Christ, it’s only a bloody cigar. You’d think I was weeing on the man’s carpet. Bloody doctors.” He resumed puffing away.

“Yes, sir,” said O’Rourke.

The hem of Ferguson’s hospital gown flapped in the breeze under his dressing gown.

“I’m . . . Are you sure this is a good time for this, sir?”

Ferguson glanced briefly back at O’Rourke. “Trust me, Fintan, there is no good time for this chat.”

“I know, sir, but, I mean . . . Can I say, I’m very sorry to hear of your . . .”

Ferguson turned to look at him, “My what?”

“Your medical condition, sir.”

“Medical con—? Have you lost your damn mind, Fintan? What exactly do you think is wrong with me?”

“Well, sir, obviously you want to keep it private, which I entirely understand. I’m just sorry that . . .” Fintan flapped a hand in the direction of the office he had just walked through. Ferguson turned his eyes to heaven.

“Christ! One of our country’s finest deductive minds at work. Look on my works, ye Mighty, and despair! I am here, Fintan, to get a benign cyst removed from my back. The reason I am standing on the balcony of the office of the country’s premier neurologist is that his other half is my beloved wife’s bridge partner and, having one of only two balconies in this Godforsaken sanctuary for sawbones, he agreed to allow me to use it to have a bloody cigar.”

“Oh.”

“Yes, so don’t go popping your CV in for my job just yet. Do you know what a benign cyst is, Fintan?”

O’Rourke didn’t answer, correctly guessing that it wouldn’t be required.

“It is a lump of fatty, useless flesh that just sits there and does nothing except look unsightly. In that regard it is like the last Minister for Justice, as opposed to the current one, who is a cancerous little pimple that – unless removed – will one day kill us all.”

Another gust of cold wind caused the hem of Ferguson’s hospital gown to flap up again. He pulled his burgundy dressing gown tighter and spat on the floor.

“And why the hell do I have to wear this undignified thing with my arse hanging out the back? I’m not in theatre for another couple of hours. What, in the name of all that is good and holy, is wrong with me wearing my fine silk jimmy-jams in the meantime?” Ferguson stepped suddenly forward and looked down at O’Rourke. “Did you just smirk, Fintan?”

“No, sir.”

“Any civilised man in his right mind knows that the pyjama is an unfairly-maligned suit of clothing. Well may ye sleep in your nudity beneath the eyes of the Lord, like Adam in the garden of Eden – but when your house burns down, remember lots of strapping firemen with big hoses shall be strutting by you and the missus while you stand there holding your worried little winky as your worldly possessions go up in smoke.”

O’Rourke made sure his face was a mask of absolute sincerity. “Thank you for the advice, sir, I shall keep it in mind.”

“Yes, you bloody should, Fintan – because I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but your damn house is on fire.”

Silence reigned for a few moments as Ferguson turned around and went back to staring at the traffic, flicking ash off the tip of his cigar to dance away on the winter breeze.

“How the hell did this happen?”

O’Rourke pulled a notebook he didn’t need out of his pocket and referred to it. “At 8:43 am, Detective Dennis “Dinny” Muldoon returned home, having worked a twelve-hour surveillance shift on Tommy Carter. He found his wife, Theresa, in a highly distressed state. She had just entered the bedroom of their twin babies, Jack and Georgia, to discover two teddy bears with their heads cut off and knives shoved through their hearts.”

“Christ!” said Ferguson.

“Someone had obviously broken in during the night. Theresa had been in the room at around 4:30 am to check on them and there hadn’t been any signs of a disturbance. And, sir – just for context – I personally know that the Muldoons had been trying to have kids for years. She’s had at least two miscarriages that I know of.”

Ferguson moved the cigar around in his mouth and twirled his finger in the air in a signal to continue. O’Rourke looked down at his notes again.

“Detective Muldoon, understandably emotional, then immediately returned to Tommy Carter’s residence and assaulted him before being restrained by Detective McGarry and Detective Sergeant Spain.”

Ferguson pulled the cigar out of his mouth. “And what the bloody hell were they doing that they couldn’t get to the man before he got to Carter?”

“Sir, they . . . it happened fast.”

“Yes,” said Ferguson, “I believe there is a video that attests to the ferocity of Muldoon’s attack.”

“Sir, can I—”

“No, Fintan, you can’t. Muldoon is suspended indefinitely without pay.”

“But, sir—”

“The blessed Garda Representative Association can – and will – kick up a fuss, and I’ve no doubt I’ll have Sheila Appleton in my office tomorrow morning doing just that, but video killed the radio star, Fintan, and it may well do the same to Muldoon’s career.” Ferguson paused and looked up at the darkening skies. “Furthermore, your task force is no longer to carry out overt surveillance on Carter and his—”

O’Rourke stepped forward to push into Ferguson’s eyeline. “Sir, you can’t. This is exactly what he wants.”

Ferguson turned, his bulk forcing O’Rourke to lean back. “And it is exactly what he gets.”

“But it was them!”

“Of course it was them, Fintan, I’m not a bloody idiot. However, if you had even a shred of evidence linking Carter or one of his men to this gaudy bullshit with knives and teddy bears I’d have heard about it by now, wouldn’t I? Or are you holding out on me?”

O’Rourke pursed his lips and shook his head.

“Then shut up and take your medicine. Either we pull everything off him and his chums or his solicitor gets that tape on the six o’clock news. The video kills us stone dead and you know it, so don’t go throwing your toys out of the pram. You got played.”

“But—”

“Pull the surveillance – now. You’ll have to come up with some other way to get Carter and it’d better be a damn sight smarter than you’ve been so far. This isn’t a shit storm so much as a tsunami.”

Ferguson tossed his cigar butt over the ledge of the balcony and then ignored the plaintive “Oi!” that carried up from the street below.

“Either find some way to move forward – or abandon this entire investigation. Either way, move fast if you want to rescue the career you’re so in love with.”

O’Rourke looked at the concrete floor of the balcony and briefly considered hurling one of the potted plants as far as he could over the railing. “Yes, sir.”

Ferguson tightened the belt on his dressing gown again. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to get a perfectly harmless lump of flesh gouged out of my back for no other reason than my sainted wife is sick of looking at it. To be honest, I think she’s sick of the sight of all of me, but this bit she can do something about.”

As he moved past, Ferguson stopped and lowered his voice. “If, in six months’ time, Carter and Co are up on a host of charges and bang to rights, then suddenly Detective Muldoon’s situation becomes a lot more manageable, and the media would be considerably more sympathetic to his plight. As of right now, well . . .”

“Yes, sir.”

“In the meantime, put me down for two hundred in Muldoon’s collection.”

O’Rourke nodded.

“That’s assuming I don’t die at the hand of some overenthusiastic butcher boy in the meantime.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE



The screech of car tyres made Simone jump, and she clutched reflexively at the mace in her coat pocket. Bunny’s car, that awful 1980s Porsche that he loved so much, was pulled up at the kerb, the man himself trying to extricate himself from it. She still couldn’t get over it. In many ways, she had never met a man less concerned with the superficial as Bunny McGarry, and yet he had this ludicrous car which seemed to be in the shop more often than not, and when it wasn’t he was far too large a man to get out of it comfortably without the aid of a tin opener.

He moved quickly around the car, his face a picture of concern. “Sorry, sorry, sorry.”

“What are you apologising for?”

“I was supposed to walk you home and I wasn’t there.”

“It’s cool, don’t worry about it. I’d totally forgotten you were going to.” She hadn’t. She’d waited around for twenty minutes in the biting December chill. He was normally set-your-watch reliable, and – much as she hated to admit it – she looked forward to the nights when he’d be there. They had become the highlight of her week. His no-show had put her in more of a bad mood than she’d let herself acknowledge. Tonight, of all nights. She’d taken it as a sign.

Bunny looked a little hurt. “Oh right, well, that’s good then. Didn’t want you worrying. Do you mind if I hop on board for the last couple of stops?”

Simone looked up the street. They were all of a hundred yards from the front door of the Dublin residence of the Sisters of the Saint. She nodded and they fell easily into step, walking in silence for a couple of seconds.

Simone looked up at Bunny, noticing the tightness in his face. “So what happened? You look stressed.”

“Ah, I screwed up big time, the whole thing is bollocked to buggery. D’you remember Dinny Muldoon?”

“Was he the guy who helped you steal the goat?”

“No.”

“The dude you dangled off O’Connell Bridge?”

“No.”

“Don’t tell me, don’t tell me . . .” She stopped walking, biting her knuckle as she racked her brain. She didn’t have that many stories she wanted to tell, but Bunny appeared to have an endless supply. Some of them he’d admittedly repeated, but they were so entertaining she had never minded. Simone clicked her fingers. “The guy you trained with. Y’all put him naked on the train to Belfast as part of his bachelor party?”

Bunny nodded sheepishly. “That’s him.”

Simone punched the air. “Yes! I passed the pop quiz.” Then she noticed his expression. “Ehm, sorry. Is he OK?”

“No,” said Bunny, as they started walking again. “He’s suspended without pay. He beat the shite out of Tommy Carter. Gringo and I reacted too fecking slow. Couldn’t stop him.”

“But why would he do that?”

Bunny ran a hand through his hair and puffed out his cheeks. “He’s got twin babies at home. Him and the missus had been trying forever. Came back to find her in a state. Someone had broken in, cut the throats of a couple of teddies as a threat.”

“Jesus.”

“Yeah. Fecking sick. Dinny lost it, just lost it. Came straight over and lamped Carter. Exactly what Carter was hoping for. Got the whole thing on tape. Carter’s away and clear and Dinny’s going to lose his job. All because we messed up.”

“Sounds like you couldn’t have known.”

Bunny shook his head. “Could’ve, should’ve, would’ve. Been going over it again and again. I’m just coming from Dinny’s house. His wife is saying maybe he should leave the force. He’d been in great form this morning when Gringo and I went to relieve them, having a bit of a crack about buying himself a shed at the weekend. Now . . .”

Simone gently placed a hand on his arm. “You can’t save everybody, but I do love that you try.”

They walked the final few steps to her gate in silence.

“Right, so. Well, the good news is I’d imagine Gringo and I will be back working days now, so I’ll be in more often to see you sing. That’s assuming I don’t get transferred to Donegal as a punishment for messing up.”

“Right.”

“OK so. I’ll probably see you tomorrow.”

Bunny extended his arms for their nightly hug goodbye, but Simone placed her hand on his chest to stop him. She looked up into his eyes and then, before she could overthink it, grabbed his tie and pulled him down, drawing his lips to hers. She kissed him hard and then pulled away slightly. Bunny stood and looked down at her with a confused expression.

She started to straighten his tie.

“Shit the bed. What brought this on?”

She didn’t look up, just continued straighten his already straight tie. “OK, well, for both our sakes, I’m going to pretend you said something considerably more romantic there.”

“Right. Sorry. Yeah.”

“And in answer to your question, ye big lug, I appreciate you being the perfect gentleman and all.”

“Right.”

“But outside of doing something involving tassels, I’m not sure how many more obvious signals I could send.”

“I’m a clueless gobshite.”

“OK, you should probably just let me do all the talking.”

Silence.

“So here’s the thing. A priest the sisters know over in Galway is retiring and he’s having a party. So, they have all gone there for the night. Tonight . . .”

She ran her hands up and down his tie. “And I was wondering if you’d like to come in for coffee – and before you say anything else, understand that I know you don’t drink coffee. So, what do you think?”

She pinched his tie nervously between her fingers. He said nothing.

He continued to say nothing.

Then she remembered she had told him to say nothing.

She looked up into his big, nervously grinning face. He nodded slowly and emphatically.

“OK then.”

She grasped his hand in hers and turned, walking quickly down the drive. At the door, she stopped and started trying to locate the key in her bag. She could feel him standing close behind her, his body pressing lightly against hers.

She found the key.

Nervous, she missed the lock the first two times. He grabbed her hand and guided it in. She giggled.

She turned and pushed the door open with her ass while simultaneously reaching her arms up towards . . .

“There you are.”

Simone screamed.

Bunny screamed.

A lamp at the end of the hallway turned on, casting light on Sister Bernadette, looking smaller than usual in the oversized armchair. “We’re all fierce jumpy this evening.”

“Sorry, Sister but what are you doing here? I mean, is everything OK?”

“The blasted car broke down, didn’t it? I’m waiting for the AA man to have it fixed and dropped back.”

Bunny spoke up. “Eh, Sister, they’d not do that at this time of the night.”

She fixed him with a stare. “They do when I ask. Speaking of unexpected deliveries, what are you doing here, Detective McGarry?”

“I, uh, invited him in for a second,’ said Simone. “Because you see . . . Noel has had to go away for a couple of days.”

“Has he?”

“Yes, and . . . he asked me to flat-sit for him.”

“He has cats,” chipped in Bunny.

“Yes, cats. And, well, with you three being away, I thought it’d be better than being here on my own.”

“We have a cat.”

“Of course we do,” nodded Simone, “but Brody is a very independent cat.” Which was true – he showed up about once a week, peed on something and left. “Whereas Noel’s cat . . .”

“Tiddles,” said Bunny.

“Tiddles,” repeated Simone, giving Bunny a look to indicate further help would not be required, “gets very lonely when Noel’s gone. Starts howling.”

“I see.”

“So I was just grabbing a bag, and Bunny had kindly offered to give me a lift over.”

“To the cat,” said Bunny.

“To Noel’s flat,” continued Simone, “where I will be, y’know, taking care of the cat.”

“Yes,” said Sister Bernadette, “that all stacks up. Well done.”

She stood and started walking towards the kitchen, mumbling to herself as she went. “Cat-sitting, is that what they’re calling it these days? I don’t know.”

Simone turned to Bunny and pulled a face.

“Oh Christ,” he said.

“Yeah, that was bad.”

“Awful,” agreed Bunny. “I mean, I was fine, but you’re a terrible liar.”

“Really? Now strikes you as a good time to crack wise?”

Bunny shook his head vigorously. “No, it definitely doesn’t.”

“Good.”

“D’ye think Noel will mind you sleeping on his sofa?”

She punched him with a little more force than she intended, but no less than he deserved.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX



Ben Williams looked at his watch as the wheels of flight AI424 from Antwerp touched down: 8:37 pm – bang on time. He held up the walkie-talkie in his right hand. “Wheels down, on schedule. Be ready.” He had another radio strapped to his belt that he could use to talk to ground control via an earpiece.

Ben was a security coordinator. His company moved hundreds of millions of pounds of stock a year and most of it he just monitored from the office, but this was special. The Antwerp flight came in once every six months and for the last seven years he hadn’t missed one. It was too important. He’d tried to explain that to his wife, Mairead, but she had refused to see his side of things. Her birthday was her birthday and, while his was a movable feast, like when Karen from work had her hen weekend, it apparently did not work the other way around. That argument had happened last week, and in the five days since, life in the Williams’ residence had been like living in Cold War Berlin. He reckoned his only way out of this doghouse, which he still didn’t believe he deserved to be in, might involve going big and getting Mairead a diamond. The irony of this wasn’t lost on him as he watched flight AI424 come to a stop at the end of the runway and begin its turn exactly on schedule. Its hold contained sixteen million pounds’ worth of uncut diamonds. Twice a year, the raw materials for every jeweller in Ireland came through Dublin Airport and it was his job to see that it all ran smoothly.

It was a foolproof system. One van took the stones off the plane and into hangar 3, which had been prearranged to be completely clear. It was under armed guard, with nine members of the Garda Emergency Response Unit in attendance. There the diamonds were divided up and ferried by three armoured vans, each with two armed police escort cars, to their distribution centres around the country. That, of course, was the dangerous part of the operation, especially in light of recent events. This was why there were currently twelve vans in hangar 3. Nobody but him would know which were carrying actual diamonds and which just had empty cases in them. He’d like to see them get lucky on those odds. The bosses hadn’t been happy about the extra expense, but nobody wanted to be accused of not doing enough should something go wrong.

When it came to meeting the plane, it would just be Ben and Peter Lovejoy, a long-serving driver, with Derek and Yvonne in the back of the van, two similarly long-serving security guards. For insurance reasons, nobody outside the company’s employ could touch any of the boxes. The plane would be stopped in Holding Area Bravo, as that was the point in the airport where there was nothing but clear open ground for 700 metres in every direction. If a vehicle broke through the airport’s outer fencing anywhere, the Garda ERU team currently stationed in hangar 3 could move to intercept long before they reached the plane. Once the perimeter had been confirmed as clear, Ben informed ground control, who in turn informed the pilot, who then opened the hold doors. In under two minutes, the van with the diamonds would be back in hangar 3 and under heavily armed guard. It happened so quickly, the passengers on board would not even notice. Clean. Seamless. Foolproof.

There was a beep in his earpiece as the female voice of ground control came through. “Flight AI424 in standby, you may approach.”

Ben hit the button on the mic on his lapel. “Roger, control.” Then he picked up the walkie-talkie for his team and the Gardaí. “We are go.”

Peter Lovejoy started up the engine and pulled out. The head of the ERU team gave him a nod as they passed out of the hangar. Heaven help any member of airport staff who decided to go for a quick smoke behind hangar 3. They would end up staring down the barrel of a submachine gun before they’d opened the packet.

The van made its way across the tarmac and pulled up at the rear of the Fokker 100 idling in Holding Area Bravo. Ben got out and looked around. Nothing but grass and empty runway in all directions. The nearest buildings were half a mile away. Unless the Invisible Man had gone into the diamond robbery business, they were untouchable. His walkie-talkie crackled in his hand.

“Perimeter confirmed,” said the head of the ERU team in his ear, who would have been informed in turn by the Garda spotters.

“Roger that,” Ben said into his walkie-talkie, before hitting his lapel mic to the tower. “Control, we are go.”

“Roger that.”

Thirty seconds later, bang on schedule, the rear cargo doors on the plane began to open.

The first Ben knew that something was wrong was when he felt the muzzle of a gun pressing behind his ear.

“Move and you are dead.” It didn’t sound like a threat. It sounded like a statement of fact. As he stayed absolutely still, a latex-gloved hand ripped the earpiece from his ear and grabbed the walkie-talkie from his hand. While his captor remained behind him, another man in black assault gear – identical to that which the ERU guys were wearing – moved past him. He pointed a handgun through the passenger-side door at Peter Lovejoy.

“Stay perfectly still,” said the voice behind Ben.

A thick vest was placed on him, knocking his glasses off his face as it was dragged roughly over his head. Without them, he was as blind as a damn bat. Dark, blurred shapes moved around him. The vest was heavy – too heavy. He knew what that meant. He tried to think clearly. The van was blocking his view of the ERU team, which meant they also could not see him. By now, someone would be getting suspicious – but how long until they moved? Ben hoped the two staff in the back of the van would stay where they were, the last thing this situation needed was a “have-a-go” hero. Gunfire would be nothing but bad news for many reasons, not least of which was that they were standing beneath a large plane, which would presumably still have quite a lot of fuel in it. Above all of these thoughts, one kept recurring again and again: these people could simply not be here. They had literally appeared out of thin air.

A piece of card appeared in front of Ben Williams’s face and the voice spoke again. “Read.”

“I . . . I can’t see without my glasses.”

There was the sound of movement and then his glasses were thrust roughly onto his head.

“Read,” repeated the voice.

The voice was still behind him, presumably holding the gun. The second man was still covering Peter Lovejoy in the van. A third man in a balaclava and tactical assault gear was standing in front of him, holding the card in one hand and Ben’s walkie-talkie in the other.

The gun nudged him on the back of the head again. Ben focused on the card.

“My name is Ben Williams.” They knew his name – how did they know his name? “The jacket I am wearing contains six pounds of C-4. There is another twelve pounds of C-4 strapped to the armoured car. Both are on a dead man’s trigger.”

The man holding a gun on Peter Lovejoy held aloft his left hand, which contained a small cylindrical device, his thumb pressed down on the top of it.

“If the ERU leaves hangar 3 then my driver dies. If anyone attempts to approach the plane, first the driver dies, then the C-4 is detonated. This is not a bluff.” Ben wasn’t sure if he was supposed to say the next bit but the gun nudged him again. “Ehm, exhibit A.”

Nothing happened for about five tense seconds, and then there was a percussive pop. In the left of his peripheral vision, Ben noticed a puff of smoke as a section of the airport’s outer fence collapsed. A second later a Toyota HiAce van was through the gap and driving fast towards them.

The card was turned over. “Stand down. Call the bomb disposal unit. There are one hundred and fourteen passengers and crew on that plane. Do not test us.”

The card disappeared from view and a hand pushed Ben towards the plane. Once directly underneath it, a cable-tie was cinched around his hands, cutting into his skin as he was attached to the rear landing gear. A few seconds later, just as the HiAce pulled up, he was joined by Peter Lovejoy who was cable-tied to the other wheel. He looked at the vest Ben was wearing. “Is that . . . ?”

Ben shushed him before he could say anything else. He didn’t want to do anything to antagonise these men. That was the standard advice from the company. If involved in an “incident” – the word robbery was never used – you should comply with all requests, make no effort at resistance, and instead concentrate only on the safety of yourself and others, and on remembering everything you could to later help police. He had given that course to new staff two dozen times; although it didn’t cover what to do with six pounds of C-4 strapped around you.

The driver of the HiAce, wearing a plastic moulded mask that distorted his face, opened its rear doors, revealing two motorbikes. He dropped a ramp and wheeled them out.

Meanwhile, two of the others were quickly moving the black cases containing the diamonds from the plane’s hold into the van. In the middle of it all, the fourth man stood calmly with his hand in the air, holding down the trigger. It took them under sixty seconds to load the van.

Nineteen boxes; Ben counted them in by force of habit. He tried to notice other things. Anything. Most of all, he tried not to think about the vest.

The two loaders slammed the rear doors shut. One of them joined the driver in the front of the van, which instantly tore off towards the gap in the fence through which it had entered.

The other loader hopped onto one of the bikes, pulled a helmet on over his balaclava and tossed the trigger-man an identical one. He pulled it on while walking to the second bike, still holding his hand up the whole time. Ben found himself thinking that, by now, the man’s arm must be getting tired.

The first motorbike roared off towards the fence.

Ben watched the trigger-man climb onto his bike and kick it into life. Then, for what seemed like an eternity, but may have only been a fraction of a second, he looked into the man’s visored eyes. He pointed at the trigger, pressed something on the bottom of it, then casually tossed it towards Ben.

Ben never saw the last bike leave as he fainted.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN



“You have got to be kidding me?”

DI Fintan O’Rourke looked down into the hole again and then back up at Liam Bains, Dublin Airport’s head of security, who looked like he was having the very worst day of his life. They were standing on the edge of Holding Area Bravo, a now empty airplane behind them, its 114 passengers and crew currently in an area inside the airport, giving what would no doubt be utterly useless statements to a hastily assembled team of officers. It had taken the bomb squad nineteen minutes to arrive and another forty to determine that, while the bomb jacket on Ben Williams did contain live C-4, most of the wiring was a complex series of red herrings.

Getting additional officers to the scene had been complicated by the surrounding gridlock. The two robbers who had departed on motorbikes had dropped a series of spikes on the roads in and out of the airport, causing a series of crashes and pile-ups. In the middle of one of these had been a Garda Emergency Response Unit. The Garda helicopter, meanwhile, being unable to fly directly into Dublin Airport’s airspace, was currently in the process of looking for a white HiAce van in Dublin, a task that was not so much like trying to find a needle in a haystack as trying to find a piece of straw in a haystack.

The hole was about eight feet by three feet by four feet deep. Just enough of a shallow grave for Bains’s career. O’Rourke shook his head again. “What the hell is it doing here?”

“Well,” said Dublin Airport’s soon to be ex-head of security, “we believe there was originally a hole here for drainage, but it wasn’t this big. They must have widened it.”

“How? When?”

Bains shrugged. “I don’t know. Nobody looks at this area much. They might have been sneaking in and doing it over the space of months.”

“And nobody saw anything?”

“It would have been at night.”

“Right – because presumably, if it had been during the day, one of your eagle-eyed staff would definitely have spotted it.”

Bains shrugged again. He had the demeanour of a man looking for machine-gun fire to walk into.

“Do I want to ask how they got into the hole this evening, with your staff and half the Garda ERU supposedly watching on?”

“The only way I can think of is that they must’ve got in last night and stayed there.”

O’Rourke shook his head again. What? Seventeen hours at least, spent sitting quietly in a hole, waiting for the moment to strike? Who the hell had that level of patience? He didn’t need an answer, he already knew.

“Sir?” He turned to see Detective Pamela Cassidy rushing towards him, holding out a phone. “Sir, you’ve got a call.”

“No kidding, Cassidy. We just lost sixteen million quid’s worth of diamonds. I’ve had lots of calls.” He’d told the commissioner he’d update him in an hour; everyone else he was ignoring.

“Yes, sir, but you’re going to want to take this one.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT



Bunny lay in bed and watched Simone’s dainty finger swirling a circle in his chest hair.

“Promise me something,” she said.

“What?”

“Never shave your chest.”

Bunny looked down at his chest, an area he had previously paid absolutely no attention to – to the point he wouldn’t have been able to pick it out in a police line-up. “Do fellas do that?”

“Some do.”

“Why?”

“I have no earthly idea. I think it’s to show off how big and strong they are.”

“I prefer to do that in more fun ways.”

Simone turned and placed her chin on his chest, beaming up at him. “Don’t I know it!”

It had been six days since Simone had gone to “cat-sit for Noel”. Since that first night, she had stayed at Bunny’s house in Cabra. They’d slept in on that first morning, although there hadn’t been much sleeping. She’d agreed to come back that night, as Noel’s cat, if anything, was going to be even more lonely. From then on, it had just seemed natural for her to be there.

Tonight, they’d finally done the thing they had been dreading. Simone had gone back to Sister Bernadette and explained that she was going to stay with Bunny for a while. He had gone with her in a show of solidarity. Her reaction was not at all what they’d expected.

“Well, it’s about damn time.”

Bunny and Simone had looked at each other in surprise. “I mean,” she had continued, “yes, yes – get married, have babies, all of that, and preferably in that order, but I’ve seen too much in my life to go telling you what to do with yourselves. Having said that – you, come with me.”

She had pointed a crooked finger at Bunny, who had followed her into the kitchen. She’d closed the door behind them and turned to face him. Sister Assumpta was standing over the cooker, watching a large pot of potatoes boil. Bunny gave her a nervous glance, for fear she would start taking her clothes off again, but she seemed oddly entranced.

“Now,” said Bernadette, “I’ve looked into you and you appear to be a good man. A man of honour and integrity. I appreciate your appreciation of natural justice.”

Bunny nodded. He knew what she meant, but had never heard it called that before.

Bernadette pointed to the other side of the door. “She is a special girl who has been through some god-awful stuff.”

“Exactly what—”

Bunny was stopped in his tracks by a sharply raised hand. “Whatever she chooses to tell you is entirely up to her. I am not a giddy-goose blabbermouth. Now, don’t interrupt me again.”

“Yes, Sister. Sorry, Sister.”

“As I was saying, she’s a good girl and she was in my care. I’m now trusting you to take that role on. You mess this up and you’ll have me to answer to.”

Bunny smiled down at her and patted her arm. “Don’t worry, I promise I’ll—”

He’d been cut off by Sister Bernadette picking up a carving knife from the table, with more speed than he’d have thought possible, and holding it in front of his eyes.

“Don’t patronise me, ye big lump of ham. I’ve reduced men twice your size to jabbering wrecks.”

Bunny’s eyes had stayed focused entirely on the knife’s blade as it hovered, perfectly still, in the centre of his vision. “Yes, Sister.”

“I don’t mean you remember her birthday and ask her how her day went. Her past is the past, and hopefully it remains that way, but if for any reason it doesn’t, you need to take care of it.”

“Yes, Sister.”

“Good. Also, you owe me a favour.”

“I do?”

“You do.” The knife disappeared. “I’ll tell you when I need you. I am often in need of a man with your skills. I’m glad we had this talk.” She turned towards the kitchen door. “Also, don’t forget her birthday. That’s just basic common sense.”

“Absolutely,” said Bunny, and then made a mental note to ask Simone when her birthday was on the drive home. She’d been waiting in the hall, with a look of nervous excitement and one small suitcase.

And so it was tonight. They’d celebrated Simone moving in, without actually ever calling it that. They had been deliberately vague, for fear of verbiage somehow breaking the magic spell.

Simone kissed his chest and looked up at him. “Is there anything you’d like me to promise not to change?”

He rolled her over, his hand on her hip, until he was over her, supporting his own weight as he moved down to place kisses on her forehead, nose and lips. “Nothing. Change nothing. I love you just the way you are.”

She looked away, the smile falling from her lips. “Don’t.” She pushed him gently away as she sat up, her back to him.

“What did I say?”

“Nothing, just . . .” She turned her head slightly, the light from the bedside lamp catching a watery glint in her left eye. “Think that, feel that, if you want, but . . . don’t say that word, OK?”

He ran his hand down her back. “I didn’t mean to upset you.”

“It’s not your fault, it’s just . . . that’s a very easy word for people to throw around, and I can’t say it back. I mean . . .” She grabbed his hand with urgency. “Maybe one day, but you’re going to have to be very patient with me. OK?”

Bunny sat up and placed his arms around her, enveloping her body in his. Then he brushed back her hair and gently kissed the scar that ran down the right side of her face. She put her hand on the back of his head, pulling him forward until his cheek rested next to hers. Her hot tears trickled down his face.

His mobile rang.

“Ara for feck’s sake.” Bunny looked at the display. “Work. They always did have an impeccable sense of timing.”

She patted him on the cheek. “Get it. Check it isn’t important.”

Sighing, Bunny leaned back and grabbed the vibrating phone off the nightstand.

“Hello.” Bunny listened in silence for about ten seconds. “I’ll be right there.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE



Strobing police lights danced off the frosty ground as Bunny hurried down the pavement, as if barely resisting the urge to break into a sprint. He had been forced to park up on the North Strand, throwing the car onto the pavement in front of a billboard. Ossory Road was not able to cope with the traffic it was currently drawing, even with it being well past midnight now. Terraced houses, all in slightly different shades of red, lined the road on his left. On the far side was a grey stone wall, behind which lay the train tracks coming out of Connolly Station, and the Royal Canal.

The call had just said that DS Spain was involved in an operation and that an officer was down. Control had no information on casualties beyond that. Bunny had tried to ring Gringo a couple of dozen times in the ten minutes it’d taken him to dress, rush out the door and drive to the scene. No answer. Just the same cheery hello on Gringo’s message, time and again.

It couldn’t be. They weren’t even supposed to be on duty. Since the task force had been scaled down, he and Gringo were back working out of Pearse Street, running down a series of burglaries up at the new apartment blocks on the Quays, as well as a few dozen other cases that had been pushed to one side in favour of the task force. None of this made sense.

He reached the police tape. A young, chubby-faced guard with a shock of blond hair put his hands out. Bunny produced his ID with one hand as he grabbed the tape with the other. The guard moved in front. “Sorry, sir, I’m under strict instructions. There’s too many people in there. It is a closed scene.”

Bunny looked down at the hand the uniform had placed on him. “Take your fecking hand off me now, or it’ll be a closed casket.”

The uniform squared up. “I have my orders.”

“My partner is in there. So you can take your orders and—”

“It’s fine,” they both turned to see DI Fintan O’Rourke, a folder open in his hands and with a couple of Technical Bureau guys around him. “Let him in.”

The uniform begrudgingly stepped aside. Bunny gave him a look and then nipped under the tape. O’Rourke didn’t even look up. “He’s over there.” He indicated an ambulance sitting under the railway bridge. Bunny could see the back doors were open.

He walked past the metal gates to what appeared to be a small industrial estate. Its courtyard was crawling with yet more Technical Bureau staff in their white suits. The burned-out husk of a HiAce van stood in the centre of it.

Bunny walked around to the back of the ambulance to find Gringo perched on the edge, being examined by an EMT. He wore a dazed expression, and a blanket hung around his shoulders, over a light blue T-shirt with bloodstains down the front of it.

“Jesus,” said Bunny. Gringo turned his head at his voice. “What in the shittin’ hell?”

Gringo looked down, as if noticing the blood for the first time. “It’s not mine, amigo.” The EMT, a woman with short brown hair and tight lips, shot an annoyed glance in Bunny’s direction.

“This,” said Gringo, “is my work wife, doc. He worries about me.”

“I’m not a doctor and you’re not much of a patient.” She turned to Bunny. “Tell him he has to go to the hospital to get checked out properly.”

“I’m afraid he can’t order me to do anything, doc, I outrank him. Can you give us a sec?”

She shook her head in exasperated disapproval. “Be quick.” She grabbed her bag and moved around to the front of the ambulance.

Bunny looked at Gringo. “The feck I can’t order you. You’re going to the hospital or I’ll put you there myself.”

Gringo waved him away. “Honestly, I’m fine.”

Bunny sat down on the rear foldout step beside him. “What in the hell happened?”

Gringo ran his fingers through his hair and blew out his cheeks. “Myself, O’Shea and Cunningham were out for a couple of drinks after work.”

Gringo must have registered the look of surprise on Bunny’s face. “What? I occasionally hang out with a couple of fellow officers. That’s not that shocking, is it?”

“No, I just thought, what with the history between you and the ice maiden . . .”

Gringo waved it away. “Ah, she’s OK, and Dara is great craic. You’ve been a tad busy with, y’know . . .” Gringo looked down and said nothing for quite some time, before holding his T-shirt out. “This is Dara’s blood.”

Bunny resisted the urge to speak, giving Gringo the time to get it out in his own words.

“We got the call, said there’d been a robbery out at the airport. Something about diamonds off an airplane, assault team, explosives. It had Carter and his boys written all over it. Dara and Jessica said they’d followed Franko Doyle, months ago, and he’d come to this industrial estate for no apparent reason. Like he was casing the place.”

Bunny looked over at the metal gates that he’d passed; he could see the front of a print shop and a bike repair place from this angle.

“They’d thought it might be for a robbery, but they checked and there was nothing in there worth their while. Storage units full of cheap tat from pound shops, that sort of stuff. Anyway, after they hit the airport, Jessica figured, y’know, chance in a hundred, maybe this was where they’d be dumping a vehicle or something.”

“So you got lucky?”

Gringo pointed down at his T-shirt. “Does it look like we got lucky?”

“Sorry.”

“We got here and saw a van pulling through the gates. They were in the middle of torching it when we raced in, trying to take them by surprise. Dara was in front of me. Got shot in the chest. We returned fire. Shot one of them in the leg, I think. They got to their second car and were gone.” He spoke in an emotionless monotone. “I held my hands over Dara’s wound, tried to . . . y’know. There was an awful lot of blood.”

“Ye tried your best.”

Gringo gave a short, bitter laugh and looked over the grey stone wall. His voice came soft and distant. “Did I?”

“We’ll nail those bastards for this.”

“With what?” said Gringo. “We didn’t even get a positive ID, they were wearing masks.”

“You said one of them got shot, didn’t ye?”

Gringo’s forehead creased. “Yeah, they did. I think they did. It was, I dunno, it was . . .”

The sound of a cleared throat alerted them to the presence of DI Fintan O’Rourke. The look on his pale face gave Bunny a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach. “The hospital just . . . Dara died in the ambulance.”

Gringo put his head in his hands, clutching tufts of hair between his fingers, his eyes clenched shut.

DI O’Rourke turned to Bunny. “I’d like a moment alone with DS Spain, please, Bunny.”

“Sure.”

Bunny moved off towards the opposite end of the crime scene. Police tape was stretched across the road at the far side of the bridge, keeping back a couple of industrious freelance photographers and a few local looky-loos. He leaned against the wall and looked over at Gringo and O’Rourke, deep in conversation – O’Rourke constantly scanning his surroundings, Gringo’s eyes firmly on the ground.

Bunny turned and looked over the wall, at the railway lines lying empty, the canal crawling by like a motorist slowing down to take a gander at another poor soul’s worst day. Bunny took a deep breath and tried to process all of this information.

His shock at Dara O’Shea’s death was mixed with guilty relief at it not being Gringo. On the drive over, he’d imagined again and again being the one to tell Gringo’s mother that her only son had been gunned down on the job.

Then there was his anger. He’d hang that little scrote Carter out to dry if it was the last thing he did.

A movement caught Bunny’s eye. There was an abandoned shed on the sloping stretch of wasteland that connected the canal’s edge to the higher railway tracks that crossed the bridge above his head. The figure was hard to make out – or at least it would have been if he hadn’t already known who was living there.

Maybe she would have the answer to the biggest question that was playing on Bunny’s mind. Why was Gringo lying to him?


CHAPTER THIRTY



Bunny knocked on the door of the shed. He’d had to walk around to the bridge and then down across the wasteland, there being no way over the canal directly from Ossory Road.

Silence.

“Mary, I know you’re in there.”

“Go away,” came that familiar voice with its haughty tone. “A lady does not like to be disturbed.”

“I’m sorry, Mary, but it’s important. It’s Bunny McGarry.”

A sound of movement inside was followed by the door creaking open a couple of inches, Mary’s eye peering out through the gap. Once ID had been achieved, she opened the door fully, running her hands over herself, checking she was still all there and that her tiara was in place. “Oh, Bunny, I do apologise. I did not realise it was you. I am not normally at home to a gentleman caller after dark. Would you mind terribly if I do not invite you in?”

Bunny glanced behind her. The shed was rammed with a cornucopia of shiny tat. A child’s mobile dangled from the ceiling, and string held all manner of luminous detritus to the walls, the culmination of Magpie Mary’s ceaseless years perusing the dumpsters of Dublin. The floor held a thin mattress, the only furnishing in the entire structure.

“Of course not,” said Bunny. “It wouldn’t be proper. Perhaps we could have a chat out here?”

Mary smiled nervously and nodded. “Indeed, one moment.”

She produced two deckchairs that had seen better days from the side of the shed, unfolded them and set them out. Bunny carefully lowered himself into the one indicated, painfully aware that his bulk could be the straw that broke the camel’s back.

Mary sat down opposite him. He noticed that, since he and Gringo had met her a couple of months ago on Mercer Street, she had added a glow-stick necklace to her outfit.

“I’m sorry, Mary, I’ve not seen you since you had to go to the hospital. I’ve been meaning to drop in to check on you.”

Mary waved his concerns away. “That’s quite alright, Bunny. It was very good of you and your associate to show such concern.”

“Not at all, Mary,” he said, producing his card from his pocket. “In fact, if you ever get any trouble like that from any gurriers, you give me a call. ’Tis a shocking state of affairs.”

“Well, yes, although I must say the health service took excellent care of me. It is such a wonder. Whether it be you or I, or the least fortunate amongst us, they give the same excellent care to all. Fantastic.”

“Absolutely,” said Bunny, noting that Mary considered herself to be amongst the more fortunate.

“Speaking of which,” said Mary, looking around herself in alarm, “where are my manners. Will you have a cup of tea?”

Bunny held his hands up. “Oh no, honestly, Mary, it’s very late. No caffeine or I’ll be up all night.”

“If you’re sure?”

“I am,” said Bunny. He nodded to the flurry of activity still happening on Ossory Road, the patrol car lights still needlessly strobing into the night. “I’m sorry that your night’s sleep will have been disturbed by all this.”

“Well, yes,” said Mary, “there has been quite the commotion.”

Bunny nodded. “I was just wondering if, perhaps, you might have seen any of what went on earlier?”

Mary shifted nervously, causing her deckchair to squeak her discomfort. “I don’t want to get involved in anything. While I have nothing but respect for you, my experiences of law enforcement in general have not been positive.”

Bunny nodded his understanding. He and Gringo had had to step in a couple of years ago to stop two uniforms from evicting her from the shed when an overly-keen new manager down at Connolly Station had decided it was a misuse of Iarnród Éireann’s land.

“I’m not here as a guard, Mary. I’m here as a friend.” He held up his empty hands. “I’m not taking notes, this is just a chat.”

“Well,” she said, as if weighing things up, before they tipped in his favour. She leaned in closer, a gossip with a story to tell. “I did see rather a lot of it.”

“Is that so?”

She nodded. “I was sitting here, as it happens, enjoying a nightcap.”

She looked suddenly nervous, her face clouded by the inveterate drinker’s fear.

“As you would,” said Bunny. “Something to fend off the cold winter’s chill.”

She nodded her agreement, a smile of relief crossing her lips. “Indeed. Well, I noticed this van pulling into the industrial estate, and that struck me as unusual, late as it was. Then a minute later, all the banging noises started. I didn’t know what it was at first. I thought it might be fireworks. Honestly, the children around here with those blasted fireworks they have at Halloween, you’d be afraid for your life. Demons, they are, pure demons! Why one time, it must have been three in the morning—”

Bunny reached his hand across and touched her on the arm. “Sorry, Mary, not to . . . It wasn’t fireworks tonight though, was it?”

She nodded her head and then shook it. “No, it was gunfire. There was quite a bit of it, and some shouting. Some of the language was very uncouth. Then, a car, a blue car, comes hurtling out of there and speeds away up the road – driving very recklessly, I must say.”

“I see,” said Bunny. “And you’re sure you saw nobody go in, between when the van went in and the blue car came out?”

“Oh no,” said Mary, “nobody. Not until the lady ran out.”

“A lady?”

“Yes,” said Mary with a nod. “I was surprised when she pulled the balaclava off.”

“What?”

Mary pulled a face at Bunny’s shocked tone.

“Sorry, Mary. You were saying?”

“Well, yes. The lady, she had something in her hands. She ran down the road to a car there and then ran back up.”

Bunny nodded. Jessica Cunningham. Why would she run back to her car while her partner lay bleeding out on the ground? First aid kit? Perhaps. Surely they’d have had their mobiles with them to ring for an ambulance?

“She came back,” continued Mary, “and there were a few more bangs and then, a couple of minutes later, all the police and ambulances showed up. My Lord, the racket!”

Bunny, lost in thought, registered what she’d said a few seconds after she said it. “Wait, hang on – she came back in, and then there were more bangs? You’re sure?”

Bunny must have let his tension show, as Mary shifted nervously. “Yes. That’s right. I don’t want any trouble now. I may have misremembered it. I hope I can trust your discretion in this matter?”

As Bunny spoke, he stared once more over the canal, the silent train tracks and the grey stone wall to the industrial estate beyond. Trying to tie the facts together in any other way than the direction they were pointing. “Yes, Mary, don’t worry. This is just a chat between us. In fact, if anyone else comes asking, I’d suggest you say you were asleep and didn’t see anything.”

“If you think that is best?”

He stood and nodded. “I do. Sorry again for disturbing you.”

“That’s quite alright.”

With a nod he turned and started walking back up the slope towards the tracks. Behind him, he could feel the presence of Ossory Road and its badly kept secrets weighing on his back.


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE



Tommy Carter moved the armchair to face the window of the front room, sat down and waited. He’d expected to be picked up a couple of hours ago. He didn’t know what to make of the fact that he hadn’t been. DI O’Rourke was probably being careful. Making sure he had all his ducks in a row. They also now knew that Carter had his house covered by CCTV, and they’d probably correctly guessed that the others would have done the same. The Gardaí weren’t going to fall for that trick again, although the tape of Detective Dinny Muldoon assaulting him would still come in handy. When the arrest came, he’d no doubt the officers would be the model of restraint, at least in his house. One of their own was dead; that changed the game.

He had barely slept last night and, when he had, his dreams had been fitful and filled with fire. He had woken to find Eimear standing in his doorway, looking terrified. He must have been worse than usual. His sheets were sweat-covered and his knuckles were bleeding from where he must have punched the wall. He assured her that he was fine and she had gone back to bed. Then he’d sat up, not wanting to return to sleep. Afraid to see O’Donnell consumed by the flames again.

The job itself had gone flawlessly. He, O’Donnell and Moran had waited it out in the hole exactly as planned. They’d had just enough room for one of them to stretch at a time. It had been torture but he’d put up with a lot for sixteen million quid in uncut, untraceable diamonds.

But the van dump had gone completely tits up and he was still trying to work out how. Franko had been driving, with O’Donnell in the back, opening the cases and extracting all the diamonds, exactly to plan. They had no intelligence to suggest there were tracers in the cases but they weren’t taking any chances. They had set the incendiary in the van and were transferring to the clean vehicle when the ambush had come. O’Donnell had said it was three shooters, all in balaclavas. He’d put down one of his attackers but he’d been shot in the leg while doing so. Initially, Tommy had assumed the IRA had shown considerably more capacity for surprises than he’d credited them with. Then he’d picked it up on the Garda scanner: the industrial park on Ossory Road, a guard was down. Franko had hit the roof. They’d not identified themselves as Gardaí or made any attempt to make an arrest. Trying to rob a robber, was there anything lower? Still, thought Tommy, if they’d played it straight, there’d have been a heavily armed Emergency Response Unit waiting for them instead of three greedy little pigs, and not even O’Donnell could have shot his way out of that.

Franko had driven O’Donnell to the pick-up with Skinner. That had been the long-standing arrangement. A text to a burner phone and then whoever was injured would be delivered to Skinner wherever he specified. They wouldn’t even know where the wounded man would be taken. That was for Skinner’s protection. He was clean – no known connections to the crew and no criminal record. He had enough army medic training from his time in the British Forces to be able to give some field assistance. O’Donnell could lay low there and get better – assuming he was going to get better.

O’Donnell was a problem, but not Tommy’s biggest. The cops had known where they’d be – only four people, including him, had known that. He’d tried to think of other ways around it but he kept coming back to the same thing: one of those four had talked.

The circle of trust had been broken.

There was movement amongst the numerous Garda vehicles that were congregated outside his house. Tommy caught a glimpse of a large posse heading up the drive.

Someone knocked loudly on the door.

“C’mon in, it’s open.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO



DI Fintan O’Rourke dragged in a deep breath, puffed out his cheeks and then knocked on the door. He heard the sound of a throat being given a phlegmy and bombastic clearance, followed by Commissioner Gareth Ferguson’s familiar boom: “Come in.”

Ferguson sat behind his large oak desk, rolling a cigar back and forth in his fingers. He was wearing breeches, a tunic and a shirt with puffed sleeves. The ensemble was completed with leather boots, which were currently resting up on his desk. The commissioner had always had a distinctive sense of dress but this was still somewhat of a departure.

“Ah, Fintan. Excellent. You’re tall. Be a good man and pick up that driver there.”

The commissioner pointed at a golf club propped up against his bookcase. O’Rourke’s look of confusion was met with an exasperated nod. “Get on with it.”

Once he had grasped the club, the commissioner pointed up at the roof. “Now, as your commanding officer, I am ordering you to take out that bloody smoke alarm.”

O’Rourke looked at the alarm, shrugged and then did as instructed. On the third swing it shattered, falling to the ground in three pieces, accompanied by a couple of golf-ball-sized chunks of plaster and a considerable smattering of dust.

“Good shot. Pull up a chair.”

Ferguson pulled a decanter of whiskey from his desk drawer, along with two glasses, and poured them both a generous measure. “We were at a fancy dress ball, of all godforsaken things.”

“I see, sir.”

“Don’t go for obsequious, Fintan, you can’t pull it off. I, against my own protests, was Henry the bastard Eighth.”

“Who was Mrs Ferguson?”

“Cleopatra.”

“But . . .”

“Yes, I very much made that point too. My besainted decided she didn’t like her original outfit so she changed. Leaving me in my ludicrous tights and whatever the hell else you call this stuff, playing at being a king while not even being allowed to dress myself.”

Ferguson threw back half his whiskey and grimaced. He ran a hand around his face. “And the bloody glue for the beard irritates the skin like a bugger. I sent my new assistant home for a change of clothes, and you’ll never guess what the snivelling shit did?”

O’Rourke shrugged. “Went home to his own house and came back in his dress uniform. I shit you not. Thought I was sending him home to smarten up. I don’t care if the monosyllabic mummy’s boy is the Minister for Agriculture’s favourite nephew, I fired the little shit there and then.”

“Yes, sir.”

“He cried. I mean – there is no crying in policing, that goes without saying.” Ferguson swished his drink around in his glass and looked into it as if seeking a divination of the future. “So that concludes the small-talk part of the evening. What in the blue blazes happened?”

“Well, sir, as you know, they hit a plane coming in from Antwerp. A twice-yearly flight where uncut diamonds are brought in. They knew everything – timings, procedures, the lot. They strapped a bomb vest on the Madigan’s head of security and cuffed him to the undercarriage of the airplane. Bloody nightmare. They were in and out in two minutes.”

“May I ask,” said Ferguson, producing a crystal ashtray from another drawer in his desk, “where the hell was the heavily armed, highly trained Emergency Response Unit that I have repeatedly gone to the minister to ask for more money for?”

“The ones who were already present at the airport had to deal with the bomb situation, until the actual bomb squad could be mobilised.”

“And?”

“And the rest got taken out with spikes spread on the roads in and out of the airport. That was done by the two members of the team who fled on motorbikes. They brought the whole thing to a standstill – it’s a minor miracle nobody was killed in the chaos.”

“Yes,” said Ferguson, bitterly ripping off the top of his cigar with his teeth and spitting the nub into the bin. “What fucking luck. If these bastards – and let us dispense with the pretence that it might not be Carter and friends – got clean away, one of the many things I don’t understand about this shitstorm is how three of your officers then ended up in a gunfight with them?”

O’Rourke swallowed. The “your” was not lost on him. He leaned forward in his seat, running his hand around the back of his neck. “They played a hunch, sir. They’d seen one of Carter’s boys casing the location a few months ago, back when we were trying to covertly follow them. They happened to be nearby . . .”

“And why the hell didn’t they call for backup?”

“No time, sir. They’d seen them go in, they knew they had the matter of a minute to make a call. For the record, I support their decision.”

“Yes,” said Ferguson, “well, I imagine we’ll both have to spend quite a lot of time explaining that to an inquiry at some point. Charging in against former Army Rangers. Christ.”

“Yes, sir. O’Shea caught one in the chest. One of the robbers took one in the leg, then they made good their escape.”

Ferguson looked up at the ceiling. “So, can we nail these bastards? Can your officers identify them?”

“Well, yes and no. The raiders were wearing masks the whole time, so neither DS Cunningham nor DS Spain could make a positive ID, but, as I said, one of the raiders was shot in the leg. We just picked up Carter, Doyle and Moran from their houses. They returned a couple of hours ago, and no doubt they’ll have a rock-solid, multiple-witness alibi for where they’ve been. That leaves O’Donnell, who’s still out there somewhere, hopefully badly wounded and with nowhere to run. That’s how we’ll get them, sir.”

“Yes,” said Ferguson, “assuming Carter didn’t put two in the back of his own man’s head already.”

O’Rourke said nothing. The possibility of that having happened had already occurred to him.

A silence descended on the room for a moment. Ferguson threw his legs off the desk and dragged his considerable bulk to his feet. He belched and then raised his glass. “Devane, Wallace, McCall, McGrath, Hodgson, Murphy, Laidlaw, Murphy again, Smith, Gallagher, O’Shea.”

O’Rourke looked up at Ferguson in confusion.

The commissioner lowered his glass. “When you get this job, as you probably will one day, Fintan, those are the names that will haunt your every waking moment. They’ll be there, to slip in and rain on the best of days. It’s what this job does to you. Some of them will have died as part of a road accident while on duty, others dealing with some raving loon off his meds with a carving knife, or side-swiped by some idiot drunk who thought he could make a break for it rather than blow in a bloody bag. It doesn’t matter, every one will be your fault, and I guarantee you, the names will be burned into your very soul.”

O’Rourke stood and raised his glass. Ferguson repeated the list. “Devane, Wallace, McCall, McGrath, Hodgson, Murphy, Laidlaw, Murphy again, Smith, Gallagher, O’Shea.” They both drank.

Ferguson placed his glass down, picked up his cigar and drew a lighter from his pocket.

“Tomorrow, you and I shall both go and see the widow, assuming she will allow it. Kids?”

O’Rourke nodded. “Two, sir – third on the way.”

Ferguson went very quiet, staring at the goldfish bowl in the corner, which was minus a goldfish. Then he sparked his lighter and puffed the cigar into life. “Most of the time,” he said around the cigar, “there’s no one who you can assuage those voices with. No one to blame. Or if there is, it’s some pathetic fool, and that offers no satisfaction. That is not the case this time.”

Ferguson drew a long drag on his cigar and blew the smoke out slowly. “This time, I have someone to blame and a pound of flesh to extract. I got off the phone with the minister thirty minutes ago. I offered the snivelling little shit a choice – either we get carte blanche or else he has my resignation, and the assurance that I will go out ugly. He rang his daddy, the whining little weasel, and after some spiel in which he pretended he had some say in it, he gave us the green light.”

Ferguson moved around his desk. “We go hard, Fintan, harder than Carter can possibly expect. Everyone they know, everyone they’ve ever met, we drag ’em in. That estate wants to provide alibis for their wayward sons, fine – but it comes at a cost. If any of them has so much as a parking ticket, they get the full service.” Ferguson began jabbing his finger at the air, warming to his subject. “We squeeze and we squeeze until people are queuing up to rat these bastards out to save their own skins. The Irish public, ungrateful and gormless as they may often appear, will not stand for a member of An Garda Síochána being gunned down in the line of duty by some pathetic excuse of a man. We cry havoc, and let slip the dogs of war.”

As if on cue, the battered smoke alarm on the floor issued a plaintive, beeping warble.

Ferguson stepped forward, and in one decisive stomp, obliterated it.

“In other words,” he said, “Tommy Carter is going down.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE



Tara Flynn nervously polished a glass that didn’t need it. She’d only been working in O’Hagan’s for a week, but she liked the job and she wanted to keep it. Before this, she’d spent a miserable week as a waitress before getting fired, and a worse week as a barmaid in Deegan’s – avoiding the wandering hands and paint-stripping halitosis of the owner, Phil – before she quit. This job she liked, and she wanted to break her previous record for employment longevity and make it to day number eight. The currently developing situation, however, might prevent that. They should have closed up and gone home an hour ago, but their “guest” was refusing to leave. Normally, he would have been slung out as soon as he’d tried to start a fight, but allowances had been made. Instead, they’d corralled him into the snug in the back bar and tried to get some coffee into him. Tara chewed her lip nervously. She shouldn’t be in charge of coping with this, but Graham, the manager, had phoned in sick and she was the only member of bar staff on. That left just her and the two bouncers: Brian and his uncle Anthony. Brian had been all in favour of chucking their unwanted guest out, but his uncle had preached caution and given Tara the number to ring.

There was a bang on the door. Anthony got up, slid the bolts back and opened it. With a nod, the distinctive figure of Bunny McGarry strode in. She may have only worked there a week, but some men made an impression.

“Where is he?”

Tara pointed towards the snug, “Back there.”

Bunny nodded.

“Yeah,” said Brian, “and you’d want to tell him to mind his bleedin’ manners or he’s getting a slap.”

Bunny was eye to eye with him before Brian could finish raising his pint to his lips. “Excuse me?”

Anthony rushed over, putting a placating hand on McGarry’s arm. “Don’t mind him, Bunny, he’s only a stupid young fella.” He glared at Brian. “He doesn’t have the sense he was born with. I apologise.”

Bunny looked at Anthony again, then nodded. He turned about on his heels and headed off in the direction of the snug. Once he’d departed, Anthony caught Brian with a vicious clout around the ear.

“What da f—?”

Anthony grabbed a handful of his nephew. “What did I tell you? They lost a man last night. Have a bit of common sense, would ye?”

Tara picked up another glass and gave it a cleaning it didn’t need. This was turning into a long day.

“Well, look at the sorry state of ye.”

Gringo looked up from staring balefully into the bottom of his empty pint glass. A pint of water and a cup of cold coffee sat untouched on the table beside him.

“Bunny!” he roared enthusiastically. “My amigo. Pull up a stool. Drinks for everybody!” He started pounding on the table.

“Think you’ve had enough there, fella. You look like something a wino threw up and felt all the better for being rid of.”

“Well, I feel fantastic. Thanks for asking. Got a couple of free days’ holiday – compassionate leave. That’s what you get for having a perfectly good T-shirt ruined by Dara O’Shea’s blood.” He raised his glass. “Cheap at twice the price.”

“You’re drunk, and you’re being an arsehole.”

“Well now, look who’s talking.”

“Yeah, me, your best friend. And if you keep on like this, your only friend.”

“Ha, with friends like you, who needs enemas.” Gringo’s voice was slurred and his eyes were glassy, his gaze wandering around the edges of the room.

“You’re a hoot. Last I heard, you were in giving your official statement, then you disappeared. First I could find of you, you’re here trying to start a fight with some student from Trinity College.”

“Ah, that prick, ye should’ve seen him Bunny, just the face alone . . . Him and his face.”

“Yeah, he sounds like a monster alright.”

Gringo picked up his pint glass. “Can we get some bastard service here? Here, love, why don’t you wiggle your fine arse over . . .”

Bunny slapped him across the face. Not hard, but enough to stop Gringo in his tracks.

“I’m not having that.”

“Oh yes, I forgot, the mighty moral Bunny McGarry. Defender of ladies’s virtue everywhere. Fuck you.”

“Back at ye.”

Gringo looked down at his empty glass a long moment, a slight tremor in his hand. “Go on, ask me.”

“What?”

“You know what.”

“Not here and not now,” said Bunny.

“Why? Have ye somewhere else to be – or someone else to be in? Don’t let me keep you.”

Bunny sighed. “You need to listen to me now, Gringo. You don’t have time for this.”

“For what? I’ve got all the time in the world.” He spread his arms out expansively and grinned a drunken grin.

Bunny thumped his fist on the table. “This! You don’t have time for this shite. We’ve been here before. Hell, I could almost set my watch by it. These are the dark days, where you go down to this place and nobody can reach you. All I can do is follow you down and make sure you don’t hurt yourself or someone else. And I’m fine with that, it’s what friends are for, but I’m telling you, you don’t have time for this bullshit now.”

Gringo gave a drunken sneer. “Oh please, impart more of your wisdom, oh wise one. Think you’re so clever.” His voice became a sing-song. “I know something you don’t know.”

“Fantastic. Come on, we’re going.”

Gringo rubbed the pint glass over his forehead. “We’re not going anywhere until you ask me the question.”

“Like I said, not here and not now.”

Gringo slammed the pint glass down on the table. “Yes here, and yes now. Let’s really clear the air. It’s going to be quite the evening. For me and you and your little black whore—”

Bunny reached across and grabbed Gringo by the shirt collar, pulling him roughly across the table and sending its contents crashing to the floor in a wet crescendo of breaking glass and crockery. “I know what you’re doing. You don’t mean any of this shite. You just want somebody to give you the kicking you think you deserve. Well, any more bollocks like that and I’ll grant your wish. Now come on, we’re going.”

Bunny stood, grabbing Gringo under the arm. He turned and headed for the fire door down by the toilets. Tara peeked out of the serving hatch, a worried expression on her face. Bunny stopped momentarily. “Very sorry about this.” He pulled a couple of notes from his pocket and slapped them onto the counter. “For the damages.”

“Put it on my tab,” said Gringo.

“He’s not normally this much of a gobshite.”

“I am, I just keep it hidden.”

Bunny propelled Gringo down the hall, kicked open the fire door and hurled him out into the drizzling rain. Gringo staggered a few feet and then flopped against the skip, propping himself up on its grubby side. Bunny followed, slamming the fire door behind him.

“Look, Bunny, we’re in an alley. This is where you do all your best work.”

“You’re not in the least bit amusing.”

Gringo turned. “Maybe I’m not trying to be. Go on, ask me.”

“I don’t want to know.”

“Ha. Like hell. I bet you already do. I saw that look in your eyes last night. Your big thick gorilla routine doesn’t work on me, remember? I know you. You’re smarter than you let on, and we both know you never let anything go. So go on, ask me.”

“No.”

“Go on. You have questions, I know you do. Whose idea was it? Cunningham’s, that’s whose. Well, at least she was the one who approached me . . .”

“Shut up, Gringo.”

“Her and O’Shea. They knew – knew I was in trouble. I’ve . . . I can’t pay my debts. I can’t even pay the interest on my debts. I’ve a soon-to-be ex-wife and a mother who just won’t die. And they have connections, you see. Cunningham knows things. Or at least, she knows a man who does.”

“Why didn’t you—”

Gringo kicked his foot back into the dumpster. “Oh for. . . why didn’t I come to you? This! Because of this! This disappointed brother routine. I’m fucking sick of it.”

“I’ll tell you your problem, ye fecking idiot, you don’t want help. You just want to see how badly you can fuck up.”

Gringo staggered forward, close enough that Bunny could smell the stale-booze stench on his breath. “Well, I think I’ve finally found out. Our simple little ambush was going to get us sixteen million quid in uncut diamonds, clean and clear, while simultaneously taking down that shower of pricks – but it got us nothing but O’Shea dead and me and Cunningham looking at long stretches in prison.”

“What did you expect? Why didn’t you come to me and talk about this?”

“They wanted to, but I said . . . I said you’d never go for it. You’re too moral.” He almost spat the last word.

“And you’re too stupid. I think you wanted to be caught. D’ye know how easy it was for me to find out? Magpie Mary lives over the canal, saw the whole fecking thing. Two minutes.”

Gringo grabbed tufts of his hair in his hands, a moment of clarity amidst the drunken rage. “Oh Jesus.”

“Relax. She only talked to me and I told her to keep schtum. Most of the rest of them will probably just dismiss her as some mad old loon. She’s not exactly grade A witness material. She’s not your problem – the forensics are your problem. I presume you’ve figured that out?”

Gringo said nothing, just looked at the hazy raindrops dancing on the surface of the puddle in the centre of the alley.

“Cunningham tried her best, I’ll grant you that. When you were sitting there, getting covered in her partner’s blood, she ran out to the car, didn’t she? You couldn’t ambush Carter’s boys with your service weapons, obviously, so you had other guns, right?”

Gringo nodded.

“So, she ran back, dumped the dodgy ones and the balaclavas in her boot and grabbed your legal ones. Then you pop off a few rounds, because you can’t be in a gunfight where you didn’t shoot back. That’ll muddy the water, but they’re going to find more bullets than they’ve got explanations for. Did you honestly think that’d convince anyone for very long?”

“She said . . . We didn’t expect . . .”

“O’Shea to get shot? No kidding. Carter’s crew struck you as go-quietly types, did they?”

Gringo lowered his voice. “We had them cold. We knew where they were going to be, so we waited, but . . .”

“But what?”

“I had O’Donnell in my sights, clean shot, but I . . . I couldn’t take the shot. And he fired, hit O’Shea. It’s my fault.”

Bunny lowered his voice. “No, no it isn’t. O’Shea knew what he was getting himself into, and the lad who pulled the trigger is the one responsible. You’re not a cold-blooded killer.”

“Not like you, hey Bunny?”

Bunny looked hard at Gringo, his face twitching with barely suppressed rage. “Keep going the way you’re going, Gringo, see what happens.”

Gringo spat on the ground and leaned back drunkenly “Oh, I’m just getting warmed up. I’m going to get that bastard Carter, you see if I don’t.”

Bunny threw his hands up in the air. “Christ, Gringo, would you get a grip. Tomorrow morning, every copper in Dublin is after Carter and his boys. I just heard – they gave them nothing under interrogation and the searches produced zero, so they’ll be let go. Ferguson personally gave the go ahead to squeeze the life out of them and anyone stupid enough to be in their general vicinity. If their story of how Gardaí tried to ambush them comes out, it’ll be enough to get questions asked – and you two aren’t going to have enough answers.”

“Christ.”

“So you need to stop feeling sorry for yourself, and start thinking. I’ll try to help you but—”

“I don’t need your help.”

“Yeah, you’re doing a super job on your own. Look at you, stinking drunk and drowning in self-pity. Part of you wanted this – you know that, right? You want to punish yourself because Daddy left you and Mummy didn’t love you.”

From anyone else, Bunny would have seen the punch coming. As it was, he only managed to turn his face at the last second, so the impact busted his lip as opposed to breaking his jaw. Gringo was spun around with the momentum of his own swing; Bunny kicked the legs from under him and Gringo landed messily in the large puddle.

“You finished? Or does baby want to continue with his stupid fecking tantrum?”

Gringo looked up at him, something in his expression that Bunny had never seen before. “Think you’re so smart, don’t you Bunny? You’re as big a fuck-up as I am.”

“I’m not the one with his arse in a puddle.”

“No, you’re the one fucking the murderer.”

The words hung in the air, silent save for the patter of the rain, steadily increasing in ferocity.

Bunny looked down at Gringo, a confused buzzing in his ears. “What?”

“When she didn’t want to press charges on Ryan, I got suspicious.”

Bunny could feel an icy cold in his stomach. “What did you do?”

“Do?” he said, defiance in his voice now. “I looked out for you, that’s what I did. I got that guy we know at the US Embassy, from the thing, to do some checks. Remember a couple of weeks ago when you were standing at the bar chatting to Simone and I took a picture? Well, that was me being a devious prick. I asked him to run it against their facial recognition. It came back with a partial match, but it was her. Simone Watson is actually Simone Delamere – she didn’t even change her first name, for Christ’s sake. Murdered a man last year in New York.”

“And you just . . .” Bunny took a step towards Gringo, towering over him. His hands clenched into fists.

“I covered it up. Told the guy it was a fool’s errand, we’d already definitively identified the woman in the picture as someone entirely different. Told him to get his computer checked.”

“Right.”

“What were you thinking? Or were you thinking at all? Wasn’t your brain doing the driving, was it? Be honest – you didn’t want to know. My screw-ups, you’re all over. Hers, you’d rather not know.”

“Shut up.”

“I’m your friend for over a decade but you get laid once and that’s all out the window, isn’t it? With friends like you . . .”

Bunny looked down at Gringo. “You’re full of crap.”

“Am I?”

“I’m not your father, go find someone else to take your shitty life out on.”

“Fuck you, amigo.”

“Right back at you.”

Bunny turned and walked towards the top of the alley, wiping the blood from his lip as he went. “We’re done, Gringo. You hear me? Done.”

“Good. The end is nigh, amigo, the end is nigh.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR



“Ahh, crap.” Simone pulled the oven door open to be greeted by a wash of acrid smoke. “God damn it.” She waved her hand over the chicken, which was having its worst day since it had died.

She heard the front door open and close behind her. “Hey, babe, I know it’s late but I thought I’d try my hand at cooking. Turns out I’m still no goddamn good at it.” She tried to grab the baking tray and burned her thumb. “Damn it, damn it, damn it!”

Then the smoke alarm went off.

She grabbed a tea towel and used it to shove the oven closed before turning to flap furiously at the smoke alarm above her head.

Bunny walked into the kitchen behind her.

“Goddamn thing! The numbers on your dial, they aren’t the same as they are back in the States. And then the thing, it didn’t have things written in . . .”

As the warbling finally ceased, she dropped her arms to her sides and sighed melodramatically. “Ah, who am I kidding? I can’t cook for shit.”

She turned to Bunny, expecting his warm grin. Instead she was met by a sombre expression. “Baby, what happened to your lip?”

“Oh,” said Bunny, raising his hand self-consciously.

“Who did that?”

“Gringo.”

“What in the . . . ? That’s a messed-up friendship you got going there.”

“I think that title has fallen by the wayside now.”

Simone tossed her tea towel onto the counter. “What in God’s name is going on with you two? Is this to do with that poor guy getting shot last night?”

Bunny shook his head. “Look, sit down would you?” he said, pointing to the nearest chair beside the kitchen table.

“OK, but just let me—”

“Now.” He seemed taken aback by the force in his own voice, and added, “Please, just . . .”

Simone took off the apron she was wearing and placed it on the table. She sat down, perched nervously on the edge of the chair.

Bunny drew in a deep breath. “You need to tell me what happened.”

“What do you—”

“In New York. You need to tell me everything.”

She shook her head. “No, I already said to you . . .”

Bunny closed his eyes for a moment and held his hand up. “I know and . . . I know. But after the thing with Ryan, Gringo got suspicious. He ran some checks.”

Simone clenched her eyes tightly shut and lifted her face to the ceiling. “Oh God.” She stood. “I have to go. I have to . . . They’ll come looking for me.” She stood up, looking from side to side, not knowing which way to turn. “Oh God, oh God, oh God.”

Bunny moved forward and placed his hands on her arms. “Relax. Nobody’s coming. He covered it up – nobody knows. But you need to explain to me. I can’t protect you if I don’t know what I’m protecting you from.”

She looked up into his off-kilter eyes, full of sincerity. “You can’t protect me from this.”

“I can, I just . . . I know you’re wanted for murder. Just, tell me. I’ll listen, and whatever it is, I love you.”

She looked away. “Please don’t say that.”

He placed his hand gently under her chin and turned her face towards him. “You don’t have to say it back, but you can’t stop me from saying it, alright?”

She pushed him gently away. “You should wait until you’ve got all the facts before calling that one.”

She sat down on the edge of the seat again. He leaned back on the counter, and there, amidst the stench of burned chicken, she told him everything.

“I was born Simone Michele Delamere, New Orleans, Christmas Day 1969.” She flashed a sad little smile. “I was supposed to change my first name, when I started working for Noel, but I . . . I didn’t. I said I messed up but, in truth, it felt like my name was the only part of me I had left. Stupid, huh?”

“Not at all.”

“I was the oldest of two girls. Momma died giving birth to Denise. Such a cruel thing, and left my daddy as a young widower who got old fast. He never really recovered. People were always telling me they were this dream couple. You’d see them when they went out dancing and think, I want to be them. I guess with Momma gone, Daddy had a hard time wanting to be at all. He wasn’t a bad man, just broken. Drank too much and made bad decisions when he did. Ended up in jail. Came out different after the first jolt. Man like him was never meant for that, couldn’t cope with it. Just sorta shut down, I guess.”

Simone nervously smoothed invisible creases from the hem of her blue dress.

“We stayed with relatives off and on, but, as time went on, it was mostly us. Me and Denise, I mean. I was always looking out for her. Being Mommy, Daddy and big sister all rolled into one. It ain’t no sob story, though. We did OK. We both loved music, and New Orleans has always been a town where you can sing for your supper. We started in the local gospel choirs and then as we got older we both sung in local bands, making a good living in the summer, picking up gigs in the French Quarter, singing for tourists. In between, we bussed at restaurants, waited tables, all the things that everybody does to scrape a living.”

“Then, when I was twenty-four, something unexpected happened: a happy ending. Denise was singing in a band on those Mississippi cruises when she found her Prince Charming. Surrounded by sweet-talking, fast-living musicians, she fell for the geeky kid doing close-up magic. Card tricks round the tables, that kind of thing. Turned out she was the smart one all this time. Derek Wagner, from Minneapolis. He was an MIT graduate who dropped out of the rat race because he loved doing his magic more than anything. Well, until he met my sister.” Simone’s face spread into a soft grin. “You should see the way he looks at my Denise. Everybody should get looked at like that at least once in their life. His moon and stars. A beautiful thing. They’re off somewhere in the Midwest last I heard. Fell out of touch since . . .”

She met Bunny’s eyes briefly and then glanced quickly away, pushing herself back in the seat. “So there I was, twenty-four and suddenly, young, free and single. Nobody I needed to look after and no place I needed to be. Left with the scariest of things – the choice to do whatever the hell I wanted with my life. So, I upped sticks and headed to New York. Broadway!” She fanned her hands through the air, a sad smile playing across her lips. “Me and every other waitress in the five boroughs, right?” She picked up the tea towel to have something to do with her hands. “I mean, I was pretty good, to be fair. On the singing, I got some callback auditions, enough to keep the hope alive. But then they’d ask me to dance.”

She moved her feet around as she spoke. “Heel, toe, step, step, twirl . . . I wasn’t exactly a natural, so I tended bar, waitressed and went to classes. For that, and the acting. Strangest thing – I hear a song one time, I got it down. Could always just . . . y’know.” She shrugged. “But you give me lines to learn . . . I mean, I wasn’t awful, I just wasn’t a natural. Worst way to be in some ways; just enough hope to keep you going, always something around the corner. So for four years, I kept going around corners, again and again. Never getting anywhere. The human body builds up a resistance to everything eventually – even hope. A girl I worked with got her big break and I found myself unable to be happy for her. I hated myself for it. It was a real low point. Thinking back, I dunno, maybe that contributed to . . .”

The tea towel was now knotted in her hands. She unfurled it and smoothed it out in her lap. “His name was James. He was charming, funny, handsome I guess. Seemed to know everybody, and yet, when he spoke to you, managed to make you feel like you were the only person in the world. He had big dreams, a sharp suit and not a dime to his name, but damn, could the man talk. He would set up that club, that agency, that bespoke butler service for Manhattan’s high-flyers. He made you think that not just his dreams were possible, but yours too. We moved in together. He’d been sort of managing a bar, then he’d fallen out with the manager. I was still working though, so we were OK, mostly. Then he was investing in a club and we – he – needed seed capital. I was working two jobs, just for a while. He would soon be raking it in though and I’d be able to give up work, concentrate on my auditions. God, even saying it now, I know how damn stupid it all sounds. Believe me, it’s harder to see when you’re inside that bubble.”

Simone stopped talking, looking down at the linoleum floor, lost in thought. Bunny let the moment stretch out and then he cleared his throat quietly. Simone looked up, a little startled, as if waking from a dream.

“So, James had always dabbled, y’know, with the drugs. Nothing big. He was a party boy. He did it because everyone was doing it. Well, except me. I tried a couple of times, but I couldn’t relax. I’m the child of an alcoholic, and we go one of two ways: either we repeat the same destructive patterns or we shut all that down. Still, if he wanted to, now and then, no big deal, I didn’t mind. Then the occasional Saturday night became every weekend, and soon enough, it was every day. Got bad when the club failed. It failed because he couldn’t keep his shit together, and his response was to lose it all the more. At that point, I was working to pay his coke bills and I couldn’t keep up. He was still talking the talk, but that was all it was by then. He started dealing, thinking he was a big, bad man. He was his own best customer though, and soon he ended up somewhere he couldn’t talk his way out of. He met some truly bad men and found out he really wasn’t one. And so he dealt the only thing he had left . . .” Simone paused and drew in a deep, shuddering breath. “Me.”

In the periphery of her vision, she could see Bunny’s feet moving towards her.

She raised a hand. “Don’t . . . Please. Let me just get through this.”

She watched his feet hesitate in the middle of the floor before retreating back to their position beside the counter. His voice was barely above a whisper. “OK.”

“He came to tell me he was in real trouble. His hand was broken, which is just a taster apparently. These men were going to kill him unless I could help him. Just one time. A friend of these men knew a guy or – hell, I don’t know the ins and outs. I don’t even know if James really did. Long and short, there was a really rich guy, the Big Fish they called him, and he was going to be in town. He wanted a girl for the night. Discreet, he said. In other words, he didn’t want a hooker. Some, I dunno, some kind of power trip thing, fuck knows. He liked having a woman he wasn’t paying for, at least not directly. I’m told he’s a little different and, long story short, either I do it or James ends up scattered in various pieces along the East River.”

She stopped and rubbed the heel of her right hand into her eye. “And right there and then, like some switch is thrown, I looked at James and saw what he really was – a cheap piece of shit in a shiny suit. Maybe he was always that guy, I don’t know, or maybe the sweet guy was still in there somewhere, lost. If he was, I couldn’t just leave him to it. So I slept on it. I stared at the ceiling for the night and then I sat him down, said I’d do it on one condition. If I did this, he’d be out of my life for good, never see me again. I’d leave the city and he could not come looking for me. When he accepted the deal so readily, I saw just what I was to him. It was all set up for three days’ time. I got sent some clothes, a certain bottle of perfume. Whatever. The night arrived, and some small part of me kept waiting for James to come to me, tell me not to go. Ask me to run away with him. Something. Anything. I’d have gone too, even then, fool that I was. Instead, he picked me up to drive me there. He gave me a pill and told me to take it, said it’d make it all go by easier. In my head, I was thinking maybe it was like that Indecent Proposal film, y’know . . . But it wasn’t. The man, he had certain . . . tastes.”

She tasted bile in her throat as she said the word and wondered if she was actually going to be sick. She sensed Bunny tense but she couldn’t look at him. She knew that she would cry and she’d sworn to herself that she would never cry over this again.

It was he who spoke next, his voice rasping. “What did—”

“No.” Her voice was firm. “No. That door stays closed.”

She placed the tea towel, folded neatly, onto the kitchen table. “The next day, I went home and booked a flight to New Orleans for two days’ time. James was nowhere to be seen. Left his keys on the table, just like I asked. Next day, the men came. I’d never seen them before. Two of them. Grabbed me off the street outside my place and hauled me into a van. Took me to a warehouse. Turns out James and his friends had come up with a plan. Unbeknownst to me, they’d installed a camera in the room and had the whole night, all the . . . they had a recording of it. They were trying to blackmail the Big Fish. He’d been sent a copy of the tape that morning with a demand for . . . I don’t know how much money it was about. How much they thought my humiliation was worth. Maybe I don’t want to know.”

A spark of anger flickered in her chest and she clung to it, because it was the best thing she had here. Being angry was so much better than the other options.

“The Big Fish, he wasn’t happy about it, and these men were ‘dealing with the problem’. They wanted to know where James was. I’d honestly have told them if I knew, but they didn’t believe me. They beat me. They showed me the tape. They asked me why I was lying for that piece of shit. I swore that I wasn’t. When they still didn’t believe me, well . . .”

She raised her right hand and pushed her hair back, exposing the burned line of skin running down the right side of her face. “The main guy did this, with a poker he’d stuck in a fire.”

She felt her stomach start to heave as the sense memory of the stench of burning skin came back to her. “Did it, he said, ‘just to be sure’. I looked into his eyes as . . . You’ve never seen a man look so calm. I can still see those damn eyes.”

She sensed Bunny trying to move towards her again but she waved him back. She did not want to be touched.

“The main guy, he went away to – I don’t know, what do psychos like that do with the rest of their time, play chess in the park? Anyway, his assistant was just as nasty but nowhere near as bright. He tried to have a little fun with me on his own but he left the knife in his belt exposed. So I . . .” She held up her hands in front of her, as if to say that they had acted of their own accord. “Did I kill the son of a bitch? I suppose I did. I sure as hell stabbed him enough times, and if you want the truth, of all my many regrets, that ain’t one. I survived. I did what had to be done. I left him gurgling on the floor, unlocked the chain around my ankle and ran, taking that damn tape with me, because I didn’t want anybody, ever, seeing that again.”

She rubbed her fingers up and down the edge of the table. “Somehow, bleeding, half-naked, I staggered through the streets. As I was running I realised I couldn’t go home. Same with work. They’d find me. What friends I had didn’t deserve me bringing this to their door. I had nowhere to go. I saw a church and I staggered in. Just to rest.”

She took a deep breath and looked up at Bunny for the first time in what felt like the longest of times. There were tears on his cheeks.

“Then,” she continued, “I woke up in a white room, thought I was dead. Wondered if I was in heaven. I remember thinking that I wouldn’t have that many bandages in heaven. Then a little tiny nun walked in. She said I was in the care of the Sisters of the Saint. I’d never heard of them. I don’t think many people have. After a couple of days, they showed me my picture in the paper. The article was saying I’d killed a man. So, when I couldn’t think of anything better, I told them the truth.”

“Couldn’t you go to the police?”

She shook her head. “The sisters, they never fully explained it, but they’ve got some contacts. They made some careful enquiries and told me that going to the police was a very bad idea. The Big Fish had powerful friends.”

“Christ.”

“Yeah,” said Simone. “So, a couple of weeks went by, and when I was mostly healed up, they slipped me onto a boat leaving Jersey in the middle of the night and I got slipped off again at the other end. Here. In Dublin.”

She stood up. “So there you go. Now if you’ll excuse me . . .”

He moved towards her again.

“No, don’t.”

But this time he wouldn’t be stopped. He wrapped his arms around her and they stood there for the longest time, until her tears soaked through his shirt.

Eventually, she pushed him softly away and turned to go upstairs.

His voice was hoarse as he spoke. “I can protect you.”

She stopped, nodded and tried to smile, before continuing on her way.

Then, as she walked up the stairs she spoke to him in a whisper not intended to be heard. “You can’t save everybody, but I do love that you try.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE



Tommy Carter took a long, hard look in the mirror. There were bags under his eyes. It had been a rough time for him, but appearances were important. He’d spent the majority of the last two days in an interrogation room, sticking to his story. They had released him late last night. He’d been surprised they hadn’t been kept for the maximum seventy-two hours. Maybe the Gardaí were getting tired of receiving the same answers again and again. He’d rung Moran and Franko when he’d got home, and they’d both said they’d had a nice trip – code for nothing having happened under interrogation.

They’d had little time to talk about what had gone wrong on the job, but that didn’t mean he hadn’t been thinking about it. He’d also been wondering how to play this new development. If he used it right, he could end up with allies – albeit unwilling ones – amongst the very people who were trying to catch him.

But first he had to get through the next few days. He, and the other two, could expect 24-hour surveillance and a distinct change in approach. No carol singers were going to get them out from under this time. Still, it was just a matter of patience and will. They had waited them out before; they could do so again.

He glanced up the stairs to see Eimear looking sheepishly down at him.

“Y’all right, sis?”

“I need to go to college, Tommy, but there’s guards outside.”

He smiled his warmest smile. “Don’t mind them, they’re only interested in me. I’m heading out and then the coast will be clear. OK?”

She nodded and stepped back into her room.

Tommy gave himself one last scan in the mirror, turned and opened the front door.

There was a barrage of flashbulbs from about half a dozen cameras surrounding him. From behind the cameras came a clamour of voices: “Tommy, were you involved in the death of Garda O’Shea?” “Are you a gangster, Tommy?” “What do you think your father would say about your behaviour, Tommy?”

Tommy pushed through the throng. Four Garda cars were parked on the street, two on either side of the road. He was met at the top of his drive by Detective Pamela Cassidy, flanked by two uniformed Gardaí.

“Ah, Tommy, good morning, sir.”

Tommy pointed behind him. “These people are trespassing on my property.”

“Well,” she said, looking all coy, “that’s really a civil matter – unless you think they mean you harm?”

Tommy said nothing.

“I mean, you could ring the station, but we’re really busy at the minute. There’s a big manhunt on for a cop killer, maybe you’ve heard?”

One of the journalists interjected. “Where’s John O’Donnell, Tommy?”

“That’s a good question,” said Cassidy, smiling sweetly. “Where is your friend John O’Donnell?”

Tommy didn’t like how she said the word friend. He raised his voice. “As I’ve repeatedly told the Garda over the last two days of ceaseless harassment, I have no idea where John O’Donnell is. The last I heard, he was going rock climbing.”

“I see. Do you think the bullet wound might make that tricky for him, Tommy?”

Tommy pushed forward down the path. He was going to keep to his normal routine – he didn’t care how many police or vultures from the gutter press followed him. Two more guards began walking in front of him, as the rest of his unwanted entourage followed behind.

Across the road, he saw Bunny McGarry and DI Fintan O’Rourke leaning against the bonnet of one of the cars. He gave them a nod, and both nodded back.

“Anyway,” continued Detective Cassidy, maintaining her cheerful tone, as though she was his PA informing him of the day’s appointments, “I’m afraid a spot inspection has found that the rear wheels on your car are below specification, so that’s a fine, and if you attempt to drive it in its current state, you will face a further fine of up to two thousand pounds and six months in jail. Oh, the Revenue have also asked me to inform you that all of your businesses – the cab companies, the launderette, the pub, the printers – are being audited. So books for the last five years will be required.”

Tommy kept walking, maintaining a steady pace. This unusual parade was attracting more looks than normal, which was to be expected. When he tried to exchange smiles with some of the neighbours, though, to show everyone that all was well, that this was nothing he couldn’t handle, he was greeted by averted eyes or scowls.

“By the way, Tommy, we don’t want you to feel picked on, so everyone on the street is getting audited too. It’s a new scheme the Revenue has. Also, a couple of your neighbours have been done for not having an up-to-date TV licence or car tax. Mr Jameson has been arrested for benefit fraud. Mrs Jameson has been arrested for assaulting the officer who was arresting Mr Jameson for benefit fraud . . .”

They had reached the corner of the street now.

“Oh, and by the way, if you’re heading to the Leaping Trout pub for breakfast, it was closed down this morning for a rather long list of health code violations.”

Tommy stopped, started walking, then stopped again. The cameras clack, clack, clacked around him.

“Do you not have anywhere else to go for breakfast, Tommy?” “Where’s John O’Donnell having breakfast, Tommy?” “What does a cop killer have for breakfast, Tommy?”

Tommy reversed course, pushing his way back through the throng, past smirking journalists and Gardaí.

“Lost your appetite, Tommy?” asked Cassidy.

As he pushed through the crowd he could see Eimear at the far end of the road, hurrying for the bus stop with a couple of Gardaí and a handful of journalists in pursuit.

Tommy glared in the direction of O’Rourke, who shrugged. “You can’t break the rules and set the rules, Tommy,” he called out. “That’s not how the game works.”

Tommy turned around and extended his arms to the sides. “You’re all supposed to be journalists, why not report some real news? Look at this – harassment by the state. Where are my human rights?”

“Didn’t Dara O’Shea have rights, Tommy? What about his kids?” called out one of the reporters.

Tommy started pointing at all the Gardaí in turn. “And look at all this? How can the Gardaí justify all this expense, I wonder? Just to carry out a vendetta against an innocent man.”

He looked over at DI O’Rourke, but it was McGarry who answered.

“Civis Romanus sum, Tommy. You just didn’t realise until now who the Romans really are.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX



Jason Armstrong pressed the button to find his car in the underground car park. An electronic beep reminded him that his Audi was parked at the far end, behind the line of SUVs. The squash club was always busy at this time of the morning – people grabbing an early game or just using it as the location for a breakfast meeting. The membership to the Regency Club was inexplicably expensive to the outsider, given that the dimensions of a squash court were the same everywhere, but it was the other facilities that set it apart. It was popular amongst the diplomatic corps, none of whom were, of course, paying for their own memberships.

Jason was in a particularly good mood as he had just beaten Phillipe Albert from the French Embassy for the first time in two years. When it wasn’t going his way, Albert had started yammering on about not feeling well, speculating that he was coming down with a virus. Typical French.

Dublin was an anomaly in terms of its importance to the US. It had, to be honest, almost no economic significance, and even less of a military one, yet it was still a big deal politically. It was the dotty old grandma of American politics. Every presidential candidate had to win its approval before they could even consider asking the electorate for its hand in marriage. As foreign postings went, Jason thought, the fact that everyone spoke English was a bonus, although not one that made up for the weather.

He tossed his squash gear into the trunk and then hopped into the driver’s seat. Before he could put the keys into the ignition, the passenger door opened and a man slid into the seat beside him. He was wearing a fedora hat and sunglasses that a dreary Dublin day in December most definitely did not require. His skin was dark. If Jason had been forced to guess, he’d have said Cuban descent.

“What the—?”

“Mr Armstrong, there is no need to be alarmed.”

The use of his name caused Jason to pause. “Who are you?”

“You are Mr Jason Armstrong, graduate of Yale Law School. Currently you are serving as assistant security attaché at the US embassy here in Dublin. You have a wife, Samantha, and two beautiful children, Jacob and Jemima.”

“I know who I am, what I want to know is who you are and what the hell you are doing in my car?”

“Excellent questions. I would ask you to keep your voice down while I explain. We do not want to draw attention to ourselves.”

“Oh don’t we? How about you get the hell out of—”

Jason’s words were cut off by an elbow being jammed down hard into his testicles, forcing him to double over as exquisite pain surged through his body. His head bounced off the steering wheel, causing the horn to issue a plaintive parp.

A hand guided him back to a seated position. “Up you get, that’s it. Breathe. Breathe. Good boy.”

Through tear-drenched vision, Jason looked at the man again, who was calmly smiling at him as if nothing had happened.

“Now, you keep quietly breathing there while I answer your questions. Firstly, who I am is unimportant, but if you would like a name then let us go with Mr Lopez. As for what I am? I am a man who fixes problems. A plumber, of sorts.” He stopped and smiled to himself, as if the thought amused him. “I am here because I require your assistance.”

“Fuck you.” Jason hadn’t meant to say that; the words had been involuntarily expelled from between his gritted teeth.

“I am going to pretend I didn’t hear that. All I am asking for is a little courtesy towards a fellow American patriot. In particular, with regard to the matter of a certain Simone Delamere, who turned up when you did a search on a face and name last week.”

“That was nothing. It was a case of mistaken identity.”

“I see. Who asked you to do the search?”

“I’m not telling you that, you—”

This time, Mr Lopez grabbed Jason’s fingers and held them in such a way that rods of pain shot up his left arm.

“Aghhh.”

“You are making this unnecessarily difficult, Mr Armstrong. Now I have to do the vulgar thing.” He pulled a brown envelope from his jacket pocket and tossed it onto the dashboard. “That is a series of pictures that were taken of you when you were down in Key Largo two years ago on a ‘golfing trip’. But you’re not golfing in those pictures, are you? No, you are having sex with someone who is not your wife. In fact, the someone in question is not even a woman, although he is wearing some of your wife’s clothing, as are you. I’ll admit, that’s a new one to me, but I am not a man who judges, Mr Armstrong, I am just a man who fixes problems. You, for example, have the problem of these pictures existing. I will fix that for you, and all I ask in exchange is that you tell me everything about the person who expressed an interest in that woman. As long as you tell me everything you know, and ha – believe me, I can tell if you don’t – then your problem will go away. In fact, I will open this door, leave your car and disappear from your life entirely, providing that the next words out of your mouth are the ones I want to hear. Do you understand?”

Jason Armstrong nodded.

“Excellent. I am so happy to hear that we can help each other get rid of these trifling problems. I do so hate problems. You may begin speaking – now.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN



Jimmy Moran looked out the window of his taxi as the city whooshed by in the rain. He’d asked the driver to deliberately go the long way around, just so they could go up the north side of the Quays. When they’d passed the point where they’d hit the security van a couple of months before, he’d popped his head out and waved at the three Garda cars following him. They’d stuck to him like glue for the last few days and he wanted to wind them up. They had managed to get the gym he went to closed down for some sort of “building code violation” bullshit. They could do what they liked – it’d take more than that to break him and Tommy Carter. Franko Doyle, on the other hand – well, Jimmy had been telling Carter for a long time that Franko was the weak link. If it had been Jimmy in the van that night instead of bloody Franko, O’Donnell would never have taken a hit. No doubt about it. The last Tommy had heard, he was recovering all right and, more importantly, the cops and all their searches hadn’t got close to finding him. They had nothing.

That was not to say the last week hadn’t been without its stresses. His ma’s boyfriend, Rick, had been nailed for cheating on his benefits and she’d been done for stealing Sky TV with that dodgy dish Jimmy had got her for Christmas. The pigs were making a nuisance of themselves. It had also been over a week since Jimmy had last got his end away. He had a rule: never have sex in the three days before a job. He wanted to be sharp, on edge. And in the five days since, due to his permanent entourage, it’d not really been possible. He’d tried to convince Carol to come over but the cops outside had put her right off. She was on parole and didn’t want any hassle. He’d phoned around, but nothing. That was why the text from Wendy had been so appreciated. She was only a six to look at but she was a wild one in the bedroom. A proper nine with the lights out. She’d even come up with a way he could get away from his chaperones. Jimmy was buzzing. He threw a rapid punch combo at the back of the passenger’s seat in front of him.

“Hey!” said the taxi driver. “What are ye at?”

“Nothing, old fella. Relax.”

The driver had already had a full-on freak-out when he’d arrived to pick Jimmy up and been greeted by his police escort. He’d tried to refuse to take Jimmy anywhere, but Jimmy had been having none of that and got in before the dude could drive off. Jimmy knew his rights. Couldn’t chuck him without a reason.

Jimmy looked at the meter. Just ticking over seventeen quid. He opened his wallet and slid out a twenty note. They hit a red on the pedestrian lights coming off the Ha’penny Bridge – perfect. As the vehicle came to a halt, the door automatically unlocked. He watched the lights closely, still on red. A few boisterous lads on a night out and a couple, hand in hand, crossed the road, heading over the bridge towards Temple Bar. The green man changed to amber. He put his hand on the door handle. Red man. Jimmy shoved the door open while simultaneously tossing the cash into the front seat. “Thanks, ye miserable old prick.”

He was gone. Running. Down Liffey Street, past the statue of the old ones sitting on a bench having a chat. Behind him, he could hear car doors opening and raised voices. As he turned the corner into the North Lotts, he glanced back to see three uniforms charging after him, but they were only just turning onto Liffey Street. He ran the twenty yards to the black metal gates of the Bachelors Walk Apartments. He looked up and down. There it was, the key, just where Wendy had said it’d be, dangling from a piece of thread at the top of the gate. He ripped it down and quickly stepped across to the pedestrian entrance.

In. Open. Shut.

He stood on the other side, just out of reach as the three uniforms slammed against it.

Jimmy Moran laughed heartily. “Look at the state of ye!”

“Open this gate.”

“Or what? Sorry, boys, I’m off for a night’s riding and you are not invited.”

He thrust his hips a couple of times and then bowed. As he turned and walked into the internal courtyard, he could hear one of the cops yammering into his radio. “Subject is in the Bachelors Walk apartments. . .”

He moved quickly. It wouldn’t be long before they buzzed a number on the intercom and somebody didn’t think the “This is the Gardaí, open up” line was bullshit.

He rushed across to the door she had told him about and found it propped open with a rock. He kicked it away and closed the door behind him. She was on the fourth floor but he didn’t bother with the lift. He was buzzing. He’d fucked the police and he was about to fuck her.

At the top of the stairs he turned right. Like she’d said, the door was open. That’d been her last text. Remember, 416 – the door will be open. I’ll be in the bedroom waiting!

He slammed through the door, rubbing his hands together, and was down the hall in two strides. He pushed open the bedroom door.

There she was, on the bed, tied up. Gagged. Blindfolded. Wendy you kinky b…

That she was still fully clothed barely had time to register before he heard the click behind him. He knew the sound instantly.

“Don’t move,” said a Northern voice.

At the far side of the room, the wardrobe door opened and a man in a balaclava stepped out, a gun in his hand too.

On the bed, reacting to the noise around her, Wendy gave a plaintive mumble through her gag. The man in the balaclava looked down at her, without his gun veering an inch from Jimmy.

“Relax there, love, it’ll be over soon.” The man stepped forward and addressed Jimmy directly. “Take three steps back into the sitting room. Try anything and you’re a dead man.”

Jimmy did as instructed. He could hear the man behind him moving back too, staying far enough away to prevent Jimmy trying anything. Two guns to zero; his odds weren’t great.

As he stepped into the front room, the second man spoke again. “Against the wall.”

“Who the—”

“Against the wall. Now.”

Jimmy moved back. The wardrobe man nodded at his compatriot, who took his balaclava off.

“Remember me, do you Jimmy?”

It took him a moment, but he did. The last time he had seen him, Jimmy had been tying him to a tree in the Phoenix Park, giving him a few slaps because he didn’t like his attitude.

The wardrobe man took his balaclava off now too. Him, Jimmy recognised straight away. Paul Roberts, the IRA boy. The last time Jimmy had seen him had been through the sights of a sniper rifle.

“It was my nephew’s birthday last week, so I decided to get him you.”

Jimmy looked around as casually as he could. Scanning for anything he could use. “You know Tommy Carter will have you both for this, don’t ye?”

Roberts laughed. “Oh, Jimmy, who the fuck do you think set this little date up? We don’t know what skanks you’re banging.”

“Look at his face,” said the nephew, “he’s only just getting it. Beautiful.”

“Why don’t you go and f—”

In a couple of hours, neighbours would describe the thump of the body hitting the floor and how they dismissed it as somebody just moving furniture.


CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT



DI Fintan O’Rourke walked down the driveway, gravel crunching beneath his feet. He nodded at the Garda protection detail sitting outside in their car and then rang the doorbell. He had been summoned. In fact, “summoned” was putting it mildly. He had received a voicemail full of screamed invectives that added up to a very detailed description of the unusual and entirely unpleasant acts that Ireland’s highest-ranking Garda officer was going to perform upon him, his ancestors and at least one family pet.

O’Rourke braced himself as the door opened. He was prepared for everything up to – and including – actual physical assault. What he was not prepared for was a petite blonde lady with a kindly smile and a glass of ice.

“Hello. You must be DI O’Rourke. Have I got that right?”

“Yes, hello. I take it you are Mrs Ferguson?”

She nodded. “Well, somebody has to be. He’s down at the end of the back garden. I sent him down there to that god-awful hot tub he insisted on putting in last year. I do it when the swearing and gesticulating get too much. I’m not having him breaking another vase.”

“I see.”

“This way, he can smoke his awful cigars and I can pretend not to know. I will warn you, Gubby is in quite the mood.”

Gubby? The commissioner was known by many names, none of them complimentary, but that was a new one to O’Rourke.

Mrs Ferguson pushed the glass of ice towards him. “Here, take this. He’ll need it for the bottle of whiskey I also don’t know about. You can go around the side of the house. The gate is open.”

“Right.”

“Oh, and announce yourself as you do. He’s been drinking and he does have that frightful gun thing of his with him.”

She smiled and closed the door. O’Rourke remained looking at it for a moment, then down at the glass of ice in his hand. It hadn’t been a great day and it seemed unlikely it would be getting better any time soon.

He walked around the house, which was large and well appointed, situated in Seapoint. With the security light on, he could see that it had finely manicured lawns, with several playful gnomes sprinkled around the place. He was guessing that was more Mrs Ferguson’s touch than the commissioner’s, although who knew what “Gubby” got up to at the weekend.

O’Rourke walked down the side passage, which opened up onto a large rear lawn, surrounded by deciduous trees that sloped down to a gazebo containing a hot tub.

“Ahem . . . hello Commissioner. It’s DI O’Rourke, sir.”

“Who? I know an O’Rourke but I’m pretty sure I demoted him back to uniform about an hour ago.”

“Yes, sir. May I come down?”

“Yes, yes, get on with it.”

As O’Rourke started to walk down, another security light flared into life above his head, illuminating the entirety of the back garden. More gnomes stood stock-still, as if interrupted in the midst of nefarious doings.

As he approached the hot tub, O’Rourke could confirm that in its bubbling waters sat the Garda commissioner, a cigar in one hand, a glass of whiskey in the other and a look on his face that wouldn’t so much kill as wipe out an entire village. He also noted what appeared to be an air rifle leaning against the hot tub. He felt rather thankful that his boss was a keen drinker and smoker who only had two hands.

“Ah, Fintan, how good of you to join me. Thank you oh so very much for taking time out of your busy schedule.”

O’Rourke decided that saying nothing was the best course of action, to allow, as much as possible, Hurricane Ferguson to blow itself out.

“I’m sure you’ve been very busy,” Ferguson continued. “I know I have. I’ve had the Minister for Justice on three times, the Taoiseach himself, not to mention every bloody journalist in Ireland. They’ve all somehow got hold of my private mobile number.”

“Yes, sir.”

“I’d probably still be getting calls, only . . .”

Ferguson transferred his glass of whiskey to the hand that already held his cigar, and then reached into the water and pulled out a mobile phone. “Surprisingly robust little blighter. Harder to drown than you’d think.”

Ferguson threw the phone off into the darkness. The security light behind O’Rourke shut off, leaving the underwater lighting of the hot tub as the only illumination.

“I see you’ve brought your own drink.”

O’Rourke looked down at the forgotten glass of ice in his hand. “Sorry, sir,” he said, holding it out. “Your wife sent this ice down, for your whiskey.”

Ferguson shook his head. “Bloody woman, knows everything. It’s not natural.” He leaned forward, grabbed two of the ice cubes and dropped them into his glass. Then he picked up the bottle of Jameson from the edge of the hot tub and poured a large measure into both his glass and the one in Fintan’s hand.

“Cheers,” said O’Rourke, on instinct.

“What the—? Bloody cheek.” Ferguson snatched the glass out of his hands. “Christ, you misread that situation. No drinkies for you.”

O’Rourke could feel himself blush as Ferguson downed the first of the whiskeys. He drew a long puff on his cigar and O’Rourke waited as he blew a smoke ring into the cold night sky.

“So,” Ferguson said eventually, “how exactly does an individual under blanket surveillance – unprecedented surveillance, surveillance that in all probability breaches the Geneva Convention on human rights – how, in the name of thundering Christ, does that individual get shot dead?”

“Well—”

“And not by some eagle-eyed sniper, mind you. No, at close range by someone standing as near as I, the soon-to-be-ex-commissioner of the Garda Síochána, am to you, the soon-to-be most overly-qualified traffic warden in history. How on earth is that allowed to happen?”

“Obviously, there were serious errors on our side.”

“Ye think?”

“We have recovered his phone. It appears that the attackers had taken the woman hostage earlier in the day and then lured Moran there with a series of text messages from her phone that promised him intercourse, in rather graphic terms.”

“Really? Was an orgy mentioned, because that’s what happened isn’t it? He got fucked, we got fucked and, I assure you, your beloved career is looking well and truly on the monumentally fucked side of life.”

Ferguson took a sip of his second drink. “An hour ago, the Minister for Justice ordered me to pull you off the case and then, once the headlines have moved on, accept your resignation.”

“Yes, sir.”

“I told the minister to shove it up his well-upholstered arse. It seems my career and yours are now inextricably linked.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“Don’t. The wife wants me to take early retirement and go on a trip around the godforsaken Mediterranean on a bloody boat. This may be my masochistic way of giving her what she wants.” He stopped to take another sip. “I get seasick.”

O’Rourke had no idea what to say to that.

“Do we have any idea who did this?”

“Not as such, sir, no, but it is very early days. There was some chatter about Carter having fallen out with the IRA. Then there is his long-standing unpopularity with the drug-dealing gangs over his family’s control of the Clanavale Estate.”

“Do we think anyone knows the thing we haven’t said? About Carter’s imminent move from being gamekeeper to poacher in that regard?”

“If they do know, they’re not saying much.”

“By the way, in order to save your sorry arse, I did have to promise the Taoiseach that we were weeks away from the biggest drugs bust in Irish history, not to mention making the bastard Yanks very happy. So that’d better happen. That is the only thing we’ve got going for us. If your intel on Carter’s next move is wrong—”

“It isn’t, sir.”

“You’d better be right. The chance of having his belly tickled by the Yanks for striking a blow in their ludicrous drugs war is the only thing stopping the T from firing us both. Personally, I think kowtowing to the damn Yankees is degrading, but nobody wants my opinion – only my job.”

O’Rourke turned around as the security light behind him came on again.

Ferguson’s voice dropped to a whisper. “Speak of the devil! Out of the way, Fintan.”

O’Rourke sat down on a plastic lawn chair as Ferguson knocked back his whiskey and then reached for his air rifle. He scanned the area and saw a grey squirrel looking around nervously as it haltingly scurried across the lawn.

“Little grey Yankee bastards. Coming over here, wiping out the ginger natives, then scoffing the nuts out of my bird feeder.” O’Rourke heard the soft slosh of water behind him as the commissioner drew himself carefully up onto his feet in the hot tub.

“You know there’s a thing you can get—” O’Rourke had made the mistake of turning around and he turned quickly back again.

His boss was drawing a bead on the grey squirrel as it surreptitiously glanced around at the base of the bird-feeding table. However, that wasn’t what had caused O’Rourke’s consternation. It appeared his boss enjoyed hot-tubbing naked. He had just made unfortunate eye-to-eye contact with the most senior penis in Irish law enforcement.

O’Rourke focused all of his attention on the bird table. The squirrel had made his way to the top of it.

“The trick is . . .” said Ferguson in a whisper around his still-clenched cigar, “to get the little bastard when he least expects . . . it.”

On “it”, several things happened: Mrs Ferguson opened the patio doors, which spooked the squirrel into running, which forced Commissioner Ferguson to hastily try to reacquire his target, which led to an overcompensation and the commissioner, who, in his defence, was really very drunk by this point, shooting one of the columns of his own gazebo, resulting in a ricochet, a surprisingly girlish squeal and a very undignified fall from the hot tub.

There then followed a small amount of blood and a large amount of swearing.


CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE



Simone wrung the mop out and then slapped it down onto the floor with considerably more force than necessary. It had been a long day, following a sleepless night that she’d spent staying absolutely still, sensing Bunny beside her in the bed, awake too and wanting to talk. She’d kept her eyes closed and her breathing low. As far as she was concerned, she had done more talking the night before than she had ever wanted to.

Her every instinct told her to run. It was what she had always known she would have to do. Dublin was only ever supposed to be the first stop. As she’d sat in that shipping container for two weeks, reading the same three books until the torch’s batteries failed, she’d thought of little else. She’d learn French. A non-English speaking country was always going to be safer. The French loved their jazz too; it was where Lady Day had had some of her best times. She could find a little bar in the middle of nowhere and . . .

Do what she was doing now. She looked around Charlie’s Private Members’ Club. Damn, she really did love it here. Even the name. Noel had explained that he’d picked it because nobody would go to a jazz bar called Noel’s. It was small, smelly, had three areas of persistent mould and a Ladies toilet that didn’t work properly for more than a week at a time. She had never been supposed to sing, she was just employed to tend the bar. Then, as Noel had played one afternoon, she had been humming along softly to Cry Me A River. At least, she thought she’d been humming. Noel had finished the song and looked at her with those eyes, full of that look of childlike excitement that she’d come to know so well. “You didn’t tell me you could sing?”

And she had; she had broken that rule. She had let herself believe that it was OK now. It had been almost a year. They probably thought she was dead.

It wasn’t the only one of her rules she had broken. The last thing she had wanted was a relationship. Bunny – that had been the biggest mistake. He had . . . what? Crept up on her? Hardly. He’d clearly announced his intentions. She’d been so damn confident, thought he’d just been a charming distraction. Then he had gotten under her skin.

If she could go back in time and talk to her younger self – and Lord, how many times had she imagined she could do just that – there was so much she would say. If she had the chance to say one thing though, it would be “Don’t mistake fireworks for fire.” That was what James had been. Bright colourful lights and explosions that generated no heat. Love at first sight wasn’t love at all; it was just biology. Fire was a different thing. It warmed you against the cold and illuminated your way on the darkest of nights. That was Bunny, the brightest part of her day. Her warmth. She liked being with him. She liked who she was when she was with him. That was why she couldn’t leave. She wanted to. Needed to. Every fibre of her being was screaming for her to do just that, but she couldn’t. Damn it all to hell. She lov—

Her train of thought was interrupted by a bang on the door.

It was 2 pm; the only person wanting to get into Charlie’s this early would be its owner.

“You promised you were definitely going to see the accountant this after—”

Simone opened the door and froze.

The eyes from her nightmares looked back at her.

He shouldered through the door, sending her sprawling back onto the floor.

“Hola, Simone. Nice to see you again. Please do not scream, you know how I do so hate problems.”


CHAPTER FORTY



Despite the church being empty, save for one old dear up near the altar working her fingers around a set of rosary beads, DS Jessica Cunningham sat on one of the angled pews on the side. This allowed her an unfettered view of the back and side doors. She had been here for over two hours – long enough that she had already had to politely bat off a couple of enquiries from the nice old priest to check if everything was okay, one approach to see if she’d like a nice cup of tea and another of an offer of confession.

The confession had briefly tempted her but she had politely declined. While watching the doors, though, she had offered up half-remembered prayers for the soul of Dara O’Shea. They had never been friends, at least not in the conventional sense, but they’d worked together for several years. Long enough that they’d insisted she take a few days off after the trauma of his death. She had been able to kick up the pretence of a struggle, despite the time off being exactly what she needed. Not to grieve, although she was sad for Dara and his family, but because they had needed time to think and rework the plan. Everything had gone to hell but it was salvageable. She’d have help.

Franko Doyle came through the back doors, nearly knocking over a stand full of pamphlets in his efforts to remain unseen. He clocked her, blessed himself the wrong way and then moved up the central aisle towards her. She had picked the location carefully. Franko stood out like a sore thumb, precisely because nobody would expect him to be in a church at 11 am on a Tuesday morning. That meant there was no chance of anyone seeing them together – which was precisely the point.

Franko dipped his knee towards the altar in a half-arsed genuflection and then slipped into the seat beside her.

“Christ almighty,” said Franko. “This is fucking ridiculous, do you know that?”

“Keep your voice down and mind your language. Remember where you are.”

“Remember where I am?!”

The old woman at the front of the church looked around with a frown. Franko looked down sheepishly and repeated himself in a softer voice. “Remember where I am? Do you have any idea what I had to go through to get here?”

She glanced at him briefly. “How did you get here?”

“How did I . . . I went to the GP and then nipped out of the window in the toilets, cut myself an’ all,” he said, lifting his right arm to show a blood-red stain seeping through the dark blue of his Dublin GAA tracksuit top. “I’m going to need one of them Tetris shots now. I wouldn’t have made it out at all, only a couple of smackheads kicked off in the reception.”

“That was lucky.”

“Not really. I’d had a word. Your half-dozen piggies in uniform that were following me ain’t exactly the brightest.”

Cunningham turned and gave him a sharp look. “Mind your manners.”

“Mind me . . . Are you kidding? After your screw-up?” Franko shook his head in disbelief. “You were supposed to hold us up and nick the diamonds, not start a bleeding shoot-out at the O.K. Corral. It’s a miracle I’m still alive.”

Cunningham thought it unlikely that anyone’s god would waste a miracle on someone like Franko Doyle, but she kept that to herself. “Things didn’t go to plan.”

“If that isn’t the mother of all understatements. You’ve messed this up totally.” Franko shook his head. “Totally.”

“Calm down, Franko. Our agreement is exactly as it was.”

“How do you figure that?”

“You just need to tell us when and where the deal is going down—”

“No way!” The old woman glanced around again but this time Franko didn’t lower his tone. “You’re off your rocker.”

“Tell us when, we’ll intercept Carter and the diamonds and we all get taken care of.”

“Bollocks.”

Franko was prevented from any further speech by the elbow that dug into his ribs, knocking the breath from his lungs.

Cunningham gave a polite wave to the old lady even as she spoke through gritted teeth. “Calm down and stop acting like a damn baby. Remember why you’re doing this.”

Franko held his hand to his left side, in a way that Cunningham considered rather OTT. When he spoke, it was at the requested lower volume. ”I don’t want drugs on the street. Me and Tommy’s da—”

“Oh please,” said Cunningham. “Lie to yourself all you like but don’t waste my time. You’ll do whatever I say, because when Eimear Carter was nearly fifteen, her Auntie Jenny took her on a shopping trip to London.”

“Don’t—”

She ploughed on. “Only it wasn’t that, was it, Franko? She was getting an abortion. She was a scared kid. Didn’t want to tell her dad, it’d break his heart. Didn’t want to tell her brother, as he would break the entire world, seeking the bloodiest of vengeance against the man who’d defiled his beloved baby sister.”

She pulled a brown envelope from her pocket. “I’ve still got the paperwork if you’d like to see it? Where a scared fourteen-year-old girl misunderstood a question and named you as the father.”

“That wa—”

“A mistake, yes, you said.”

“How do you even have that? Them things are private.”

“A friend in MI5 owed me a favour.”

Franko scratched at his scalp irritably, sending a light snowstorm of dandruff down onto his tracksuit top. “That’s a violation of my civil rights.”

“Oh please.”

“It wasn’t like you think.”

“I don’t care, but best of luck explaining it to Tommy Carter. A man who, as a teenager, broke the arms of a guy who tried to touch his sister. Tried. You must believe he’s mellowed an awful lot since then to consider not doing everything I tell you to. And you must believe that he’s suddenly developed a sense of humour about who tipped us off – seeing as last night, by my reckoning, he had the person he thought it was killed. Are we all caught up now?”

Franko drummed his fingers on the pew. “You think you’re untouchable, don’t you, Cunningham? What if I went to the press, told them what really went down. They’d love –”

Franko stopped speaking. He held his breath and stayed perfectly still. The sharp blade of a knife poking into his scrotum will do that to any man.

“Listen carefully, Franko. Don’t you ever try and threaten me, or I will do my gender a great service. The scariest person you know is Tommy Carter, but I’m a close second. Think about that before you speak again. Now, there’s a mobile phone in a bag under your seat. It has one number in it. When you know the time and place for the deal with the Mexicans, you text it to that number, then you destroy the phone. Do that, and you and your beloved manhood might make it to Christmas. Am I absolutely clear?”

Franko nodded slowly.

“Then go in peace to love and serve the Lord.”


CHAPTER FORTY-ONE



Bunny McGarry stood on the sideline while sixteen twelve-year-old boys looked up at him with a mix of awe, fear and incomprehension.

“Hurling is a simple game, lads. It’s about two things: focus and determination. And skill, obviously. Three things.”

“And fitness, boss.” Deccie, the sub-cum-assistant manager, piped in.

“OK, four things: focus, determination, skill and fitness.”

“And discipline, boss.”

“And discipline, of course. Focus, determination, skill, fitness and discipline. Those five things.”

“And teamwork, boss.”

“For Jesus’ sake, Deccie, where are you getting this stuff from?”

“You, boss. You said that last week. Teamwork – you did a whole big speech on it.”

“That’s right, I did. OK, it’s about those six things: focus, skill, fitness, discipline, teamwork and . . . What was the other one?”

A voice from the back: “Intelligence.”

“Phil Nellis, you stay out of this. I never said intelligence.”

“Actually, boss, ye did,” said Deccie, “you did a whole thing about it on the bus home a couple of weeks ago.”

A clamour of voices rose up from the huddle in agreement.

“Alright, fine,” said Bunny. “Them seven things.”

“And being respectful to women.”

“What?” said Bunny, his exasperation growing, “I never said that!”

“No, he’s right, boss, ye did.”

“I mean, I know I did, but that was more of a life lesson than a thing particular to hurling.”

“You also said always wash your bollocks.”

“Now hang on,” said Bunny. “Hold your horses. I mentioned the importance of personal hygiene, but don’t go around telling people I said anything about the state of anybody’s bollocks. That’s the kind of thing that can be entirely misconstrued. What I was saying was—”

Bunny was interrupted by the referee in the centre of the pitch blowing the whistle to get the teams out for the second half. “Ah, for God’s sake. My point was . . . emh, Deccie, what was my point?”

“Give the ball to Paulie.”

“Well yes, do that. Go get ’em lads.”

The ragtag bunch of players scampered out onto the field.

“Deccie, I worry our team talks aren’t hitting the spot.”

“It’s the lads, boss, they lack an appreciation of . . .”

Bunny joined in: “The fundamentals of the game. Right as always, Deccie. How are we nine games unbeaten?”

“Cause Paul Mulchrone is fucking deadly at hurling, boss.”

“You’re not wrong, Deccie, but go easy on the swearing.”

“You’ve sworn ninety-seven times in this game so far, boss.”

“I most certainly have not.”

“I’ve been counting, boss.”

“Why are you doing that?”

“We’re running a book on it. Fifty pence a man, closest guess gets the lot.”

“Why the hell are ye telling me this? Wait, no, don’t say it. I’m a detective. What was your guess?”

“A hundred, boss.”

“You’re a devious little fecker, Deccie, d’ye know that?”

“Ninety-eight. Go easy, boss, we’ve the whole second half to go yet.”

Deccie turned to look behind them and then tugged at the sleeve of Bunny’s tracksuit. “Boss, the five-oh’s here again.”

“The what?”

“The po-po. The fuzz.”

Bunny looked down and placed a hand on Deccie’s shoulder. “Do we have to have the chat about the dangers of drugs again? You promised me you’d have no more to do with that reprobate cousin of yours.”

Deccie shook the hand off. “What am I supposed to call them, boss? You said not to say pigs.”

Bunny turned to see DI Fintan O’Rourke standing behind him. “Oh, for feck’s sake.”

“Ninety-nine.”

“Right, that’s it, Deccie. Give me a lap.”

Deccie clutched his hands to his chest, his face all wounded innocence. “What did I do?”

“You’re a smart lad. You’ll figure it out while you’re running.”

Deccie mumbled something unintelligible.

“I heard that,” said Bunny. “And think of it this way: you won’t be able to hear me swear from the other side of the pitch.”

“Are you mad? People can hear you swear from space, boss.”

Deccie started running down the sideline at an unexpectedly fast pace, putting him just out of the reach of Bunny’s lunge. Behind them, the ref threw the ball in, and it quickly made its way to the skinny little kid that O’Rourke recognised from the last time as Paulie Mulchrone. Three of his opponents ran into each other in a vain attempt to tackle him. He soloed and then unleashed a shot of such ferocity that the opposition goalie dived out of the way of it.

“GOAL!” screamed Bunny. “See lads – that’s what I’m talking about. Focus, fitness, determination, teamwork, skill, intelligence and discipline.”

“And he’s got very clean bollocks.”

“I heard that, Deccie! Two laps!”

O’Rourke cleared his throat loudly.

Bunny looked behind him in irritation. “It’s Sunday, the day of rest.”

“You don’t look what I’d call ‘relaxed’.”

“That’s because it’s my day off and my boss just turned up.”

“Well,” said O’Rourke, stepping forward, “I’ve been informed that you’ve taken yourself off my task force, which means I’m no longer your boss.”

“I decided it wasn’t for me.”

“What the hell are you on about?”

“All this strong-arm stuff. Not my bag.”

“Really? If you prefer a more subtle form of policing then those fitness reports of yours I’ve read have been very misleading.”

“Look,” said Bunny, “I’ve never as much as taken a sick day in my whole time on the job. I’ll be in tomorrow, working my normal caseload. There are lots of other crimes happening that don’t involve Tommy Carter.”

“This’d be the same Tommy Carter whose crew killed one of my officers last week and tried to kill your partner?”

Bunny shifted on his feet. “Ex-partner. DS Spain and I have decided we’d rather work apart.”

“Oh for Christ’s sake, Bunny, I’ve enough to be doing without being a marriage counsellor now, too.”

“Nobody’s asking you to do that, Fintan. Now if you’ll excuse me.”

“No,” said O’Rourke, “no, I won’t.” He moved forward and grabbed Bunny’s arm, pulling him closer. He lowered his voice. “Is there something you’d like to tell me?”

“Yes. Get your fecking hand off me now. I wouldn’t like to knock out a senior officer in front of the kids, but I will if I have to.”

O’Rourke withdrew his hand but gave Bunny a long, searching look. “What are you hiding? If you know something that I don’t, now’s the time to tell me.”

Bunny met his stare with one of his own, his good eye seemingly focused on O’Rourke while the lazy left one watched the match.

“There’s nothing, sir.”

“You’re sure?”

“Yes, sir.”

O’Rourke shook his head. “You’re messing up your career on this one, Bunny. It won’t be forgotten.”

“Thank you, sir.”

O’Rourke sighed. “Fine. Have it your way.” He started walking back towards the gate.

He had got all of three feet before Bunny’s voice was raised behind him. “Phil Nellis, pull your fecking finger out!”

“One hundred!” came the shout.

“Right, Deccie, three laps. Let’s see you count them!”

“Do ye know what your problem is, boss?”

“That I lack an appreciation of the fundamentals of the game?”

“No, you’re a bollocks.”

“FIVE LAPS!”


CHAPTER FORTY-TWO



Bunny kept his left hand firmly on the doorbell, even as his right pounded on the door.

“C’mon, open up. I just want to—”

He took a step back as the door opened a fraction, and through the chained gap, Sister Bernadette’s intense little face, with those piercing blue eyes, peered out. “Oh, it’s you.”

“Yes, Sister, sorry to disturb you, I just wanted to—”

“Hang on, hang on.”

The door closed and Bunny could hear the chain being slipped off inside. The door reopened, slightly wider this time, allowing Sister Bernadette enough room to properly get her glare on. “It’s past midnight, what on earth is the meaning of this?”

“I’m sorry, Sister, it’s Simone. She isn’t in work and she didn’t come home. Noel says he’s not seen her all day, although he . . .”

“What?”

“He says he thinks she mopped the floors this morning as they’d been done when he got in. Look, is she in there?”

“No.”

“Would you tell me if she was?”

“Not if she didn’t want me to.”

“I’m an officer of the law, y’know.”

“And I’m an officer of God. If you’d like to meet him a lot sooner than expected, try and get in this door.”

“I just need to know she’s OK.”

“I’m a nun. I’m not in the business of giving men what they think they need.”

“Look, I’m not playing around here, Sister.”

Bernadette stood back and swung the door open. “Neither am I.”

Behind her, Sister Assumpta’s large bulk dominated the hallway. She was pointing a shotgun straight at Bunny’s head.

Bunny looked at Bernadette, then Assumpta, then back to Bernadette. “What kind of fecking nuns are you?”

“Ever seen The Sound of Music?”

“Yes.”

“Not that kind.” Sister Bernadette beckoned Bunny closer, and he leaned in, as if he expecting to be told a secret. Instead he got walloped on the earhole.

“Ouch!”

“That’s for the bad language.”

“Jesus!”

She stamped on his toe. “And that’s for the blaspheming.”

“Mother of . . .” She couldn’t weigh much more than a bag of spuds but she had somehow managed to concentrate her entire mass on the area of his big toe. Bunny bit his lip and swallowed enough expletives to give him indigestion.

He gathered himself and took a deep breath. “I’m sorry, Sister. I’m just worried about her. Something has happened. Or maybe she thinks she’s not safe any more, because . . .”

Bernadette widened her eyes. “You know, don’t you?”

Bunny nodded.

Bernadette blessed herself.

“I don’t care though. I believe her and I’ll do everything I can to protect her, just . . .”

Bernadette looked him up and down. “I believe you would. You’re one of the good ones.”

Bunny looked at Assumpta, who was still regarding him down the barrel of the shotgun. “Is there any chance you could tell her that?”

Bernadette looked back at her wingman, as if just remembering she was there. She pushed the barrel of the gun up. “Relax, Sister, it’s not him.” Then she turned back to him. “Now look – she isn’t here, and no, you cannot check, because we have guests. You’ll just have to take my word for it. If she comes back here, we will of course take care of her, but we’ve not seen her in a few days.”

Assumpta nodded, giving the first indication that she was in any way following the situation.

“Maybe she will be back home when you get there,” said Bernadette, with what probably passed for her version of a soft smile. “There’s no point getting yourself in a tizzy about this.”

“OK,” said Bunny, running his fingers through his hair. “Well, if you see her, just tell her I’m worried about her.”

“I will. Good night.”

“Good night, Sister.”

The door started to close.

“Wait.”

Bernadette poked her head out. “Now what?”

“A minute ago, you said ‘it’s not him’ – who were ye expecting?”

Bernadette looked around and then lowered her voice. “We have a guest upstairs from Donegal. She rang her mother a couple of days ago and told her where she was, which we discourage as a rule, but anyway. Apparently her mother is the kind of woman who views the sanctity of marriage as more important than her daughter being used as a punch bag by some muscle-bound buffoon. Calls himself a weightlifter of all things. He’s been banging on our door all day with flowers and threats, neither of which we’re taking. Seems the overly-aggressive type. I’d bet he’s on those god-awful steroid things. They make you go gaga apparently.”

“And they shrink your penis.” It was the first words Bunny had ever heard Sister Assumpta speak. He couldn’t be sure, but he thought the accent was Italian.

For a moment, he and Sister Bernadette looked at Assumpta’s broad, friendly face in dumbfounded silence.

“Well,” said Bernadette, “someone has been watching the channels further up the dial again.”

Bunny turned his attention back to her. “Did you call the Gardaí about this . . .” Bunny paused, not wanting another clatter around the ear. “This fella?”

“Yes,” Bernadette said with a grimace, “and as soon as he actually tries to carry out one of these threats, they’ll be right over. It’s a wonderful system. He’s been sitting out there for two days in his van, staring in. Poor girl is terrified. But don’t worry, we’ve dealt with worse than him. You’ve got no idea.”

Bunny took one of his cards out of his pocket. “Well, if you ever need help.”

Bernadette took it. “Oh, don’t you fear, Detective McGarry, I have plans for you.” She took his card between her nimble fingers and disappeared it into some unseen pocket in her habit. “Good night.”

“Good night, Sister.”

She closed the door.

Bunny looked at his phone again. No missed calls.

Maybe she was right. Maybe Simone would be at home when he got there.

He turned around and headed back to his car.

As he glanced up the street, he noticed a blue van with a large, shaven-headed man sitting in the front seat.

He had to get home. Bunny got in the car and drove off.

He got all of two hundred metres before he pulled a U-turn. Five minutes either way probably wouldn’t make that big a difference.

He reached into the back seat and grabbed the hurley that was lying there. “C’mon, Cathleen, we’ve to make this quick.”

A brief conversation ensued, which achieved its goal of the muscle-bound fella swinging first. What followed was a vivid and impactful demonstration of why muscle was no match for God-given natural malevolence.


CHAPTER FORTY-THREE



Bunny sat in his armchair and looked at his phone. He’d spent a restless night checking it every fifteen minutes, while trying to call Simone at least once every half hour. It was now well into the next day and what little hope he had held onto was fading fast.

Maybe she’d decided to run, to get going before her past caught up with her again. If he could just talk to her . . . He kept coming back to the clothes upstairs. She could have taken them if she’d wanted to go – he’d been out at the St Jude’s match for several hours, what with the game itself, taking the boys for fish and chips and then dropping people home, having the odd word and dealing with a few issues.

Her clothes being left behind meant one of two things: either something unexpected had happened and she had been forced to bolt immediately, or she had left them so that Bunny wouldn’t become suspicious. Neither option appealed. He hated the idea that she might somehow now see him as someone else she had to run from. He kept going over everything he had said again and again, finding fault. If she’d asked, he’d have gone with her. There wasn’t much holding him here, after all, especially not now. If only he had found the right words. He had never been smooth though, that was Gringo’s forte.

Speaking of which, while he had been waiting for Simone to either call or pick up, he had received several calls and texts from Gringo. He’d apparently been informed that Bunny had left the task force and he wasn’t happy about it. He was undoubtedly bathed in remorse for his performance in O’Hagan’s a couple of nights ago, but Bunny wasn’t interested. His ex-partner’s text messages seemed to indicate he was going through the five stages of grief, but Bunny himself had just hit anger and so, on the fifteenth call, he finally answered.

“Would you ever feck off? We’ve said all we have to say to each other.”

“Alright, look, I’m sorry about the—”

“I don’t care. I’m waiting for an important call. Hopefully it’s not too late to fix the damage your big fecking nose caused.”

“What the—”

Bunny hung up and looked down at the phone. Then he nodded. Good, that was that dealt with. Gringo and he were through – he could clean up his own damn messes from now on. Bunny didn’t want any involvement in the slurry pit DS Spain had dived head first into. Whatever he and Cunningham thought they were pulling, it had gotten Dara O’Shea killed and they were in all kinds of trouble. He was going to forget everything he had either figured out or heard from Gringo, but that was as far as it went. He had more important things to worry about.

Gringo tried to ring back. Bunny hung up on him. When the phone rang immediately after, he was on his way to hanging up again when he noticed the number. Simone.

In his rush to answer it, Bunny fumbled it and had to dive onto the carpet to retrieve the phone. “Hello, Simone, is that you? Are y’alright?”

There was a pause and then a male voice spoke. “No, it is not Simone.”

“Who in the shitting hell are you?”

“I am . . .” There was a pause, and when the voice returned, it sounded amused. “Who I am is unimportant, Detective McGarry. What is important is that I have something you want, and you have something I want.”

The accent was foreign – Spanish, maybe?

“Let me speak to Simone.”

“You are in no position to be making demands. Try to remain calm, Detective. There is a way here that everybody can get what they want.”

“I want to speak to Simone now or I’m going to—”

The line went dead. Bunny looked at the phone in horror. As he tried to pull up Simone’s number to ring back, it rang again.

“Hello.”

“Do not test me, Detective, or the next time I hang this phone up, you will never hear from me or Simone again. Do you understand me?”

“Alright, yes, look, I . . .” Bunny started to chew nervously on his thumbnail. “Look, I just need to know she’s alright. I mean, how do I know that she’s not . . . that you’ve not just got her phone?”

An exaggerated sigh. “Very well.”

There followed a few seconds of movement, then Bunny’s heart leapt into his mouth as a piercing female scream reverberated down the line. Simone. Bunny clenched the mobile tightly in his hand, clammy with sweat.

The voice returned. “Please do not make me do that again. I do so abhor violence.”

“When I get my hands on you, you twisted little goat-humper, I’m going to—”

He spoke in a sing-song. “Hanging up, Detective . . .”

“No, alright. Don’t.”

“May I expect full and docile cooperation from here on out?”

“Yes.”

“Good. Now, as I said, Simone tells me you have something I want. Do you know what it is?”

Bunny’s mind raced, running through everything she had told him two nights ago. If this man just wanted revenge, then he already had Simone. Which could only mean one thing. “The tape.”

There was silence at the other end. It may have only been a matter of seconds, but it stretched out in front of Bunny, filled with the sound of his own blood rushing in his ears, the pressure on his chest as he held his breath.

Finally. “Yes, Detective. The tape. You have it?”

“I do.”

“Then it is your lucky day. I will trade it for Simone. She is of limited use to me and, frankly, I am already growing bored of her.”

Bunny’s mind was a cacophony of stomach-twisting images that he tried to ignore. He needed to focus.

“You may be tempted to seek assistance from your associates in law enforcement in this matter. I urge you strongly not to. My colleague is watching your home as we speak. I will save us some time. I assume you will insist on an in-person swap of Simone for the tape?”

“Yes.”

“Sadly, as expected.” The voice sounded cheery. “There is so little trust left in the world, don’t you find?”

Bunny said nothing.

“Once we have finished our conversation,” the voice continued, “you will take the tape and meet my colleague outside, where he will take you to—”

“I need time to get it first.”

The caller sounded as if he were disciplining a rambunctious child. “No. Simone told me the tape was there. If it is not, then we are done.”

“No,” said Bunny, trying to think on his feet, “It’s here, it’s just . . . I need to knock part of a wall out to get it.” He was remembering how a particularly industrious drug dealer in Glasnevin, accused of attempted murder, had hidden a gun in just such a way. If it hadn’t been for the metal detectors – and his wife’s preference for the bloke he had tried to kill – they would never have found it.

There was a pause on the other end. He could sense the calculation taking place. “Very well, you have ten minutes.”

“Twenty. I’ve not got anything bigger than a hammer and I doubt you’ll let me go and get a lend of a sledgehammer.”

“Fifteen. Work fast. As soon as this conversation is done, you will toss your phone onto your front lawn.”

“I can’t.”

“Goodbye.”

“No, wait, I mean I’ve not got a front lawn. I’ll smash it on the paving stones if you like.”

Another sigh. “Very well. And, before you check, your home phone line has already been disconnected. The first hint of suspicious activity and we are gone, do you understand me?”

“Yes.”

“Anything out of the ordinary.”

“Alright, I get it, just . . . don’t hurt her.” Bunny could hear how defeated and desperate he sounded. He wished he was putting it on.

“Drop the phone. Your fifteen minutes has already started. Do not test me.”

The line disconnected.

Bunny walked to the front door, opened it and smashed his phone on the paving stones outside.

Connor Gilsenan, a slightly odd young fella of six or seven, was standing a few doors down outside his granny’s house, whacking her wheelie bins with a stick.

“What did ye do that for, mister?”

“Reception was shite.”

“Ah yeah, fair enough.”

Bunny went back into the house and slammed the door behind him. He had been careful not to look directly, but he had caught a glimpse of the man sitting in the silver Audi about fifty feet up on the other side of the road.

He had fifteen minutes. He also did not have the tape the man was looking for.


CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR



DI Fintan O’Rourke stood in a pew three from the back and fiddled nervously with his tie. He didn’t like funerals as a rule and he had been to too many. Yesterday, he had been at Dara O’Shea’s. The family had requested not to have the full-on state affair that was on offer, so the only coppers there had been him and Cunningham, not in their dress uniforms. Jessica Cunningham had been quiet, even by her high standards of frosty silences.

For today’s funeral, he had also foregone the dress uniform, but that was more a matter of personal safety than personal taste. This was Jimmy Moran’s funeral. To say it presented a logistical difficulty was an understatement. The entirety of the Clanavale Estate seemed to be packed into St Joseph’s Church. The first two rows were crowded with family, Jimmy Moran’s grieving mother at the fulcrum, leaning on what looked like a daughter for support. Behind the Morans were Franko Doyle and his family, and beside him were the Carters. Eimear looked as uncomfortable as always, no doubt made worse by the presence of their father, Donal Carter. Jimmy’s casket was a closed affair – very understandable, given the direct gunshot wound to the head – but Dara O’Shea’s hadn’t been. O’Shea had looked better dead, O’Rourke thought, than Donal Carter looked alive. His skin was a sickly yellow colour that only existed in nature as a warning to others. But he had insisted on being there, apparently, and Donal Carter had never been a man easy to dissuade from anything.

The body language before the service had been fascinating, the older Clanavale residents coming up to pay their respects to Donal, the younger showing their deference to Tommy, their boy king.

The church was oppressively hot and overcrowded. Regardless, the elderly priest was clearly determined to milk his rare full house for all it was worth. Tomorrow his morning mass would be lucky to hit double figures, and that was allowing for the inclusion of dogs.

As the congregation stood, O’Rourke noticed that Carter senior couldn’t make it to his feet this time.

Beside O’Rourke, Detective Pamela “Butch” Cassidy fidgeted nervously. He couldn’t blame her. Beneath the heavy pall of grief at a young man’s death, the church was simmering with a low-level yet palpable resentment of their presence. In truth, O’Rourke didn’t want to be there any more than they wanted him, but he had no choice. Tommy Carter and Franko Doyle were still the primary persons of interest in the death of a guard and the theft of sixteen million in uncut diamonds. Someone had to keep eyes on them at all times. O’Rourke was there because he wouldn’t send one of his people into a hostile environment that he wouldn’t go into himself. He had chosen Cassidy to accompany him partly because he had judged the local grunts as being marginally less likely to hit a woman, and partly because she was a former All Ireland judo silver medallist, which meant they were a lot less likely to enjoy the experience if they tried.

Outside, there was a heavy Garda presence but they had been instructed to stay out of the way as much as possible. It was a tricky balancing act though, as this was now a lot more than simple surveillance. Someone had taken Moran out, and they still didn’t know who. If this was the opening shot of a gangland war, then funerals were traditionally a popular location for the follow-up. Then there was the fact that Moran had been the best friend of John O’Donnell, currently Ireland’s most wanted man, who was considered armed and embarrassingly dangerous.

O’Rourke wasn’t a religious man, but he mouthed along to the prayer and then glanced behind him before he sat down. This wasn’t the first funeral he had attended where his presence was not welcome. Without a word, he moved the half-finished, sticky-to-the-touch bottle of children’s fruit juice that had mysteriously appeared where his backside was about to be. He actually heard a groan of disappointment as he did so.

That small victory was forgotten as Tommy Carter stood and made his way towards the altar. Cassidy and O’Rourke shared a glance.

With no notes, Tommy Carter took up position behind the lectern. He removed his orange-tinted glasses and slowly looked around the room, making eye contact with as many people as possible. Then he looked down at the mahogany coffin in repose before him.

“Jimmy Moran was no angel – I’m not going to stand here and tell you otherwise. He was a man with his strengths and weaknesses, just like the rest of us. None of us are perfect, are we?”

Heads shook and nodded, depending on whether you were answering the question or agreeing with the statement.

“Jimmy was full of love – for his mum, Gina, for his sisters, Carol and Sarah, and for his brother, Derek. He also loved his community. He would have done anything for a neighbour in need. You could knock on his door and he’d be out there, helping you start your car, fix a window – you name it. Since we were young fellas, me and him have always cleaned out Mrs Byrne’s gutters every year” – an old lady in the fourth row nodded, teary-eyed, into a tissue – “although that was for purely selfish reasons. We were both demons for those fabulous fairy cakes we all know she makes.” A smattering of half-laughs. “That’s what this estate has always been about, looking after each other. Jimmy’s da, Patrick – God rest him – he stood with my da back in the day, in order to keep this estate safe. Nobody else looked out for us, so we looked out for each other. We still do. When the dealers were kneecapping poor Terry Flint back in 1990, where were the Gardaí? When Gerry Fallon and the other drug-dealing scum tried to burn me and my sister alive in our own home, where was the police?”

O’Rourke felt it pass through the congregation. Felt eyes burning into them from all sides.

“And when Jimmy Moran, a man who loved his community, and lest we forget, served his country in the army with distinction . . .”

Yeah, thought O’Rourke, right up until the dishonourable discharge.

“When he was brutally executed, where were the Gardaí? The Gardaí who, despite him not being under arrest or charged with anything, were following him everywhere. You’ve all seen them, following us about.”

Nods.

“They’ve been harassing this whole estate. When your car gets done or your purse gets snatched, where are they? I’ll tell ye, nowhere to be seen. But now? They’ve invaded, haven’t they? That’s because to them, we’re not people – no, we’re just criminal scum. We’re only here to be fitted up and looked down on, isn’t that right?”

With each question, the murmurs of agreement grew louder and louder. O’Rourke’s eyes remained fixed on Carter.

“So where were all these Gardaí, who you’ve all seen following us around, when poor Jimmy Moran got shot? I’ll tell you – they were right there. They say they can’t figure out who shot Jimmy. Course they can! It was them.”

Curses and glares were now coming at them from every direction. O’Rourke felt Cassidy shifting nervously beside him. He spoke, barely moving his lips. “Hold your ground.”

“Remember this,” continued Carter, “when people ask you what happened, remember this. The Gardaí were the ones who invaded our homes. The Gardaí were the ones who harassed us in the street, and the Gardaí” – he paused for effect – “were the ones who fired the first shot in this war when they executed Jimmy Moran.”


CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE



Bunny was having a difficult moment in the bathroom when the doorbell rang. He looked at his watch – it hadn’t even been ten minutes. He angrily heaved up his trousers and was still fastening the belt as he opened the door.

“It’s not been—” He stopped. Gringo stood before him, looking like a kid who had just been called to the principal’s office. “I’ve nothing further to say to you.”

Gringo held his arms out in a supplicatory gesture. “Look, I’m sorry.”

Bunny’s eyes unconsciously flicked to the silver Audi still parked up the street, and to the watching eyes . . .

Mr Frock picked up his mobile and dialled the number. He held the phone to his ear as he continued to watch the action taking place down the street.

After two rings – “What?”

“Your friend has just had a visitor.”

“Who is it?”

“I don’t know. A geezer.”

“A what?”

“A man.”

Frock had only met the man who called himself Mr Lopez a couple of days ago. It had been an unusual request through the usual channels. An American needed a hired hand over in Ireland for a few days – a week at the most. It paid better than triple the normal rate. Suspiciously well, in fact. All that was required was that he provide a gun and be available 24/7, discretion expected and assured. Frock hadn’t been wild about them kidnapping the woman, but he could live with it. Nobody paid that well for an honest day’s work. Now he was watching the big Paddy bloke he’d been instructed to pick up standing on his doorstep, waving his finger in another bloke’s face.

“What are they doing?” asked Lopez.

Frock watched as the big fella pushed the other guy.

“Arguing I think and . . . woah.”

“What?”

“The big fella just sucker punched the other guy. They’re properly going at it now.”

“This appears to be a nation of savages.”

They were rolling around on the ground now.

“Your guy is winning.”

“Oh good,” said Lopez, dripping sarcasm, “I am pleased.”

They grappled some more before the big fella, McGarry, regained his feet first. Frock had been in more than enough fights, both in and out of the service, to know what that meant. The one who’s down normally stays down. A couple of good kicks and it’d be good night, Irene. Instead, the big ape picked up a nearby bin and hurled it down at the other man.

A little kid who’d rushed over to watch proceedings raised his arms and hollered, like the manager in one of those ridiculous American wrestling things. McGarry said something to him that sent him scurrying, then turned around and re-entered the house, slamming the door behind him.

Frock made a decision there and then. Normally he didn’t like letting anyone else drive, but this time he would make an exception. That way he could keep McGarry’s hands busy on the wheel so the big dumb ape couldn’t try anything.

McGarry’s visitor slowly staggered to his feet, blood streaming from his nose. His shirt was half ripped off him and he looked dazed.

Frock lowered the window slightly to hear what he was shouting.

“I’ll be seeing you again, Bunny, you hear me? I’ll be seeing you again.”

He limped off in the opposite direction, like a whipped dog.

Frock put the phone to his ear again. “He has dealt with the situation, the other guy is gone.”

“Very well. Pick him up in four minutes and keep a close eye on him.”

Yeah, thought Frock, no kidding.


CHAPTER FORTY-SIX



“Pull in here.”

“Grand,” said Bunny. “The meter says thirty-two quid, but sure, just call it thirty. Seeing as the banter has been such good craic.”

“Shut up.”

It had been about an hour since the silver Audi had pulled up outside his house and its occupant had honked the horn. Bunny had appeared, holding an Arnott’s bag containing a videotape. He was wearing his anorak, as the encroaching evening was laden with dark clouds that promised an unhappy night.

He stood looking at the man standing beside the car. Well built, but not excessively muscled, forties, smart enough to be wary, experienced enough not to be jittery. There was the waft of ex-military about him. He was maybe six foot two and carried himself like a man who had been in a fair few fights and had come out mostly on the right side. Bunny knew how to recognise those people because he was one of those people.

Bunny had jangled his leg and awkwardly pulled at his underpants. “Apologies. That gobshite earlier caught me a dig right in the Martha and the Vandellas.”

“If you’ve any weapons on you, you’ll be checked at the other end.” English accent.

“Only my devastating wit.”

“Get in, you’re driving.”

The English bloke had sat in the back seat as Bunny got into the front.

“Check your rear-view.”

Bunny adjusted the mirror enough to see the gun that the man held under a newspaper.

“We clear?”

“Clearer than a nudist’s sexual preference.”

“What?”

“Cause, ye see, you’d be able to see who they—”

“Shut up and drive.”

Bunny put the bag with the tape in it under his seat and adjusted himself, trying to get comfortable. “Where to, guv?”

Over the next hour, his passenger had only given Bunny directions, guiding them up into the Wicklow Mountains via the M50. All attempts at casual conversation had been met with a firm “shut up”. There seemed to be no way to either wind him up or win him over. Either would have done. Bunny placed great stock in an enemy being too annoyed to think straight. This guy was not going to play ball. If anything, he seemed slightly bored with the whole thing.

“Get out of the car.”

The sporadic rain was in the middle of one of its more sustained outbursts. They were in a lay-by at the bottom of a valley, densely forested hills on either side.

His guide, the gun now tucked into the pocket of his dark grey overcoat, nodded towards a worn and muddied path that lay between the fir trees. As they trudged forward, Bunny could just make out the sound of the occasional car whooshing by in the background. If anyone noticed the Audi at all, it would be as a brief flash of soon-forgotten silver on their way to somewhere else. This area was no doubt popular with hill walkers and tree huggers in the summer months, but in the fading light of a shitty December day, it only existed as somewhere on the line between two points.

About twenty yards in they came to a clearing. Bunny could see stone steps leading up the south face of the hill. A brook, giddy with winter rains, rushed by under the wooden bridge that lay at the foot of the steps.

“Stop.”

Bunny did as instructed.

His guide stepped in front of him and dialled a number on his mobile. “We’re here.” He nodded and carefully extended the phone out to Bunny, his gun in the other hand, pointed at Bunny’s centre mass.

Bunny took the phone and clamped it against his ear with his shoulder, leaving his left hand free to pull at the posterior of his trousers, his right hand still clutching the carrier bag.

“Detective McGarry, thank you for coming. Is everything alright?”

“Grand, yeah. Sorry about that, I’m having a bit of testicular discomfort due to earlier ructions.”

Bunny shoved his left hand back into the pocket of his anorak.

“I trust you have brought the tape with you?”

Bunny held up the carrier bag. “Yep, I did. There she is – and this is as close to it as you’re getting until I see Simone.”

The voice laughed. “I think you have greatly overestimated your negotiating position, Detective.”

“I’m not so sure. Let me tell you about Bibi Baskin.”

“Who?”

“She was a goldfish. You see Gringo, my very much ex-partner, said it wasn’t healthy for me to be living alone – said it was making me grumpy. So, he went off one day and bought me a goldfish.”

“Bibi Baskin?”

“That’s right. Named after the thinking man’s thinking woman off the telly. Do you know Irish TV? Probably not. Anyway, she’s a fine looking red-headed woman, and the fish was sort of red so—”

“Is there a point to this?”

“Yes,” said Bunny, rolling his eyes at his guide, as if his boss was a little hard of thinking. “So Gringo got me this fish, but I’d to go buy Bibi an aquarium and all this stuff. Jesus, it adds up. Few hundred quid all told, but I went for the whole nine yards, as you Yanks say. Anyway, first week in, I come home and Bibi – and I still don’t know how this happened – has jumped out of her tank, died there on the floor.”

“Oh dear. Is the point of this story your lack of success in protecting the women in your life?”

“No, no, not at all. The point is, I’d bought all this gear, including this thing for cleaning the algae off the tank. The guy in the shop really did a sales pitch on me, said it would make my life so much easier. ‘It makes tank cleaning a joy’ – I distinctly remember him saying that.”

The voice sounded slightly irritated now. “What is your point?”

“Well,” said Bunny, pulling his left hand out of his pocket to produce a black object, which he held a foot above the bag, “the point is, that algae doodah is how I happened to have a decent-sized magnet in the house. And videotapes and magnets don’t get on.”

“So, let me get this straight, detective: you are threatening to destroy a tape that I came here to destroy?”

“Ah, well then, if all you want is the tape destroyed, then I’m as screwed as screwed can be. Thing is, I’m guessing a man like yourself would rather own this tape than just destroy it. I’m guessing it has a value in still existing and in you being the one that has it. Am I right?”

“And you think your little magnet is enough to destroy it before Mr Frock puts a bullet through your head.”

“D’ye know, I’ve no idea, and I’m betting you don’t either. So, will I tell Frocky boy here to shoot me in the head and we can both find out?”

Mr Frock pursed his lips and looked at Bunny.

The voice sighed. “Very well, Detective, let us play your game. You can keep your magnet and the tape, but I shall not be allowing you to go any further with the weapons I’m sure you will have on your person.”

“Ye can frisk me if you like.”

“And allow you the chance to ’try something’? That will not be necessary. Please hand the phone back to Mr Frock.”

Bunny switched the magnet to his right hand and then quickly tossed the phone at Frock.

He calmly took a step backwards and let the phone fall onto the muddy ground, his gun never wavering from covering Bunny. Then he leaned forward and picked it up, mumbling something under his breath that sounded a lot like “asshole”.

Mr Frock listened for a few seconds then hung up the phone.

“Strip.”

“Excuse me?” said Bunny.

“Strip.”

“Y’know, I get that there was some obvious sexual tension between us on the drive over, but I’m kind of seeing someone.”

“Strip.”

“Seriously? It’s pissing rain and nearly freezing.”

“Like I care. You want to play silly buggers, fine. Strip.”

“Alright, but, before I do, I want you to remember it is cold and you’re not seeing me at my best.”

Bunny put the bag containing the tape on a nearby rock and held the magnet over it while he stripped. It was a slow process, by the end of which he was slick with rain and shivering.

“Can I keep my shoes on?”

“No. Nothing.”

“I’m really starting to go off you.”

Mr Frock tilted his head in the direction of the stone steps. “Up there.”

“You first.”

“Move.”

“I’m serious. You stay in front of me. I’m not having you being tempted to shoot me in the back of the head when I can’t see it coming. I want you where I can see you or . . .” Bunny looked pointedly down at the magnet and the plastic bag containing the video tape.

Frock grimaced and slowly walked backwards over the wooden bridge, Bunny following about six feet behind. He made no effort to maintain his modesty, preferring to hold his hands up in such a way that the magnet would fall into the bag containing the tape if he dropped it or Frock dropped him.

Frock started to climb slowly up the steps, still facing Bunny.

“So, Frock, is that a German name?”

Frock said nothing.

“In the British Army with a German name, dear oh dear. Were the other children mean?”

By the time they reached the top of the stairs, Bunny was unable to stop shaking as the cold went through him. The granite was hard and slippery beneath his feet as the rain teemed down, the sound of it washing all others away. Bunny glanced around into the trees, a random thought popping into his head as to what the wildlife must be making of all this.

At the top of the stairs was a forest clearing that sloped down towards where Bunny now stood. Four picnic tables were dotted around, and Simone was sitting behind the one furthest away from Bunny. Her right hand was handcuffed to it. Her hair clung wet around her face, which looked puffy and swollen. Her eyes welled when she saw him and she turned away. She was wearing the overalls Bunny recognised as the ones she wore to do the cleaning in Charlie’s.

Leaning against one of the other tables was a dark-skinned Latino man holding a golf umbrella over his head. He was wearing a black sheepskin coat over a cream suit that matched neither the weather nor the environment, and a pair of dark glasses that were the definition of optimism for Ireland in December. He completed the outfit with a handgun held nonchalantly in his right hand.

Mr Frock moved towards the top of the clearing, to provide wide cover while also sheltering beneath the treeline from the worst of the rain .

“Ah, Detective, we meet at last. You may call me Mr Lopez.”

Bunny ignored him and moved awkwardly towards Simone. “Are you alright?”

“Ah-ah. Far enough, Detective.”

Simone looked up and nodded at Bunny. When she spoke, her voice came out in a croak that barely carried amidst the thundering rain. “I’m sorry. So sorry, so sorry.”

Bunny spoke softly. ”Look at me, Simone.”

She raised her head slowly and her eyes met his.

“Whatever happens, you’ve got nothing to be sorry about.”

“This is all very touching,” said Lopez, “but this rain is playing havoc with my shoes, so can we move this along?”

Bunny turned to address the man for the first time. “I want you to know – if this goes really well, I’m looking forward to watching you die slowly.”

The man smirked. “And if it goes really badly?”

“Then you get to die quick.”

This at least wiped the smile from his face. “I’m bored of your histrionics. Put the tape on the table and back away.”

“No.”

“Do it or I will shoot you in the leg.”

“I always wanted to ask you . . .” They both turned at Simone’s interruption. She looked at Bunny. “That night in the alley outside Charlie’s when Ryan, y’know . . .”

Bunny nodded.

“Why were you there?”

“I was . . . I dunno. I was hoping to accidentally bump into you or . . . something. Daft, I guess.”

She shook her head. “No. It would’ve been nice.” She gave him that lopsided smile that made him forget everything for the briefest moment. “I wish things had worked out differently.”

“But they didn’t,” said Lopez, taking a step towards Bunny. “Let us be realistic, Detective, there is a very good chance that the tape you are holding isn’t the correct one. I would be a fool to think otherwise. I let this play out as I wanted you to deliver yourself to me, and you have, naked and helpless. The more likely options are that you either don’t have the tape or you have it hidden elsewhere. If it is the latter, I will take my time and get that information out of you. I am very good at getting answers – it is a skill I have. Incidentally, your lady friend broke a lot more quickly this time than she did last time. I don’t know what that says about her feelings for her ex-beau compared to you.”

Bunny refused to rise to the bait. “And if I don’t have the tape?”

“Then I will enjoy greatly confirming that answer. I like my work.”

“Ah sure, enjoy your job and you never work a day in your life. Isn’t it lucky you’re a scum-sucking psycho cockwomble?”

“Sticks and stones, really? I mean, coming here, what was it? Some ludicrous romantic gesture or did you have any kind of a plan?”

“To be honest with you, I was sorta hoping I’d be able to pull something out of me arse.”

“And how is that working out?”

“It’s really too early to tell. Although, you’re wrong, there’s a third option for what’s about to happen.”

“Really?”

“Oh yes, amigo.”

And then Simone screamed.

21.8 miles away, seventy-six minutes previously . . .

Gringo rang the doorbell, took a deep breath and looked around. A young kid was standing a few doors down from Bunny’s house gawping at him, having taken a break from walloping stuff with a stick.

Something crunched under Gringo’s feet. He looked down to see what appeared to be the remains of a mobile phone, and then the door opened.

Even by his standards, Bunny looked pissed. “I’ve nothing further to say to you.”

Gringo held his arms out in a supplicatory gesture. “Look, I’m sorry.”

Bunny stepped out onto the doorstep; Gringo moved backwards.

“Now isn’t the time to be sorry. D’you have any idea the trouble you’ve caused?”

“Amigo, I’m sorry.”

Bunny pushed Gringo, causing him to stumble. “Not as sorry as you’re going to be.”

“Look, I’ll do anything to make it up to you.”

“OK.”

Then Bunny swung a punch straight into Gringo’s jaw.

Gringo spun and the world roulette-wheeled around him. As he hit the ground, he was dimly aware of the kid whooping excitedly. Then Bunny was on top of him, his big arm wrapped around his throat.

Bunny pulled him closer and whispered in his ear. “Act like we’re fighting.”

Gringo choked a response that came out as nothing more than a strangled cough.

Bunny loosened his grip slightly while simultaneously kneeing Gringo in the back. “What?”

“I said, we are fighting.”

“So hit me.”

Gringo slammed his fist into the side of Bunny’s head.

“Ouch, me fucking ear, ye fucker – good. They’ve got Simone. Silver Audi. Follow it.”

“But—”

Bunny grabbed a handful of Gringo’s shirt, heaving on it to send three buttons pinging away.

“What the—?”

“No time. Do it.”

Bunny pushed himself back onto his feet. Gringo remained on the ground, bleeding, dazed and confused. He watched as Bunny picked up a nearby bin and hurled it down at him. He raised his knee to deflect it away without too much damage.

In the background, Gringo heard the little kid whooping with delight.

“You – get the feck out of here or I’ll skin ye alive.”

Gringo could hear the kid’s feet slapping lightly on the pavement as he hotfooted it to a safe distance.

Bunny turned around and re-entered the house, slamming the door behind him.

Gringo slowly staggered to his feet, blood streaming from his nose. His shirt was half ripped off him and he felt like he might throw up.

He stumbled out of the gate, trying to look only slightly more dazed than he felt, but aware enough to clock the silver Audi briefly, and the man sitting in the front seat.

Gringo turned back towards the door.

“I’ll be seeing you again, Bunny, you hear me? I’ll be seeing you again.”

He limped off around the corner to where his car was parked.

Then he drove off.

He went around the block and parked up on the main road, where he could keep an unseen eye on the silver Audi.

At Simone’s scream, everyone in the clearing turned towards her.

This allowed Gringo almost, but not quite, enough time to cover the ground between the treeline and Frock. When all eyes had been on Bunny, Simone had clocked Gringo making his way around the clearing.

Unfortunately, while her attempt at a distraction did partially work, it still gave Frock just enough time to identify where the real threat was coming from. He ducked down to the side, meaning that the blow from the large log Gringo swung two-handed at him only landed on his wrist, sending the gun skittering off into the trees. Frock went down but he had the presence of mind to lash out with his legs, taking Gringo with him.

Lopez moved towards Bunny, his gun aimed directly at his head, stopping his attempted charge before it could start. “Don’t.”

Lopez looked around, confirming that the cavalry was limited to one unarmed man.

“Was this your big plan?”

“Well, to be honest, I thought he’d have a gun.”

“How disappointing for you.”

Lopez glanced from Bunny, to the fight unfolding between Gringo and Frock, and back again, the gun still resolutely trained on him, allowing Bunny no opportunity to try anything. “I think we shall let this play out. If your friend wins, I’ll shoot him. If my man wins – well, it’s just one more body to bury.”

“No offence,” said Bunny, “but you’re not exactly a people person, are ye?”

As they rolled down the hill, Gringo lost all sense of geography. His whole world now consisted of him and the man he was grappling with. He attempted to fire a knee into where he hoped his opponent’s groin was, but a twisting leg deflected the blow. Frock’s left hand was down around his ankle. Gringo saw the flash of steel. His instinctive movement stopped the knife from embedding deep in the meat of his leg, instead only slicing the edge of his thigh. The focus shifting again, he desperately clamped his hands around Frock’s left wrist as they rolled down the hill. His opponent was bigger, stronger and armed. Gringo was running out of ideas.

They rolled and rolled again – Gringo’s head slamming into the leg of a wooden picnic table as Frock’s knee simultaneously drilled into Gringo’s groin. Instinctively, Gringo released his grip on his opponent’s arms. He saw Frock over him, fire in his eyes as he drew the knife back above his head.

Frock roared in frustration as a female hand grabbed a fistful of his hair and yanked him backwards.

Gringo kicked his legs, freeing himself from under the bigger man.

Frock turned, his knife slashing through the rain and catching Simone’s arm, momentarily painting a slash of red blood across the downpour, accompanied by her plaintive scream.

Gringo hurled his full weight against Frock’s back, sending his opponent slamming chest first into the picnic table, sandwiching Frock’s blade-wielding hand between the table and his body.

Gringo felt the sickeningly sweet squelch as the knife passed through the resistance of the other man’s chest to the heart below.

With a gurgling gasp, Frock’s last breath passed from his body.

Gringo fell backwards onto the soft wet grass and lay there gasping. The other man’s body rolled off the table, the knife still protruding from his chest.

He looked up to see Simone awkwardly trying to use her handcuffed hand to stem the flood of blood from her upper left arm.

“You OK?”

“I’ll live.”

“That is very unlikely.” Lopez’s voice carried through the rain. Gringo turned to see the gun pointed directly at him. “I mean, on the upside, you have saved me from paying Mr Frock the second half of his fee, but still. Too many people, too much complication. Time to revert to plan A, which is to prove to my employer that Miss Delamere will never be a problem.”

Lopez’s chain of thought was interrupted by the sight of Bunny in his peripheral vision. “Are you quite alright, Detective?”

Gringo looked across. It did appear as if Bunny was, well, showing undue interest in his own back passage.

“’Tis the cold,” said Bunny, “It’s playing havoc with my haemorrhoids.”

Lopez grimaced. “We can’t decide when we go, but we can decide with how much dignity. Goodbye, Detective.”

“Sláinte!” shouted Bunny, falling backwards.

The last thing Mr Lopez saw was Bunny McGarry, his legs spread wide as he fell backwards, his right hand appearing between his legs, followed by a bright flash from his groin area.

Then a 130-grain bullet travelling at 685 feet per second, producing 111 foot-pounds of ballistic energy, entered Mr Lopez’s brain via his right eye, and put a severe crimp in his plans for the evening.


CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN



“Up your arse?!”

Bunny, still shivering under the sheepskin overcoat he’d borrowed from a dead man, looked at Gringo. “Would you please stop saying that?”

The rain having finally stopped, the three of them were sitting at one of the picnic tables in the near-darkness. Simone was trying to warm Bunny up as best she could, holding him tightly, running her hands up and down his body. He was cold – numb, in fact – but the feeling of her close to him was warming him in other ways. Gringo had found the keys to the cuffs in Lopez’s coat, which Bunny was now wearing. Gringo had gone back to his car and returned with a bounty that included a first aid kit, two powerful torches, half a pack of Jammie Dodgers and a bottle of whiskey that he had in the boot. He had also brought his used and smelly football kit which Bunny was currently squashed into, his own clothes having been turned into a sodden mess by the rain. Simone had used the first aid kit to bandage the wounds on her own arm and Gringo’s thigh as best she could, though both would need stitches. Then they had sat in silence and passed the biscuits and whiskey around.

“But where did you even get a derringer pistol from?”

Simone rolled her eyes. “Up his ass. Get over it.”

Gringo stopped, a Jammie Dodger halfway to his mouth. “Had it . . .”

“What?”

“Had it been up there a while?”

“What are you yammering on about?” said Bunny. “Do you think I’ve been walking around for ages with that” – he pointed at the four-inch long, one-shot derringer pistol that was now lying on the table in front of them – “stuck up me port tunnel? No! I put it up there when these guys gave me fifteen minutes to turn up outside my house with a tape I didn’t have. I figured it was the only advantage I had – surprise.”

“I was surprised,” said Gringo.

“Exactly.”

“Because you pulled it out of your arse.”

“Gringo – how many times have you frisked someone for weapons?”

“Hundreds.”

“And have you ever checked their arse?”

“No.”

“Quod erat demonstrandum,” said Bunny, with a wave of his hand.

“Although now I’ve seen you pull that trick . . . I’m still not checking arses. I’d rather just get shot. I mean – up your arse!”

“Oh Lord,” said Simone. “I’m starting to miss being tortured.”

Bunny gave her a squeeze and a quick peck on the forehead. While Gringo had been gone, she had reluctantly given him a few details about what the last day had been like. She had only cried when explaining why she had given them his name, speaking through sobs. “It was either you or the sisters or Noel, and I figured you might be able to defend yourself.”

He had told her she’d made the right decision. The thought had popped into his head that the sisters were a lot more capable of defending themselves than anyone might imagine, but he left it unsaid.

“By the way, on the subject of what happened outside your house,” continued Gringo, “where did you learn to pull a punch? You nearly broke my jaw.”

Bunny smirked. “I had to make it look realistic.” He took a slug of whiskey and passed the bottle to Gringo.

“Where did you get it from?”

“What?”

“The derrière pistol. And you should totally copyright that name, by the way.”

“Yeah, I’ll get my lawyers right on it. It was a present from my uncle Bunny. I think he brought it back from the Spanish Civil War or something.”

“Wait, Uncle Bunny is real?”

“Of course he’s real, sure, haven’t I been telling you about him for years?”

“I thought he was someone you made up to liven up boring stake-outs in the car.”

“Do you think I make up family members to entertain you, ye clueless gobshite?”

Gringo drummed his hands on the tabletop excitedly. “There really are a long line of Bunny McGarrys? Like through history?”

“Yes,” said Bunny, exasperated. “Haven’t I been telling you about them for years?”

“Well, now I have a whole lot more questions.”

“Hang on to them,” said Bunny, standing up. “We need to start sorting this mess out.”

The light was rapidly fading and there was work to be done. Gringo and Bunny had only exchanged a couple of words before Gringo had gone back to the car, but he had been running it through in his head, and he could tell Gringo had been too. If Simone’s past was to have any chance of staying hidden, they couldn’t go through official channels. If the people chasing her were as powerful as she feared, and what had happened over the last couple of days certainly seemed to bear that out, then there was only one option.

“There’s something else I don’t understand,” said Gringo.

Bunny leaned on the table. “I’m not going through it again.”

“Not that,” said Gringo, nodding at the derringer, “although, yes, also that. No. I mean the tape.” He pointed at the Arnott’s bag sitting in the middle of the table. “What the hell is this tape?”

“Never mind,” said Bunny. “All you need to know is that this isn’t the one they were looking for. This is the 1992 All-Ireland final between Kilkenny and Cork.”

“Did Cork win that?”

Bunny gave Gringo a sour look. “Course not, I wouldn’t risk a tape of one of the ones we won, ye lunatic.”

“Right, that is the first thing you’ve said that does make sense.”

“Come on,” Bunny said to Gringo, before placing a kiss on Simone’s forehead. “You stay here, love.”

“Are you sure? I can help.”

“You’re alright,” said Gringo. “This is ditch digging, it’s what his people were made for.”

“Yeah,” said Bunny, “and this gobshite is overdue an honest day’s work.”

They had never directly said it, but when Gringo had returned from the cars, the decision had been made. He’d taken the keys to Frock’s silver Audi and returned with two shovels, requisitioned from the dead man’s car boot along with two newly-purchased torches. A full gravedigging kit.

They looked around and then Gringo pointed in the direction away from the steps.

“Makes sense,” said Bunny with a nod. “I guess we keep walking until we find a spot. Dig the hole first, and . . .”

Gringo nodded, turning on both of the torches and handing one to Bunny. They then each picked up a shovel. “There’s that many bodies buried in these mountains, we’ll be doing well to find a fresh spot.”

Bunny looked over at Simone. “We won’t be long.”

They walked into the woods, scanning the ground before them with their torches as they went.

“Do you think she’ll be OK?” asked Gringo.

“Yeah,” said Bunny. “She’s tougher than she looks. And I’m going to take care of her, if she’ll let me.”

“She’s lucky to have you.”

“We’ll see. Hey, I’ve a question for you. How come you didn’t have a gun?”

“Jesus, amigo, I’m on compassionate leave after what happened with Dara. They gave me the number for a counsellor; they’re hardly going to let me take a gun home.”

“Ah right,” said Bunny. “Yeah. Course. Sorry. How’s all that going?”

“Counselling?”

“No. Y’know, the Carter stuff . . .”

“You don’t want to know.”

“I don’t, but look, I owe you for this. You’re . . . whatever help you need, you just ask.”

“No,” said Gringo, shaking his head firmly. “The kind of debts we owe each other never get wiped away, we both know that. But this – this you don’t do.”

“For God’s sake, you’re in the middle of helping me bury a couple of bodies.”

“Yes, amigo – of two bad men who had come here to do a very bad thing. Two men who I accidentally led to your door. We’re both members of the blessed Garda Síochána and, regardless of the views of a court, what we just did and what we’re about to do are the right things. I’m fine with that. Hell, it’s good to be back on the side of the angels for a little while. The nightmare I got myself involved in by joining up to somebody’s get-rich-quick scheme is nothing to do with you and I’m not having you dragged down with me.”

“But—”

“But nothing. You’ve not just got yourself to take care of now, and she, God help her, deserves you. And you deserve her, for that matter. I’ll fix what I have to, but you stay out of it. That’s the final word, alright?”

“Alright.”

They came to a small opening amidst the trees, sheltered on one side by a looming rock face. Someone had graffitied a large clown’s face on it.

“Clowns give me the creeps,” said Bunny.

“Can I remind you that we’re here to bury some bodies.”

“Fair point.”

Gringo tested the ground. “Seems soft enough.”

Then the clouds parted and a soft silver moonlight fell down upon them, illuminating the clown’s fading grin.

They both started digging in silence for a couple of minutes, until . . .

“Seriously though, up your arse?”


CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT



Butch didn’t like it – any of it.

They had been watching the newly re-opened Leaping Trout pub in the centre of the Clanavale Estate for the best part of eight hours now. It seemed the whole estate was in there, except for those who were standing around drinking outside the front doors. The pub sat on what was effectively the central square, with roads leading off it at each corner. Butch, as site commander, had positioned a squad car on every side. She had also requested more support but there had been none available. A couple of Northern Irish politicians were down on a visit to herald the new spirit of co-operation, and the Gardaí had to make sure none of the numpties got anywhere near them and set Anglo-Irish relations back a generation.

Her orders had been very clear: be respectful, but be visible. Their role here was twofold: firstly, to make sure there were no further attacks from whoever was on the other side of this possible gang war; and secondly, not to let Tommy Carter or Franko Doyle out of their sights. The reality was, Butch hadn’t actually laid eyes on either of them for a good six hours, since she had seen them enter the pub. It had occurred to her more than once that if the place had some kind of tunnel running beneath it, they were going to be made to look like idiots again.

Last she’d heard, DI O’Rourke had spent most of the day on the phone to the press, vehemently denying Tommy Carter’s accusation of Garda collusion in the death of Jimmy Moran. Somehow, Carter had put them on the back foot yet again. Her and DI O’Rourke’s walk out of the funeral would live long in her memory. The looks of pure hatred, the overpowering threat of imminent danger, regardless of it being in a church. The only experience that came close to it was the time she had escorted a child killer into court.

Since then, the mourners had been drinking fairly solidly from what Cassidy could see. There had been comings and goings, and an increasing amount of looks in their direction from the group of men congregating outside the doors of the pub.

She looked across the top of the car at Paul Norman, a uniformed guard so young he still had acne. She tried to give him a warm smile. “Relax. I’ve not seen a fella look that terrified since my one attempt at heterosexual dating.”

He tried to smile back but looked in danger of ruining his undies. Cassidy internally scolded herself. She must remember that her sense of humour was an acquired taste. God, she missed Dinny Muldoon. The sooner they could nail Carter, the better.

She looked across at the drinkers sitting outside the front door of the Leaping Trout. The predictably dull attempts at “banter” had been directed her way, but she had long ago become impervious to such things. Once you had slammed a couple down, the rest of the herd learned the lesson. Right now though, she would have welcomed it. Instead, she was getting excited looks and surreptitious conversations held in huddles.

Sometimes, as a copper, it felt like your fate was entirely out of your hands. You knew what was coming in your very bones, but you were powerless to stop it. So far tonight, the only thing they’d had in their favour had been the policeman’s best friend: the weather. Persistent rain, often quite heavy, had kept the mourners mostly inside and the Gardaí out of their line of sight. Now, the damn clouds had cleared to a cold crisp night.

Her mobile rang. DI O’Rourke.

“Cassidy, how’s it looking?”

“Not great, sir. The rain has stopped and the locals are looking restless.”

“Any sign of our two boys?”

“Negative, sir. They were last seen entering the Leaping Trout at 3:45 pm, nothing since.”

“Are we sure they’re in there?”

Cassidy hated the question. “We’ve not seen them leave, sir, so I assume so.”

“Right. They’ll be closing up soon anyway.”

“I don’t know about that.”

“But the licence—”

“Respectfully, sir, do we want to go in and enforce closing time in this situation? It’ll be depicted as us not showing . . . Shit!”

“What is it?”

A cheer rose from the drinkers. A group of what looked like teenage boys appeared out of one of the laneways off Sunnyvale Road. She was guessing at their ages based purely on their builds, because she couldn’t see any faces.

“Males in masks, sir.”

Another group appeared, clambering over a wall into Didsbury Road. Freddy Krueger mixing with a couple of Star Wars Stormtroopers, Homer Simpsons and at least three devils. In another context, they would have looked funny. In this one, they were anything but.

“What are . . .”

Cassidy ignored O’Rourke, reached into the car and grabbed the radio handset. “All cars, be alert, be alert. Masked youths, men, coming up Sunnyvale Road, maybe twenty, and another dozen or so on Didsbury—”

A rock hit the pavement to her left, coming from the crowd behind her on Sunnyvale Road. “Jesus, boss!” exclaimed Norman.

“We’re OK,” said Cassidy, not believing it for a second.

She put the phone back to her ear. “Sir, masked men throwing stones. Currently blocking two routes out of the estate. Didsbury and Sunnyvale are closed off and— SHIT!”

She barely registered the movement in the crowd at the mouth of Didsbury Road before there was the brief flash of a flame igniting. She watched the Molotov cocktail spiral through the air, scoring a direct hit on the patrol car parked on the left side of the pub. She saw Riordan and Brennan scamper away from it. Unhurt, at least for the moment.

The two groups of masked men roared, as did the drinkers outside the Leaping Trout. Cassidy could see more of the pub’s patrons rushing out, now that the festivities had started.

The crowd at the top of the Sunnyvale Road started chanting. “Jimmy! Jimmy! Jimmy!”

The others soon took it up.

“Bugger this.”

Cassidy swung into the driver’s seat, tossing her phone onto the dashboard. Norman hopped into the passenger seat beside her. “All cars, pull back now. I will pick up Riordan and Brennan.”

She could faintly hear DI O’Rourke demanding an update over the phone, which she ignored.

A glance in the rear-view mirror showed her the crowd at the top of Sunnyvale Road, Darth Vader standing before them with a lit Molotov cocktail in his hand. He hurled it at them. Luckily, Darth wasn’t anywhere near as good a shot as the first guy had been. Instead of hitting their car, it veered into the drive of a house two doors down, setting somebody’s ice cream van ablaze.

Cassidy walloped the button to turn on the blues and twos, while simultaneously slamming her foot down on the accelerator. As they pulled away, she caught the briefest glimpse of Darth Vader getting smacked upside the head by Homer Simpson. Somebody clearly liked ice cream.

The crowd coming from Didsbury Road were heading towards the burning Garda car. At least they were – until they noticed the other Garda car heading straight for them.

“Butch?”

Most of the twenty or so figures turned in their direction. The smarter ones got out of the way, the cockier ones stayed in the road, chanting with arms aloft.

“Butch?!”

Cassidy had long ago decided that the best way to bluff was not to bother. Cocksure bravery was no match for physics. At a point, even the dumbest of them realised she wasn’t stopping. Bodies scattered as she threw the car into a sharp right turn. One fat kid in a gorilla mask got a thump off the back end as the car fishtailed around the corner, but he would live.

“CHRIST!” Norman, on the other hand, looked liked he’d aged a decade in the previous fifteen seconds. He had his eyes closed and appeared to be having a one-sided conversation with Jesus.

As she screeched the car to a halt, she saw a third group of trick-or-treaters at the top of Crossan Road surging towards them. Rocks started raining down on the car, mostly from the front. The Didsbury Road crowd were temporarily distracted picking each other up. Brennan and Riordan dived into the back seat, Tony Brennan getting a half brick to the shoulder for the privilege of being second.

Before the door had even closed Cassidy floored it. The crowd behind had regrouped and were running towards them. The bigger concern lay in front. One kid in a mask she didn’t recognise was holding yet another Molotov cocktail as his mate tried to light it. She headed straight for them, banking on their fear trumping their bravery.

Adrenaline pumping, Cassidy was dimly aware of Norman in the passenger seat, working his way through Hail Marys like they were going out of fashion.

“Hang on!”

The kids got the cloth to light when Cassidy was about thirty feet away. She could see the whites of their eyes as they looked up to see their intended victim barrelling towards them. The chucker dropped his payload, setting his soon-to-be ex-buddy’s leg alight in the process. They dived in opposite directions, as did their cohorts. If this was bowling, it would have been a strike – not that they actually made contact.

As the car hurtled through the sprouting flames, Butch’s professionalism slipped momentarily and she punched the roof. “Yippee ki-yay, mother-humpers!!!”

As their car hurtled up Crossan Road, they passed a couple of motorbikes coming the other way. She had got her people out successfully, but Butch would stake her life on the fact that they had just lost their grip on the whereabouts of Franko Doyle and Tommy Carter.


CHAPTER FORTY-NINE



Franko Doyle was getting royally sick of bloody motorbikes. Every one of Tommy’s plans seem to involve them in one way or another.

The two bikes had come haring down Crossan Road in the opposite direction to the fleeing coppers and then stopped outside the pub. Franko took the helmet he was offered and hopped on the back of one of the bikes as Tommy did the same on the other.

He then hung on for dear life as the bikes took off. They sped past the bottom of Crossan Road, and up ahead he saw the bike with Tommy on the back drive through the four-foot wall of flames caused by the dropped Molotov. Franko was grateful that his rider felt less of a need to showboat, instead easing off the speed slightly and going around. Franko caught a brief glimpse of Deirdre Duffy’s young fella, all of fourteen, crying his eyes out as others looked down at his scorched legs. There’d be hell to pay over that.

They raced down one of the laneways off Crossan Road, then took a left and a right, before skipping down another laneway and coming out on a green in the Parnell Heights Estate opposite.

Tommy’s bike stopped and he dismounted, pulling off his helmet. He seemed to be breathing funny. The rider of his bike took off his helmet, revealing himself to be Mick Kitchener. Tommy knew his dad.

“Wahoo!” yelled Mick. “That was a fucking rush, man.”

Tommy then slammed his helmet into Mick’s face. The kid collapsed off the bike, his hands held to his shattered nose and bloodied mouth, a look of terrified incomprehension in his eyes.

“What the fuck?” said the other rider, who, Franko suddenly realised, was a bird. Through all the leather, he’d not noticed. He didn’t recognise her at all. “What the hell did you do that for?” she said.

“Are you questioning me?”

Franko managed to get himself between Tommy and the girl as he surged towards her.

“She’s not, she’s not. Relax, Tommy.”

Tommy’s eyes were wild in a way Franko hadn’t seen before. If he didn’t know better, he would have thought he was on something. A demented smile seemed to be frozen upon his face. His breaths were short and fast, like a greyhound after a race.

“You OK, Tommy?”

Tommy took a moment and then pushed Franko away. “I’m fine. I just don’t like unnecessary risk.” He turned and walked a few paces. “Franko – a word.”

Franko dutifully followed him, glancing back to see the girl helping Kitchener up as he spat out a couple of teeth.

Tommy turned to look at Franko, the wildfire now gone from his eyes.

“You’re clear on the plan?”

Franko nodded.

“And you remember the location?”

Franko nodded again.

“OK then.”

“Is O’Donnell going to meet us there?”

Tommy stopped and looked down at the ground for a moment. “John’s dead.”

“What?”

Tommy shrugged. “Skinner contacted me yesterday, said he wasn’t getting any better and the wound had become infected. He dealt with it.”

“Jesus.”

“Problem?”

Franko looked at Tommy’s face, back to its normal emotionless veneer. “No, I just . . . Are you OK?”

“Why wouldn’t I be?”

“You were, y’know . . .”

Franko stopped talking.

After a moment, Tommy nodded, walked over to Kitchener’s bike and got on. Kitchener tried to speak, but showing admirable survival instincts, the girl pulled him away before he could say anything.

Tommy kicked the bike into life. “She’ll take you where you need to go.”

Franko nodded and Tommy rode off towards the main road.

“What the hell is his bleedin’ problem?” said the girl.

Franko watched him ride away. “You don’t want to know.”


CHAPTER FIFTY



Gringo stood under the shower and let the almost scalding water drill into his face.

They had eventually got back to Bunny’s place at one in the morning, having developed a new appreciation for the level of commitment the criminal fraternity had shown to bury so many bodies in the Wicklow Mountains over the years. Even in the soft ground, digging a hole eight foot deep had taken a lot of time. He also now understood what the phrase “dead weight” meant. If he ever had to do it again, he would make sure that the dead bodies walked themselves to the hole before being relieved of their mortal coils. They had been careful to cover the ground with leaves, and the winter weather should do the rest. By the time the summer ramblers returned, they would have no idea what they were walking on.

Gringo was clear on the why and what of the things they had done, but the who had held one last nasty surprise. The big fella, Frock, had been carrying no ID on him. Lopez, however, had. A card in his wallet identified him as an FBI agent called Daniel Zayas. Gringo had tried to make the case that it might be fake, but neither of them had been convinced. That was only going to be bad news. Gringo had slipped the wallet into his coat pocket. He was going to dump it somewhere later on, that was what he had told himself.

Both he and Bunny knew that to make the bodies harder to identify, they could remove teeth and destroy the fingerprints. They never directly discussed it, both knowing that, somehow, that would feel like crossing a line too far. Later that night, they had added to their growing list of criminal misdeeds. Bunny drove Frock’s Audi to just off Gardiner Street and left the keys in the ignition. By now, nature would have taken its course. It would either be in pieces or an entirely different colour with an entirely different number plate.

Overall, Gringo was surprised by how he felt about the whole thing – or, rather, how he didn’t feel. Numb, that was the word. Two men who would have killed them – and in fact had intended to, judging by their gravedigging kit – were dead, and he and Bunny had disposed of their bodies. Gringo had killed one of them. A few weeks ago, that would have seemed an unconscionable act, but that was a whole other life now.

The one positive in so comprehensively messing his life up was that it had provided a wonderful clarity. You don’t notice the pinpricks when there’s a large sword dangling over your head.

He had been drowning in debt. The cards had started out as a hobby, a bit of excitement to liven up his week, some escapism to temporarily free himself from the crumbling ruins of his marriage. Then, the worst thing that could happen, happened. He had won. Suddenly, he could afford to cover the cost of his mother’s extortionately-priced care home and his bills from the divorce and still have a bit left over. Life was good. It was that simplest of traps: when you won it was skill and when you lost, well, it was just a temporary run of bad luck. His addiction had been an invisible, odourless gas, and he had been too stupid to realise that his downfall had been softly whispering into the world around him.

Still, right now, he didn’t give two shits for a couple of psychos who could and would’ve killed him, Bunny and Simone given half the chance. Maybe that would change, but he doubted it. No, the ghost that haunted his dreams was that of Dara O’Shea. Gringo still didn’t know how, but Jessica Cunningham had broken Franko Doyle and he was willing to give them everything. Once they’d decided they needed some help, they had then carefully approached Gringo. They had known all about his debt. How bad it was. Everything. They told him they could make it go away in the short term, and he could make a whole lot more in the long term.

Gringo’s back ached, his side was a rather spectacular collage of purples, browns and blacks, and the knife wound on his thigh hurt like a bastard. Before getting in the shower, he had removed the bandages to have a closer look. While it was three inches long, the wound was thankfully not that deep. When they’d got back, Simone had insisted on cleaning it thoroughly. Gringo had popped a couple of painkillers and the next thing he knew it was after 3 am. He’d woken up on Bunny’s sofa, a duvet over him and every inch of his body in pain.

It felt like he hadn’t slept properly in an age. For weeks now, his nights had been filled with variations on a theme. Dreams where he was being dragged – behind horses, a car, a juggernaut – and once, memorably, an elephant. All the time, being dragged helplessly forward. You didn’t need a doctorate in psychology to understand what was going on.

The water started to turn cold and Gringo realised he had used up the remaining contents of the tank. Bunny and Simone had already been in. They were downstairs cooking a fried breakfast. It was half three in the morning but Bunny had always been a firm believer in the all-day breakfast principle. Before hopping in the shower, Gringo had watched them for a little while. A silent negotiation had been taking place between them, Simone trying to show Bunny that she was fine while Bunny tried to hide his aching need to protect her under a sheen of nonchalance. Given where they had started from, he wasn’t sure if they had ever reached a state of normal before the roof had fallen in. Still, there was something there. It hurt a little to be around. Not that he wasn’t happy as all hell for Bunny – he truly was. Gringo’s own marriage had been an exercise in mistaking lust for love, and being around the real thing was painful. Like seeing sunlight after spending so long underground.

Bunny had woken him with a cup of tea and an apology. He’d said he’d debated letting him sleep, but had reckoned rightly that Gringo would want to hear the news they had just received from Butch. Under the cover of a near-riot, Carter and Doyle had disappeared off the grid. Gringo had checked his phone, on which he’d seen the text message he had been dreading.

Feeling slightly more human after his shower, Gringo re-bandaged his leg, dressed and went downstairs. He could hear Simone in their bedroom, softly humming a melancholy tune.

“There he is – Sleeping Beauty,” said Bunny, working away industriously over the cooker, the aroma of frying meat filling the downstairs.

“Fresh as a newborn lamb.”

“Praise Jesus!”

Gringo leaned against the counter and lowered his voice. “So look, what do we do if someone comes looking for those guys?”

“Don’t worry about it,” said Bunny, inexpertly flipping a fried egg.

“Bunny?”

He turned to look at Gringo for the first time. “I said don’t worry about it.”

“Yeah, but—”

“Listen to me – leave it alone, alright? If anyone comes looking for them, I will handle it. You weren’t there, it has nothing to do with you.”

Simone entered the kitchen, wafting a hand in front of her face. “Damn, is there any food in this house that didn’t die screaming?”

“I certainly hope not,” replied Bunny, giving her a wide grin.

“Yeah, because a bit of healthy living would kill you.”

“I’ll have you know, my granddad had the full Irish fried breakfast every day of his life. Never did him any harm.”

“Really?” asked Simone. “Would that be the same granddad who died before you were born?”

Bunny shrugged. “Maybe.”

“Yeah, nice try, buddy. You could also do with some more regular exercise.”

“I’m game if you are.”

“Bunny! Mind your manners.” Simone flashed Gringo an embarrassed smile. “So, how’re you feeling?”

“I’ll live,” replied Gringo.

“Not if you eat too many of his breakfasts you won’t.”

“Well, I’m in luck there. I’ve got to go.”

“What?” said Bunny. “Don’t be daft. It’s the middle of the night!”

“I know, but I’ve got an early meeting about something.”

“Please,” said Simone, “stay. A good breakfast is the very least I owe you. If it helps, I’ve got some Bran Flakes stashed away?”

“Christ,” said Bunny. “Et tu, Brute?”.

“Oh shut up. You’re going to start eating like a grown-up. End. Of. Story.”

“She’s right, amigo, you need to keep yourself regular. There’s no telling what other weapons you might have stockpiled up there.”

“Ha ha, very funny.”

“I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”

A look passed between Bunny and Simone.

He turned from the cooker to address Gringo directly. “Look, if this is the Carter thing . . . we can get you out of it. Let me help. Just, tell me.”

Gringo raised his hand.

“It’s not. And anyway, like I said, not your problem.”

“But—”

“But nothing.”

Gringo gave Simone a hug and threw a playful punch at Bunny’s belly. “Enjoy your breakfast in the middle of the night. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”

Gringo sat in his car and dialled the number.

“Finally.”

“Something came up.”

“Well I’m sorry to have to drag you away. What did he say?”

Gringo glanced back towards Bunny’s front door. “Like I told you, he’s not interested.”

“For Christ’s sake. He knows too much.”

“It’s fine.”

“No, it isn’t.”

“He’s not going to say anything, alright?”

“I am not putting my future in the hands of that—”

“You don’t have to. Look, I have things on him, he has things on me. Call it mutually-assured destruction.”

There was silence on the other end, long enough that Gringo was tempted to see if the call was still connected.

“Get over here now and we will discuss this further. The clock is ticking.”


CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE



Tommy Carter leaned back against his jeep, hugged his windbreaker to himself and watched the eastern sky lighten to meet the new day. He had been here since 5:30 am, spending most of the time lost in silent contemplation. There was something reassuring about the sea – so immense and powerful, entirely disinterested in your existence. It had been here before him and it would be here long after him. For a mad moment, he considered walking down the jetty, taking his shoes and socks off and going for a paddle. He quickly dismissed the idea; it was a starkly cold December morning, and besides, he was here on business.

It had been a long road, with more than its fair share of bumps along the way, but it was all about to be worth it. By the time the sun was high in the sky, their enterprise would have taken a massive step forward. He turned to look back at the sea once more. In thirty minutes, a luxury yacht containing seventy-two bales of the purest Colombian cocaine would be offshore. Their contacts had insisted on coming in at dawn, which made unexpected sense. Any activities that happened at night were suspicious almost by definition; the first light of dawn was when the good people went about their industry. In this case, their speedboat would be bringing ashore enough coke to dominate the Irish market indefinitely and make some very serious friends over the Irish Sea. Tommy already had two names, one in Liverpool and one in Glasgow, who would eagerly take large chunks of the shipment off his hands. Gerry Fallon had spent the last decade establishing himself as the undisputed kingpin of the Irish market, but that was about to change – and fast. He would live to regret trying to burn down Tommy Carter’s house, but he would not live to regret it long.

After he had concluded the morning’s business, Tommy would disappear for a couple of days. Unless they wanted to charge him with anything, the Gardaí wouldn’t even get to hear his alibi as to where he had been. Needless to say, it had been put in place months ago and refreshed given the current circumstance. It would just be a matter of waiting the Gardaí out. They had nothing, and what is more, with dirty cops having tried to ambush O’Donnell and Franko, they might soon realise that looking too hard at the evidence might lead somewhere they didn’t want to go. Carter smiled to himself. If his opponents hadn’t got greedy, he would probably have been behind bars by now. A valuable lesson. From now on, he would be one step removed from the action – once this deal had been made and his future secured.

Brònchluich Beach had been his most careful selection. Never one of Donegal’s most scenic beaches, it might get some customers on a Saturday in August but on an early morning in December it should remain deserted. Two miles from the nearest house, it was of no interest to joggers, fishermen or anyone else. And if that were to change, Tommy had some hi-vis jackets in the boot and a plausible story about a water pollution warning.

He looked to his right, where the beach sloped upwards to become a gorse-topped cliff, waves crashing against the rocks beneath it. In the summer, according to his research, local youths often dared each other to take the fifty-foot leap from the cliff’s edge into the waves below. That had stopped a couple of years ago after a tragedy had left a Spanish exchange student in a wheelchair. Now there were signs warning of a dangerous drop, and some fencing to prevent anyone from taking the required run-up. There had once been a lighthouse at the top but it had been knocked down in the Eighties as unsafe, and now a meteorological measuring station perched up there, looking like an overly ambitious child’s science project. The fact that it hadn’t been vandalised proved the location’s remoteness from the curiosities of local youth, now that reckless self-endangerment was no longer possible.

The Moran situation had been a disappointment. He and O’Donnell had quietly discussed his behaviour several times over the last year. He was too flashy, and the last thing their organisation needed was a big mouth. All the time they had served together in the army had made O’Donnell deeply reluctant to deal with Jimmy Moran. Even after he had taken a bullet in the thigh in the ambush, O’Donnell had tried to make the case that the leak might not be Moran. Still, Moran’s death had given Tommy just what he needed – a way out from under the surveillance. It had required him making at least a temporary ally of the IRA, but it had been worth it. He had taken a grim satisfaction in turning the loss of Moran into a win. The leak was plugged and they had made the Gardaí look like fools yet again. As for O’Donnell, well . . .

Tommy heard an engine behind him and turned to see a blue van appearing from behind the line of sand dunes. It was really more of a one-lane track than a road, skirting the bottom of the slope that lead up to the cliff before meandering down to the beach, but it served their purpose. Tommy looked at his watch. Exactly on time. The van pulled up behind his jeep on the jetty, and Franko Doyle opened the door and got out.

“Any problems?”

“No, Tommy, all good. Picked up the van just where you said it would be. Any contact with the boat?”

“Ship.”

“What?”

“It’s a ship, Franko. A vessel of its size is a ship. The launch that’ll be pulling up is a boat though.”

“Whatever. Any word?”

Tommy shook his head. “No, but then there’s not supposed to be. Radio silence. Don’t worry, everything is in hand. You just be ready to do the unloading.”

“So,” said Franko, leaning back on the front of his van, his hands nonchalantly in his pockets, “you’ve got the diamonds then?”

“You’ve an awful lot of questions this morning, Franko.”

“Course I do. I’m in this too, you know. There’s only you and me left, Tommy, you need to stop with all this secrecy bollocks.”

Carter gave Franko a long, hard look and then pulled his jacket around himself tighter. “Yes, Franko, I’ve not turned up to the drug deal without the necessary. I don’t have a death wish.”

Franko stretched his arms out as if to yawn and then snatched the handgun from his overcoat pocket. “Glad to hear it, now give me the stones.”

Tommy stayed still, looking Franko directly in the eye. “Uncle Franko, I do hope this is some kind of a joke.”

Franko smiled at him. “Do I look like I’m laughing?”

“And after all I’ve done for you.”

“Oh please. Treating me like your lackey, always thinking you’re so bleedin’ smart. You’re an obnoxious little prick and you always were.”

The back doors of the van opened and Detective Tim “Gringo” Spain got out on the left side, his gun pointed at Tommy’s head, quickly followed by the similarly armed Detective Sergeant Jessica Cunningham, who took up station on the other side of the van.

“I see you’ve brought your new friends, Franko.”

“Yeah,” said Franko. “Not so clever now, are you, Tommy?”

“No, I guess I’m not. I honestly didn’t think a man I’d known since birth, who my father called his brother, could so easily betray me.”

Franko spat on the ground. “Oh please. You betrayed your da a long time before I did. Or have you told him you’re going into the drug-dealing business?”

Tommy shrugged. “You should know, Franko, O’Donnell always thought it was you – the leak, I mean.” As he spoke, Tommy looked in turn at the three guns trained on him and the eyes behind them. “I actually defended you. You did a very good job of setting Moran up, I’ll give you that. More subtlety there than I would expect from you.”

“It’s a bit late to try and butter me up.”

“Oh no,” said Tommy, with a slight laugh, “I was just explaining. You see, I promised John that, if I was wrong, he could deal with you personally.”

“What a shame then that he died before he had the chance. I’d have loved to deal with that arsehole and all.”

“Died? Where did you hear that he had died?”

“You told me.”

“Did I?” Tommy smiled again. “Well, that must’ve been the truth. We don’t lie to each other, do we, Uncle Franko? But could you imagine? Imagine that, right now, you’re bang in the sights of a world-class sniper whose best friend you had killed. That wouldn’t be fun, would it?”

“Bullshit.”

Tommy could see Franko resisting the urge to look around. A bead of sweat was trickling down his forehead. He blinked twice. Tommy was aware of the cops behind Franko nervously scanning the horizon. The dunes, the cliffs, the sea.

The moment continued to stretch out around them. Nothing happened.

“Any last words, Uncle Franko?”

Franko licked his lips nervously and then curled them into a sneer. “You’re full of shit, Tommy. Thinking you’re some kind of la-di-da genius. You’re just trying to mess with me head—”

It was an unfortunate choice of words, as a fraction of a second later, Franko Doyle’s head exploded.

A bullet from an Accuracy International Arctic Warfare bolt-action sniper rifle can comfortably take out a target at a range of eight hundred and seventy yards in the hands of an expert. At a range of less than two hundred yards, and in the hands of John O’Donnell, Franko Doyle’s fate had been sealed since the moment he pointed his gun at Tommy Carter. O’Donnell slammed the bolt action back, and loaded his next bullet.

Gringo dived for cover behind the van and heard Jessica Cunningham do the same. As he looked around, he saw Tommy Carter disappearing behind his jeep. But he was not their biggest concern right now. They needed to find cover from the sniper. The problem was that unless you knew where the danger was coming from, cover wasn’t cover. Apart from the two vehicles, they were forty metres from any other protection. It might as well have been a mile.

“Where the hell is he?” said Cunningham, from the far side of the van, panic in her voice.

“I dunno.”

Gringo scanned the dunes at the end of the beach. In films, you would see a reflection off a telescopic sight or at least the flash of a muzzle, but he doubted John O’Donnell was dumb enough to make a simple mistake, and a muzzle flash would almost certainly mean it was too late.

Gringo looked down at Franko – or rather, at what remained of him. He had fallen to the left, in the direction of Gringo’s side of the van, so . . .

He heard the sharp thud of a bullet hitting the other side of the van followed a half a second later by the report of the shot. Then came the thump of Jessica Cunningham’s body hitting the ground.

“Jessica?”

Gringo spotted movement in the corner of his right eye, and let loose a couple of shots to send Tommy Carter diving back behind his jeep. A bullet whistled off to Gringo’s left in response. Gringo’s heart was pounding so hard, it felt like it might erupt from his chest. O’Donnell must be to their right up on the cliffs. Which meant he had an elevated angle on the beach.

“Throw down your gun and you’ll live, Detective.”

“Fair enough, Tommy, sounds reasonable.”

Carter’s head briefly appeared around the front bumper of the jeep and then disappeared just as quickly as a bullet thunked into the front wheel.

“I think you’ve got a flat, Tommy.”

“Very funny, Detective Spain. O’Donnell wants you to know – he’s hoping to shoot you somewhere that’ll cause you to die a slow and painful death.”

“Honestly,” said Gringo, “you shoot a guy in the leg – once – and he really takes it personally.”

Several hundred yards away, a sheep was calmly regarding a figure crouched down beside it, holding a pair of binoculars. This was an unusual sight in the sheep’s world but, as it appeared to be neither a threat nor edible, the sheep opened its mouth and resumed chewing on some grass.

There was a loud cracking noise in the distance. It was beyond the sheep’s field of reference, but it was the sound of a shot from an Accuracy International Arctic Warfare bolt-action sniper rifle.

“Ah, shittin’ Nora on a lilo.”

The figure rushed back to his vehicle, which allowed the sheep to carry on with its business in peace.

It was too quiet.

Gringo flattened himself against the ground as silently as he could. He couldn’t see anything beneath the van. There was no movement by the jeep either. He tried not to look at the body of Jessica Cunningham, motionless beside the rear driver’s-side tyre of the van. Her body was crumpled, as if she were nothing more than a dolly callously dropped by a bored child.

The wind blew in from the sea, the cold breeze whipping the scents of salt air and seaweed around him. Gringo ran his gaze back and forth, the grip of his Glock 22 pistol moist with sweat. He tried to keep his breathing steady. Tried to think. The only thought that occurred to him was that, right now, John O’Donnell could be calmly making his way through the dunes, looking for an angle. If he was lucky, Gringo wouldn’t even have time to realise before the bullet hit.

The silence was becoming oppressive.

A flash of movement, then the front windscreen of the van shattered as a sniper round ripped through it. Glass tinkled down around Gringo. He saw the feet of Tommy Carter quickly stepping over Jessica Cunningham’s body. Gringo squeezed off three quick shots beneath the underside of the van and Tommy Carter screamed. His body hit the concrete and he rolled, instinctively firing off a couple of shots in response.

Another sheep stood halfway up the slope that led to the top of the cliff. She had been standing at the top, perusing the gorse bushes when a loud noise had issued from the piece of nearby ground that wasn’t ground and it had frightened her and the other two sheep off. Her brethren had scattered down below but she had become distracted by a tempting tuft of grass.

Another loud noise came from atop the cliff, but she wasn’t so bothered any more. It was further away and it was starting to lose its shock value.

Then there came the roar of a ferocious-sounding beast. The sheep turned to see something large, black and angry careening off the one-lane road and heading straight for her. The sheep didn’t know it, but it was a 1983 Porsche 928S, with black paint and a red leather interior. Sheep may not be nature’s greatest survivors, but an instinct nevertheless grabbed her and she started running as fast as she could back up the slope.

Above her, the ground that wasn’t the ground suddenly stood up.

John O’Donnell had been trained not to get distracted, to live in the moment that existed only when staring down the sights of a rifle. An old instructor used to put himself an inch from his ear and scream all manner of abuse at him while he calmly picked out and dispatched assigned targets on a range.

Still, in the back of his mind, his inner sentry screamed the alarm. O’Donnell withdrew his right eye from the sight and opened the left one. He looked down the slope to see the improbable spectacle of a black Porsche bumping messily up the hill towards him. A panicked sheep rushed along in front of it, inadvertently leading a charge it wanted no part of.

O’Donnell dropped to a knee – clumsily, due to the wound in his right thigh – and put a bullet left of centre through the windscreen, shattering it before passing through the tacky red leather of the driver’s headrest.

There was nobody in the driver’s seat.

Quickly and smoothly, O’Donnell slammed the bolt back and loaded another round. After a moment’s thought, he attempted to put it through the engine block of the car. The car bounced up on the uneven ground and the bullet instead passed through the number plate.

The sheep rushed by O’Donnell as he dived to his right, the car narrowly missing him as it destroyed £327 of Irish Meteorological Service monitoring equipment.

The sheep, having found herself somehow trapped between the devil and the deep blue sea, stopped at the edge of the cliff and looked in horror at the rocks below. The 1983 Porsche 928S, with black paint and a red leather interior, had no such moment of existential crisis as, with a defiant roar, it threw itself off the cliff towards the unsuspecting sea below.

The sheep bounced up onto the bonnet and for a moment found herself standing on top of the beast. Then she was flying, which is an unusual state of affairs for a sheep.

John O’Donnell watched the car as it sailed off into the sea, a surprised sheep bouncing over its bonnet. He started getting to his feet to look over the edge.

Ninety seconds before, Bunny McGarry had found himself with no weapon. At least in the technical sense.

He was, through his job, allowed and often required to carry a gun. Unfortunately, that gun was in the locked cabinet in their squad’s office, as he was technically on leave.

He did own a derringer, but he had possessed only one bullet for that and it had already been used. In all honesty – though he hadn’t admitted it – he had been pleasantly shocked it had worked at all. If he was to be of any use in this situation, he would have to metaphorically pull something out of his arse, as opposed to literally.

He had nothing, save a car that for once wasn’t in the shop and a hurling stick. To be fair, he had frequently used the hurley as a weapon – it worked well in close combat situations. It was, however, singularly unhelpful in a battle with a sniper. Actually, that was not entirely fair. Broken in half, it had held down the accelerator pedal on his 1983 Porsche 928S, allowing him to crouch down in the passenger seat and lean across to work the clutch pedal with his right hand and the gearstick with his left. He had used the belt off his trousers to tie the steering wheel into a fixed position as, ducked down as he was, steering was not much of an option. He had to hope his initial aim was good. He had managed to get the car up into third, roaring unhappily as it hurtled off the cliff, as if attempting an impractical bid to be the first car to jump the Atlantic Ocean.

Bunny didn’t actually see the car leaving the ground, having rolled out of the passenger door moments before. Rocks bit at him and gorse bushes ripped at his skin, but he had no time for that. He was on his feet as quickly as possible and running.

John O’Donnell saw him coming and began turning, his sniper rifle still in his hands.

Somewhere in Bunny’s mind, the calculation must have occurred without him being consciously aware of it. His opponent had a sniper rifle and undoubtedly a sidearm. He was highly skilled in both armed and unarmed combat. Though he had a wounded leg, the advantage still very definitely lay with the ex-Army Ranger.

That was why, as O’Donnell had almost completed his turn and was bringing his rifle up onto his shoulder, Bunny lowered his, extended his arms out and executed a perfect hip-height rugby tackle on his opponent. He did not bring his opponent safely to the ground, however, as the momentum carried them both off the cliff.

There were rocks below, landing on which could undoubtedly kill a man.

As much as Bunny had a plan, he was very much hoping to be the second man to land, as opposed to the first.

Tommy Carter sat propped against the back wheel of the van, breathing heavily. Just dragging himself to this position had been agony. He had been shot through the instep of his left foot and in the shin of his right leg. Standing was utterly impossible. The effort to drag himself three feet had caused him to scream in agony.

“Detective?”

There was no response, although he had heard movement. He guessed that DS Spain was still alive but, if anything, was in an even worse state than him. One of the shots Tommy fired off must have connected with something meaningful.

Tommy Carter being Tommy Carter, he had been running and re-running situations and permutations in his head.

Distracted by his own screaming, he hadn’t seen what had happened on the cliff, only the whoosh of a car hitting water had attracted his attention. He had then, through watering eyes of agony, seen two figures collide and disappear over the edge of the cliff. Since that moment, there had been precious little movement.

The sun had risen high enough that it was dazzling his eyes as he looked over at the cliffs, running things through for the third time. What if the authorities turned up? Life in prison. Defeat. And if the representatives of the Cruz Cartel come ashore? Assuming they hadn’t seen a car go hurtling off a cliff and thought better of it? Well, if you met a seriously wounded man who had sixteen million pounds worth of diamonds and no means of escape, you’d wish him well, put a bullet in him, and depart with your merchandise and your payment. It was what he would do; he couldn’t criticise them for it.

His only chance was John O’Donnell, so it was with great interest that he watched as a figure emerged from the waves and started walking towards the shore.

Tommy Carter smiled.

“Good morning, Bunny.”

“That’s Detective McGarry to you.”

McGarry looked like a drowned rat. Tommy raised his gun.

“Is John O’Donnell dead?”

“Judging by the crack when he hit those rocks, I’d imagine so, or else he’s going to be one hell of a limbo dancer.”

“You are showing insufficient respect for the man with the gun, Detective.”

“Ah well,” said Bunny. “If I need to have an epitaph, that’ll do. Where’s Gringo?”

Tommy waved his hand in the vague direction of behind the van. “Don’t you want to beg for your life?”

Bunny shrugged, causing his belt-less trousers, soaking wet, to fall down.

He looked down at them, a look of resignation on his face.

“Are you going for slapstick, Detective?”

Bunny shook his head. “To be honest with you, the last twenty-four hours have been like riding a bull who’s dipped his knackers in Deep Heat, so if it is all the same to you, if you’re going to shoot me, just fecking shoot me. I’m too tired for this crap.”

Just then, a sheep who had frankly had more than enough of this shit, emerged from the water and ran up the beach on unsteady legs.

For a moment, Tommy Carter and Bunny McGarry both watched it as it ran off towards the dunes.

“Well,” said Tommy, “there’s a thing you don’t see every day.”

Bunny hauled up his sodden trousers and started trudging up the beach, his shoes squelching on every step. “Put the gun down. We’ll phone you an ambulance. You’ll be fine.”

Tommy Carter shook his head. “No thanks.” He moved the gun to train it on Bunny. “Stop walking. Listen. I want you to promise me something.”

“What?”

“Tell them . . . tell Dad . . . tell them to give him my kidney.”

“Wait—”

Bunny barely had time to put his hand out as in one swift motion, Tommy Carter turned the gun around, stuck it in his own mouth and pulled the trigger.

Gringo watched the waves as they pushed and pulled against the land. He looked up at the sky, and suddenly it was blocked by Bunny McGarry looming over him.

“Jesus, Gringo.”

Bunny fell to his knees beside him.

Gringo found his voice, barely above a whisper. “You came?”

“Ah, I’d nothing else on for the day. And I went through your messages while you were in the shower.”

“Nosy bastard.”

Gringo was aware of his hands, clutched to his stomach, being moved to one side. They were sticky. Bunny pulled his sodden Johnny Cash T-shirt off and pressed it to Gringo’s wound.

“Aghhh!”

“Sorry.”

“What’re you getting naked for? Trying to take advantage of a dying man?”

“Shut up, DS Spain. Need I remind you of your sensitivity training. Besides, who says you’re dying?”

Gringo smiled. His life had been slipping through his fingers for what seemed like a long time now. Whatever the bullet hit when it passed through his stomach had caused a foul stench. He had been glad when the wind had changed and brought the salty tang of the ocean to push it away.

“It’s OK, amigo.”

“Hang on, I’ll – I’ll ring – shite, I’ve not got my phone. I’ll get . . . There’ll be a phone here somewhere, you just hang on.”

Bunny got up to leave but Gringo grabbed his hand. When he spoke, his voice was croaky and distant, as if hearing a recording of himself from another time being beamed across the water. “I’m sorry about . . .”

“Don’t be—”

“Listen, ye big idiot.”

Bunny kneeled down beside him, his big, warm face tear-streaked. Gringo tried to smile again. He could taste blood in his mouth.

“You were a good friend and I’m sorry for . . . y’know.”

“Forget about it.”

“Take care of Mum if you can.”

“Sure you’ll be doing that yourself, let me just—”

“And take care of yourself. You deserve a good life. Your sins are no worse than anyone’s and your good deeds should count.”

“Save your strength.”

Bunny looked down, blinking to try and push away the tears. His lips kept moving as if starting and rejecting something to say.

Gringo’s voice was a whisper to himself. “The end is nigh, amigo.”

Bunny looked around, desperation singing through his veins. “Just let me call the . . . Let me . . . I can . . . They can send an air ambulance or . . .”

When he looked down again, he was alone on the beach.


CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO



Bunny kept his left hand firmly on the doorbell, even as his right pounded on the door.

“C’mon, open up. I just want to—”

He took a step back as the door opened a fraction. Through the chained gap, Sister Bernadette’s intense blue eyes peered out. “Oh, it’s you.” Her voice was softer than normal. “Hang on.”

The door closed and Bunny could hear the chain being slipped off inside. It reopened, and Sister Bernadette glanced around him and then pulled her head back inside. He wondered if she was telling Sister Assumpta that she and the shotgun could stand down. Her face returned to the gap.

“Is she here?” asked Bunny.

“No.”

“Would you tell me if she was?”

Bernadette didn’t respond; instead she gave him a sad smile.

Bunny hadn’t seen Simone for two days now, not since he had left to follow Gringo. The plan had been to follow from a distance, to make sure Gringo didn’t get himself into any more trouble than he was already in. He’d felt he owed it to him, for all the good it had done.

The doctors had insisted on holding Bunny in hospital overnight for observation. They claimed he was showing the symptoms of concussion. Considering how hard he had hit the rocks – though nowhere near as hard as O’Donnell, who had borne the full brunt of the impact – a concussion, a sprained wrist and a few choice additions to his already impressive collection of bruises had been one hell of result. He also had a bit of swimmer’s ear.

At least part of the reasoning behind Bunny being kept in became clear that night, when he was woken from his sleep by DI Fintan O’Rourke. Being officially concussed, Bunny had been unable to give any form of a statement. In hindsight, this had allowed DI O’Rourke some precious breathing space. Bunny had listened quietly as he had laid it out. It was couched in diplomatic language, of course, but the reality was that Rigger and his bosses had figured out what was going on. Bunny was still unsure if they had been suspicious beforehand, but the carnage on Brònchluich Beach must have made it alarmingly obvious. Three of their officers – that they knew of – had gone into business for themselves, trying to rip off Carter as opposed to bringing him down. The scandal would rock the force for a decade at least, further damaging public trust. Officers O’Shea, Cunningham and Spain would also be demonised in the press, with their families losing their benefits and living with their shame.

But there was another way. A gang of vicious cop killers and thieves had been brought to justice. The actions of a few brave officers had resulted in the largest drug seizure the state had ever seen. The Wings of an Angel luxury yacht had been boarded fifteen miles off the coast by the Irish Navy with backup from the Brits, and seventy-two bales of pure cocaine had been seized. All Bunny had to do was to support the version of events O’Rourke would lay out and any mumbles of doubt amongst his colleagues would be drowned out by the marching band warming up for the proverbial parade. O’Shea’s family, Cunningham’s husband and Gringo’s mother would receive their full death benefits and be warmed by memories of a fallen hero.

Bunny had agreed to it. He had been so far beyond tired and he would rather have Gringo remembered as a hero than a pariah.

The next day he had given his official statement to DI O’Rourke and Butch Cassidy. Now and then Butch had looked slightly suspicious, but she didn’t probe. Thanks to the mountain of evidence against Tommy Carter, Dinny Muldoon was due back on full duty in the morning, so she had some skin in the game too.

Bunny had lied through his teeth, engaged in a massive cover-up, and then they had popped him in the back of a patrol car and dropped him home.

Simone hadn’t been there.

Which had led him here, to the doorstep of the Sisters of the Saint, once again.

Bernadette looked up at him. “I’m afraid she has gone.”

Bunny sagged against the doorframe. Knowing it had been coming didn’t make it any easier.

“Don’t go looking for her, it isn’t what she wants. I think you should respect that.”

“But . . .”

Bernadette took something from the small table beside the door and handed it to him. A letter. “Would you like to come in?”

Bunny shook his head.

Bernadette gave him a long, lingering look. “Take care of yourself, Detective. You’re one of the good ones.”

As she closed the door, he turned and sat on the cold stone steps.

Then he opened the letter.

My dearest Bunny,

This is the hardest letter I have ever had to write. I’m so sorry about Tim. I know you will have done everything in your power to try and save him, just as you did for me. Please don’t beat yourself up about it. You can’t save everybody, but I do so love that you try.

I have tried and tried to think of a way around it, but the reality is that my past is always going to keep coming after me. I’m sorry I dragged you into it, and I can’t in all good conscience continue to do that. With every fiber of my being, I’d love to stay with you here for the rest of my days, but it wouldn’t be fair. You’re a good man and you deserve better than this.

Please don’t try and find me. I hope you get what you truly deserve in this life. Thank you for giving me the happiest time in mine, at a time when I thought I could never be truly happy again.

I love you,

Your Simone


EPILOGUE



Three weeks later

“Phil Nellis, what in the name of Christ on a llama are you doing? Put your helmet back on, fella, would ye? For Jesus’s sake! I can’t imagine severe brain damage would impact you much, but the sight of a sliotar ripping your gormless noggin off might upset the other children!”

“D’ye know what his problem is, boss? He has no appreciation of the fundamentals of the game.”

“You’re not wrong, Deccie, you’re not wrong.”

“Also, he’s thick as pig shit.”

“Deccie! You can’t say that.”

“But you said it last week, boss.”

“Well – you’re not allowed to repeat the things I say.”

“How’s that fair?”

“Who the feck told you life was fair, Deccie?”

“You did, boss.”

“Well . . . exactly. Proves my point.”

“What does?”

“Are you giving me cheek, Deccie?”

“No, boss.”

“Michael Dolan, do not kick the ball! We have given you a large stick for a very good reason!”

“D’ye know what his problem is, boss?”

“Yes, Deccie, I’ve a very good idea.”

“Boss, the—”

“What?”

“The you-know-what are back, boss.”

Bunny looked over his shoulder to see DI Fintan O’Rourke standing behind him.

“Ah,” said Bunny, “it’s the pigs.”

“But, boss—”

“You’re not allowed repeat things I say, remember, Deccie?”

“This is bullshit!”

“Welcome to life. Now – head over the far sideline and shout at Larry Dodds every time he shoves a finger up a nostril.”

“Every time? Jesus, I’ll lose me voice.” Deccie stomped off disconsolately down the sideline.

“Bunny.”

“Detective Inspector, I should warn you that if you repeatedly turn up at under-12s hurling matches without a child, I am supposed to report you to the authorities.”

“Duly noted. I hear the insurance company wrote off your car?”

“They did. And I bought it back off them for scrap. Terry Frisby is currently drying it out for me. He reckons he can get it back up and running, given time.”

“That’s wonderful news. And speaking of things taking time . . .”

“Is that what they call one of them segues, inspector?”

“I guess it is. Are you coming back? The offer still stands.”

Bunny turned briefly to look at DI O’Rourke before returning his attention to the game. “What’s the matter, Fintan? Would you rather have me in the tent pissing out? Is that it?”

“You’re a good detective. We need you.”

“Yeah,” said Bunny, “I’m surprised that wasn’t mentioned more on my fitness reports.”

“Your skills have been re-evaluated. In fact, the commissioner would like you to know that, if you come back, your name will be on the next list of detective sergeants.”

“I don’t care about that.”

“Sure you do. It’ll give you a whole new rank of people to shout at.”

“Vinny Curry, tackle the fellas in a different colour jersey to the one you’re wearing. We have been over this!” Bunny kicked one of the kit bags lying in front of him, then he glanced behind him as if he had forgotten O’Rourke was there.

“Well, I delivered the message.”

“You have.”

“I’ll see you soon.”

“I wouldn’t bet on that.”

O’Rourke gave a little laugh. “Actually, I would.”

Bunny turned to look at him.

“You’re a natural copper, Bunny, there’s nothing else you know how to do. It’s in your blood. I’ll see you back in work Monday morning.”

“We’ll see.”

“We will.”


SISTERS GONNA WORK IT OUT




INTRODUCTION



When I started to write Angels in The Moonlight, The Sisters of The Saint didn’t exist. For those taking notes, this is a recurring theme in my work. As the story progresses, we meet new characters who then go on to hang around the place and essentially refuse to leave. It’s a little bit like having squatters in your mind.

The following novella, Sisters Gonna Work it Out, is my attempt to scratch the itch of wanting to know more about where they came from. I figured I’d do this and that’d be The Sisters dealt with. Spoiler alert: I’m an idiot. The Sisters have gone on to feature in several of the books I’ve written since The Dublin Trilogy and I regularly get emails asking when they are finally going to get their own series. Not just ‘a book’ but a series. People also send me a lot of pictures of nuns. Nuns, dogs and occasionally, swear words from around the world that they think I’ll enjoy (correctly as it happens). These books have grown a wonderful, but particular kind of fan-base and the great consolation is that if they’re at home emailing me, they’re not out and about arguing with people in shops about what is the best kind of biscuit.

The idea behind this novella was simple, I wanted to write a sort of 1980s action movie only with nuns. I hope you enjoy it.


HANGING WITH THE SISTERS



CAUCA PROVINCE, COLOMBIA

“This noose is very uncomfortable.”

Sister Dionne very carefully turned her head to look at Sister Bernadette to see if she was joking. She already knew the answer but some statements still deserve to be double-checked. Sure enough, there was Bernadette, all five foot nothing of her, standing ramrod straight, the noose around her neck, glowering pointedly at the guards standing over by the stable door.

There were only two guards. One was a man in his forties who had the mistaken belief that his moustache gave his face character, and the other was an acne-pocked kid who couldn’t have been more than nineteen and who looked incapable of growing any form of facial hair. The younger was brimming with nervous energy; the older was full of concern regarding a lot of things, not least his young compatriot. Dionne recognised the signs, she had been taught how to do so at a very young age. If you can recognise the signs, you can find an angle. Admittedly, she was not in a great position to work the room – her hands were tied and, not for the first time in her life, she was standing on a tall bar stool. This, however, was the first time she had done so with a noose tied tightly around her neck.

Bernadette, to Dionne’s left, was standing on a similar stool to the one Dionne found herself on. To Dionne’s right, Sister Assumpta stood on a stepladder in deference to her significantly greater weight. They couldn’t have her dying ahead of schedule.

The bar stools had come from the fully stocked bar in the corner. As stables went, this one had a surprisingly lounge lizard vibe to it. There was also a jukebox and a pool table.

“I said,” repeated Bernadette, “this noose is very uncomfortable.”

Dionne sighed. “I don’t think he can understand you.”

“Oh yes he can, and besides I’m not talking to you.”

“Really? That is so you. Spending your last few minutes on earth holding a grudge.”

Bernadette temporarily diverted her withering gaze from the guard to aim it in Dionne’s direction. “Holding a grudge against the eejit who got me killed? I can think of nothing better to be doing.”

“Well, that and lodging your complaint with the customer services department over there about the quality of their nooses.”

Bernadette turned back to focusing all of her energies on giving the guard the evil eye. “I said, don’t talk to me.”

“Actually,” said Dionne, “you said you weren’t talking to me, you said nothing about me not talking to you. And besides, Sister, didn’t I hear somewhere that to forgive is divine?”

“Don’t you quote the Bible at me. You’re not even a real nun.”

Dionne shook her head and smiled at the younger guard, who was busy staring at a piece of ground as if he was expecting it to move. If anything, he looked like the most nervous person in the room which, given he was one of the only two people present who could take a step forward without dying, was really saying something.

One of the horses behind Dionne neighed. She had taken note of them as she’d been dragged into the barn. Knowing everything possible about your surroundings was another skill she had picked up from her father before she could walk. There were six horses in total; three black, two brown, one grey. Each one had their own stall complete with water, oats, hay and so on. Dionne knew little about horses but they appeared to have a pretty sweet deal going here, even if the pool table and bar were presumably not for their benefit. General Rivera took considerably better care of his horses than he did of the people who worked for him. She wondered if that had occurred to the guards.

Dionne felt her nose itch and braced herself. An additional wrinkle to their current predicament was that she was a hay fever sufferer trapped in a room featuring an abundance of hay. She was one violent sneeze away from dancing the dead man’s jig. Her dying in the hangman’s noose had always seemed like a reasonably strong possibility, although the exact circumstances would at least come as a shock to the people she’d grown up with.

She turned to her right to look at Sister Assumpta. While she was the youngest of them, she was also the least capable of standing upright for an extended period of time. At a guess, Dionne reckoned she must be a good 300 pounds now and she knew from her old Aunt Bessie that her feet must have been killing her from standing still for so long. She stood on the second to top rung on the ladder, sweat gathering under her armpits as she stared intently up at the beam above their heads to which the ropes around their necks were tied.

Dionne lowered her voice. “Are you OK, Sister?”

Assumpta looked down at her with a start, as if surprised by the presence of anyone else in the room, and gave her a nod. To say Assumpta wasn’t the talkative sort was an understatement of epic proportions. She could speak, she just mostly chose not to. It’d been weird at first but you soon got used to it. With Bernadette there, it wasn’t like there was an abundance of silence to be filled.

Assumpta went back to intently staring at the beam.

The barn door flew open and a sheet of blinding sunlight washed through the dimness, causing Dionne to flinch. The distinctive figure of General Rivera in his immaculately pressed uniform, riding crop held under his arm, leather boots on his feet, strode in. He looked like a budget version of General Patton.

“Ah Sisters, sorry to have kept you ‘hanging around’.”

The general looked back at the guards for an appreciative audience for his joke, but they were too busy closing the doors behind him to have caught it.

For a man in his fifties Rivera looked fit. His slim build showed no signs of middle-aged spread, the sprinkle of salt and pepper in his otherwise robust head of hair being one of the few signs of his advancing years. His beard still held its original dark brown colouring. He favoured them with a smile that might have appeared to hold warmth if it wasn’t for the circumstances.

He stopped a few feet in front of them. “I’m afraid your little plan is all for naught. The two trucks that you loaded my people onto have been spotted trying to make their way to the Panamanian border and I have sent my men to intercept. They have no chance of escape. They will soon be back here minus a couple of the ringleaders who will, of course, have to be executed.”

“Monster.” Bernadette spat out the word.

Rivera looked up at her and then stepped towards her. “Monster? Me? How am I the monster? I’m not the one who came in here, disturbing the happy balance of the community, trying to stir up revolt amongst my people.”

“If they’re ‘your people’,” said Dionne, “how come they are so keen to leave this hell-hole behind?”

“Hell-hole?” said Rivera, stretching his arms wide, “how is this a hell hole? I am but a simple farmer.”

“My father back in Tipperary is a simple farmer,” interjected Bernadette. “He has fifty head of cattle on a few acres. What he doesn’t have is a hundred acres of coca plants and his own cocaine processing plant.”

Rivera shrugged. “Potato, potatoe.”

“We’d none of them either.”

“And to think, when you turned up a couple of months ago, asking to create your school in the village, I was so accommodating. I allowed you to use one of my properties, I changed the work schedules to allow the children to work later in the day. And this is how you repay me?”

“Yes,” said Dionne, “by trying to free the people who you keep as slaves.”

“Slaves?” Rivera said with a grin. “How dramatic you are. You are the American one, no? Where do you think all of my product will end up? You people are so quick to condemn and yet there never appears to be any shortage of buyers.”

“Very true,” said Dionne. “For every person you’re killing here, you’re probably killing a hundred back home.”

Rivera shrugged. “People decide for themselves what they want to do. Neither I nor any of my business associates force our wares on anybody.”

“Yes,” said Dionne, “you’re all for freedom of choice, except when it comes to the people on those trucks.”

The smile dropped from Rivera’s face. “Those are my people, I am their papa. I protect them, I provide for them. A father must make hard choices for the good of his family.”

“Yes,” said Bernadette, “like deciding which ones to kill for being, what was it you called them? Oh yeah, ringleaders.”

“I grow tired of this tedious conversation. Which of you is in charge?”

“Me,” said both Bernadette and Dionne at the same time, before turning to look at each other.

“Hold on a second,” said Dionne, “a minute ago it was all my fault that we were in this mess.”

“That’s right, and that is why you’re no longer in charge.”

“Oh, because your ideas are always so great. Remember what happened in Bolivia?”

“That wasn’t my fault. That donkey almost certainly had an existing heart problem. What about that time in Somalia?”

“That was the interpreter’s fault. How was I to know the word for—”

“Ladies!”

They both stopped and looked back down at Rivera, who seemed irritated at no longer being the focus of attention. “I really thought nuns were supposed to be more… how do you say, serene?”

“Ah,”said Bernadette, “blow it out your arse.”

“Tut tut, Sister,” said Rivera, leaning the heel of his boot on the stool that Bernadette was precariously perched on. “Such language is very un-nun-like.”

“Nonsense. Nowhere in the Bible does it say you can’t swear.”

“Really? How interesting. Still, it seems to lessen you. Perhaps you should consider a different line of work?”


A JOB FOR LIFE



BALLYPOREEN, TIPPERARY – EIGHT YEARS EARLIER

‘Perhaps you should consider a different line of work?’ – that’s what he’d said – bloody cheek. Tommy Riordan was her second cousin, once removed. Bernadette’s father had helped out his father many a time. Tommy had also asked Bernadette if he could see her boobs and she’d done him the courtesy of not telling anyone. In his defence, they had both been seven at the time but still, Bernadette was fairly confident that Tommy would’ve got the belt if his father had found out. She had of course turned down his request, as indeed she had to any of a similar nature from any source ever since.

She sat at the bus stop and looked hard at the tarmac road, as if seeing if her glare combined with the summer sun could melt it. She was focusing her energies on being angry as the very last thing she wanted to be seen doing was crying. She had gone to the bus stop outside of town so people wouldn’t see her sitting at the one outside Riordan’s pub in the middle of the day, waiting to go back home already. Not that the news of her continuing fall from grace wouldn’t be around the place within the hour. Trying to keep something private in a small country town was like trying to hold boiling water in your hands.

Three cars had already slowed to offer her a lift. She’d waved them all on. She wanted to get the bus. Actually, she didn’t want to do that either. What she really wanted was for the ground to open up and swallow her but so far it seemed unwilling to do so.

She glanced to her left and right. The road was barely wide enough for two cars to pass each other without one going into the ditch, and the bushes on either side clambered to touch passing traffic. It was currently deserted in both directions. Bernadette turned her eyes to the heavens.

“Well, this week hasn’t exactly been going gangbusters, has it?” She had spoken directly to God since she had been a child. In the convent, she had asked one of the sisters if it was all right to do so and been advised that it was probably best to keep it to herself, but it was fine as long as God didn’t start talking back. “Y’know, I get that you move in mysterious ways and all but, I’ve got to be honest, I’m not seeing it. Am I being punished? If so, for what? Have I not always tried to please you?” Bernadette looked down briefly and shook her head before returning her glare to the clear blue sky. “First, I’m thrown out of the Order and, as previously discussed, I was right. They can if and but it all day long, but I was right – and we both know it. Then, I’ve to come home and explain it to Da, which was… I mean, the look on his face. He didn’t even know you could stop being a nun. Neither did the Job Centre for that matter, and what an ignominious trip that was. Siobhan Cunningham behind the counter too, absolutely loving it. Y’know, all she was thinking about was how I’d told on her and Deirdre Doyle for smoking behind the prefabs that time. It was a wooden structure for God’s sake!” Bernadette kicked her foot at a stone in the ground that was too embedded to move. “So, I’ve to go cap in hand to Tommy Riordan for a job and then two days later he fires me! I mean, enough is enough, surely? What’s the point of any of this? I mean seriously, if you’ve got some big ta-dah moment planned can I get a sign just to, y’know, let me know that life isn’t going to just be an endless stream of humiliations from here on out?”

Bernadette looked down again then glanced to her left and right. To the right, heading out of town, she could see someone striding purposefully around the bend in the road. It was a black woman in a nun’s habit.

Bernadette glanced towards the heavens again and with a significantly lowered voice said, “OK then. I mean, it’s not exactly subtle, but I’ll take it.”

Bernadette’s eyes stayed fixed on the nun as she walked the hundred or so yards to the bus stop. The nun’s eyes remained locked on hers the whole time too, putting them in a peculiar form of staring contest. Bernadette was aware that staring at someone like that was considered rude but she didn’t care. As had been pointed out numerous times throughout her life, she seemed almost wilfully unconcerned with the proper etiquette for normal social situations. To be fair to her, this didn’t feel like a normal social situation.

The nun sat down beside her, smoothed out her habit and only then did she speak.

“You are a hard woman to find.”

“I wasn’t aware anybody was looking.”

The nun extended her hand to shake. “I am Sister Dorothy.”

Two firm handshakes met and battled to a stalemate.

“I’m Sis… I’m Bernadette. Just Bernadette.”

“Yes. You have been thrown out of your order.”

Bernadette turned to look at the nun who looked back at her with an unreadable expression. She was mid-forties at a guess, a few years older than Bernadette. Her accent sounded West African but she couldn’t place it any more accurately than that.

“You’re very direct,” said Bernadette.

“An attribute I am told we share.”

Bernadette nodded at the ground. “True enough.”

“I was told you worked at the off-licence in the town there…” She said the words ‘off-licence’ as if she was unsure that it really was a thing. “But the man told me that you had recently left his employment.”

“He fired me.”

“Ah. I see.”

“Apparently I was scaring off the customers. He showed me the figures. While I was behind the register the sales of alcohol were down 215% and the sale of peanuts were up 180%. He said seeing me made people feel guilty. Apparently, I have a very judgey face.”

“That is unfortunate.”

“I told him he should just whack up the price of peanuts but he wasn’t having it. Turns out I’m not nun-like enough for the Order’s liking, but I’m far too much of a nun for anything else.”

“We shall see about that.”

Bernadette turned to regard Dorothy again. What was this? They didn’t want her back, that had been made extremely clear. Further punishment? They had already expelled her. They weren’t going to involve the Gardaí for very obvious reasons.

“Who sent you?”

“I sent me. I wish to speak about what you did.”

“I don’t.”

“You put a priest’s head through a wall.”

“Did you not hear what I just said?”

“I did but I am choosing to ignore it. I want to talk about you putting the priest’s head through a wall.”

“It sounds bad when you say it like that.”

“How would you say it?”

“For a start, it wasn’t a solid wall. I put his head through the plaster bit. It wasn’t like a load-bearing wall or anything.”

“Did you know that beforehand?”

Bernadette shrugged in lieu of an answer. Father Phelan was six foot two and had been a boxer in his days at the seminary. Bernadette was small enough to wear some children’s sizes in clothing. Still, she had been the biggest opponent Father Phelan had seen in quite some time.

“Do you have any regrets?”

“Yes,” said Bernadette, “I’m sorry the wall got damaged.”

“Nothing else?”

Bernadette turned in the seat to look at Dorothy again. “Do you know why I did it? I mean, the actual reason?”

Dorothy looked her directly in the eye. “I do. I was just wondering if, given all that has happened to you since, you would choose the same course of action again?”

“In a heartbeat.”

Dorothy gave a slight smile. “Good. That is why I am here.”

“OK, but last I heard, Phelan was in a neck brace and had a cast on his hand, so there’s a fair chance we might actually kill him this time.”

“I have an offer for you. I am from The Sisters of The Saint.”

“The who?”

“We are not well known.”

“No kidding. I’ve never heard of you and I am, well was, a nun. And what kind of a name is that? The Sisters of Saint who?”

“Just the saint.” Dorothy brushed dust that wasn’t there off the knee of her dress. “We once had a full name but it was taken away from us. We… upset some of those in authority. Something I would imagine you could relate to.”

“When did this happen?”

“1654.”

“The Catholic Church does know how to hold a grudge.”

Bernadette glanced up at Dorothy. There was a far-off look in her eyes as she spoke. “We are not without friends there too; how do you think I heard about you?”

“So, you’ve come to recruit me – is that it?”

“There are charitable organisations throughout the world, of all religions or of no religion, doing good work. Still, for all that… there are places where they cannot go. Where it is too dangerous to send people or where it is not politic to interfere. There are problems that nobody wishes to touch or solutions that are outside the realm of what is considered acceptable. We do not play by those rules. Wherever the innocent are in danger we are willing to go.” Dorothy spread her hands to indicate her habit. “This offers a small amount of protection, as does the element of surprise. Still, the work we do carries great risks. All I can promise you is a chance to make a difference.”

Over Dorothy’s shoulder Bernadette noticed her bus chug around the corner, barely twenty minutes late. She glanced up at the heavens as she spoke. “So, it has finally arrived.”


BLOWING IN THE WIND



CAUCA PROVINCE, COLOMBIA

General Rivera pushed his foot against the base of the stool that Bernadette stood on. Dionne could see the delight on his face as he enjoyed the feeling of power as it wobbled under her. She could also see he was dangerously close to getting Bernadette’s boot right in the kisser. They were painted black to look inconspicuous but Dionne knew she wore steel caps on her footwear for just this purpose. The action would almost certainly cost Bernadette her balance and hence her life, but Dionne could see that calculation in her eyes and she didn’t like where the results were heading. They were seconds away from Rivera having a lifetime free of posing for family photographs and Dionne’s team going from a trio to a duo.

“What exactly is it you need?” said Dionne.

General Rivera stood back and smiled up at her. “The names of the ringleaders.”

“OK, and what do we get in return?”

Rivera laughed. “You are not in the strongest of negotiating positions.”

Dionne gave him her best winning smile. “That don’t mean we can’t be friends, does it?”

“Oh for God’s sake.”

Dionne didn’t take her eyes off Rivera as she spoke out of the side of her mouth. “Shut up Bernadette, I am talking to the general.”

“You’re an embarrassment to the habit. Batting your eyelashes at a tyrant. It’s not nun-like.”

“Well, you’ve already established that I’m not a nun, so—”

“You’re damn right you’re not. Look at her: tall, blonde, perfect teeth – she looks like a nun dreamed up by Hollywood.”

“I apologise for flossing regularly, maybe if you—”

“Enough!” interjected Rivera. “I am tired of your little Marx Brothers routine. My men will have seized the trucks any moment now and then your usefulness will be entirely at an end. Now give me the names of the organisers.” He stopped and looked up at Dionne. “Your friend is right, you are an attractive woman. I have a lot of men working for me, perhaps we could introduce a bonus programme?” He then looked up at Assumpta. “Some men do also like the larger lady.”

Assumpta remained staring fixedly at the beam above their heads.

Rivera looked back at the other two. “Is there something wrong with her?”

“That’s an interesting question to ask,” said Dionne, “giving what you were threatening seconds ago.”

Rivera’s response stalled in his mouth as the walkie-talkie of the older guard at the door beeped loudly. He snatched it off his belt and spoke quietly into it.

“Ah,” said Rivera, “I’d imagine this call is to tell me that your pointless little revolution is at an end.” He raised his voice and spoke to the guard while smiling up at Dionne. “Ramón, what is the good news?”

The guard stepped forward nervously. “They have stopped the trucks, General.”

“Excellent news. Good, good, good.”

“They, ehm… they are empty.”

Rivera whirled around on his heels. “What do you mean empty? How can they be empty? This is not possible. They were seen getting on those two trucks, they…”

Ramón’s mouth flapped open and shut a couple of times but no words came out. Rivera turned to look at the nuns before pulling out his gun and pointing it at Dionne. “Where are my people?”

Dionne smiled down at him. “Are you familiar with the game Three-card Monte?”


THREE-CARD MONTE



WOMEN’S CORRECTIONAL FACILITY, FORT WORTH, TEXAS – FOUR YEARS EARLIER

“Are you familiar with the game Three-card Monte?”

Dionne Featherstone was sitting at one of the metal all-in-one tables specially designed to give you nothing to throw in a riot. She shuffled a pack of cards expertly, flipping the cards back and forth from hand to hand. She was sitting with Patricia, her cellmate of three years, but that wasn’t who her question had been aimed at. It had been meant for Tina DeLuca, who was currently leaning over the table in a threatening matter. Tina tried to do everything in a threatening manner – Dionne imagined as a child she had lined her dollies up and then tried to squeeze them for chocolate cigarettes.

Tina’s default expression of intimidation was currently muddied with confusion. “What the shit do I care about that, Featherstone? I asked you if you’re all excited about getting out on parole next week? Y’know, free as a bird. Won’t have to put up with this shit no more.”

While she could have meant the incarceration experience in general, Dionne knew that wasn’t it. At least not just it. What she meant was the current random cell inspection that was happening on the four floors above them which meant that all the inmates of Block C were currently gathered in the downstairs communal area.

“I know what you were asking me,” said Dionne, smiling up sweetly at Tina, “and by way of an answer, I was asking if you were familiar with the game Three-card Monte?”

She said it slow, in a voice that implied she thought Tina was a bit hard of thinking for not understanding. It was fair to say there was no love lost between them. When she had first arrived Tina had tried to ‘tax’ Dionne and Patricia, an offer which Dionne had declined. There had then been three attempts to ‘deal’ with Dionne, all of which had gone very badly. So much so that Tina’s position as alpha bitch of the wing was now being openly questioned. Tina needed to deal with that. People, thought Dionne, were so tediously easy to predict at times.

“Why I give a shit about some faggoty card game?”

“Well, Tina, I’m glad you asked as it explains our current predicament beautifully.” Dionne’s fingers flew across the deck and without looking she withdrew three cards from it. She placed them on the table in front of her. The queens of hearts, diamonds and clubs. “Now, in the traditional ‘find the lady’ version of this game there’s a queen and two other cards, and your job is to find the queen. I like to play it differently. See these three queens…” Dionne indicated the cards with an open-handed gesture, “… I’m going to turn them over and move them around, and if you can find the lady, I’ll give you ten bucks. OK? Good.”

Dionne flipped all three of the cards over and started moving them around on the table with lightning speed. “Just keep your eyes on the lady.”

“But,” said Tina, “they’re all ladies.”

“Just like in this prison, so that should make it pretty easy for you.” Dionne’s hands left the cards and then she held them out palm up again. “So, find me a lady.”

Tina looked around nervously, aware that all the nearby inmates were taking an interest now. She tried to smile, aware that, in a way she didn’t understand yet, the situation was going sideways. “That one.”

She slammed her index finger down onto the back of the card on the far left.

“Oh, are you sure?”

“Yeah, no… alright, that one.”

She moved her finger over to the middle card and held it there.

“Well,” said Dionne, “let’s see. If you’d have stayed here…” She flipped over the left-hand card to reveal the Queen of Diamonds. “You would have been a winner, or if you’d have gone here…” Dionne flipped over the right-hand card to reveal the Queen of Hearts, “again, winner! But you went—”

Dionne tried to lift up the middle card but Tina held her finger firmly on it. “No way bitch, you ain’t touching the card. Back off.”

Dionne held her hands up in surrender. “Alright boss, just take it easy. I—”

Tina flipped the card over – Jack of Spades. Laughter and a smattering of applause broke out behind Tina as her face grew red.

“Oh dear,” said Dionne, “you got jack. You’re a loser.”

“You cheated.”

“Nah honey, I misdirected.”

“What’s the difference?”

“I’ll explain; look up there.” Dionne pointed to the entrance to her and Patricia’s cell, 117, that two of the guards were just about to enter. “My cell is about to be searched. You sticking that little bundle of contraband drugs in there to be found so as to mess up my parole, that was cheating.”

Tina at least had the wherewithal to look embarrassed. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Sure you do,” said Dionne with a wide warm smile, “but that’s OK because they aren’t going to find anything in that crevice under the toilet because there’s nothing there to find. Misdirection. However, when they get to cell 208…”

Tina lunged across the table at her. It had been expected and was hence easy to avoid. Being physically intimidating meant that Tina had never learned the art of being unpredictable and that made her easy for Dionne to play. “Whoa, easy there Tina. Your mood swings are so erratic. Is this because of the drug problem?”

A shout came from behind her – Hardy, one of the male guards. “Featherstone.”

“No problem here, chief. Me and Tina from cell 208 were just reminiscing about old times.”

“Whatever. You’ve got a visitor.”

Dionne wasn’t sure what to expect. She had been inside for three years and received the grand total of zero visitors in that time. Her father was dead, mother long gone, and the crew she worked with, they would have been crazy to put their heads above the parapet by coming to see her. On the walk down the corridor she had been trying to guess who her unexpected visitor might be and what trouble it might mean. Trying to find the angles, just like her dad had taught her. The black nun with the piercing stare sitting on the other side of the Perspex glass hadn’t made her list of guesses, but Dionne still smiled at her with a genuine sense of relief. As she picked up the receiver from the side of the booth, she was confident she knew both why the nun was here and how this conversation was going to go. Reading people was her thing. She was wrong on all counts.

“Hello Miss Featherstone. My name is Sister Dorothy.”

“Hi. So, which one are you from?”

“I’m sorry?”

“Which order?”

“Of the ones you have contacted?” The nun shook her head so vigorously that there was a crackle of interference on the line. “I am from none of them.”

“Oh, OK… so who are you, then?”

Sister Dorothy withdrew a folder that was several inches thick and placed it on the desk in front of her. “Who I am is not important right now. I am here to discuss who you are.”

Dionne sighed. “OK. I’m in prison. I am paying for my crimes. Like I told the parole board, I have seen the error of my ways.”

“Oh, Miss Featherstone—”

“Please, call me Dionne.”

“Very well, Dionne… you are certainly not paying for your crimes.”

Dionne raised her eyebrows. “Excuse me?”

“You are paying for one of your crimes. You are now thirty-one years of age. You have been working as a ‘confidence trickster’ since you were at least fifteen. I would imagine you have been involved in hundreds, if not thousands, of frauds in that time. You are only in prison, Dionne, for the one for which you were caught.”

“I’ve changed my mind. Call me Miss Featherstone, and what exactly is this? Am I on This Is Your Life or something?”

Dionne’s mind was racing, trying to figure the angles. Was she trying to mess up her parole? It didn’t help that this woman appeared to have one of the finest poker faces Dionne had ever come across. She’d spent a summer shacked up with a professor from Berkeley who specialised in body language. They’d taught each other a hell of a lot about many things and one of them was reading people. He had the science, she had the natural ability. She’d instinctively known what a micro-expression was long before he had explained the concept. Most people’s faces were a sea of emotions and tells; this woman’s was a desert. It was throwing Dionne as much as anything she said.

Sister Dorothy patted the large folder. “In a manner of speaking, this is your life. Certainly, it is probably the most comprehensive picture of it that anyone has ever assembled. I have spent several weeks on it. I have spoken to law enforcement in four states and at a federal level. I have also spoken to criminals, those you worked with and those, I suppose, who you would consider your contemporaries. I know more about you than I am guessing anyone does.”

“Well, your interest is really sweet but I’m kinda already seeing someone.”

“I know you use humour as a defence mechanism.”

“Look, I’m not that person any more.”

“I know you lie expertly too.”

“Ah, to hell with this.”

Dionne stood, an angry snarl forming on her lips, ready to slap the receiver back into its cradle. Dorothy looked up at her with the same placid expression, again showing no emotion that could be read. “And I know you will not put that phone down because this,” Dorothy tapped her fingers on the folder, “is about your life up until now. I am here about your life after this point.”

A long moment of silence stretched out between them. In her peripheral vision Dionne noticed the guard, Hardy, take a step towards her. She sat back down and waved him away. Then she turned back to look at Dorothy on the other side of the glass.

“OK, but let’s not dwell on ancient history, shall we?”

Dorothy nodded. “Very well, how about more recent history? In the last three months you have written to every order of nuns in North America explaining to them that you have felt a calling to Christ. That you wanted to explore your vocation with a view to joining the Sisterhood.”

“And every last one turned me down flat.”

Dorothy gave a shrug. “In their defence, some of them at least looked into you before doing so. Your history scared them off. They thought that you were using them in some form of confidence trick.”

“Con, it’s just called a con in this country. And I wasn’t.”

“I actually believe you.”

Dionne gave Sister Dorothy a sceptical look. “Really?”

“Well, I am at least open to the possibility that you are not lying. That it is not a ‘con’, as you call it. In fact, I have a theory.”

“Is that so?”

“Yes. If you will permit me…”

Dionne nodded. It didn’t seem she had much to lose, and she was curious.

Dorothy cleared her throat. “You were born in Las Vegas to a showgirl mother and a magician father. She, your mother, didn’t really take to the role and abandoned you both when you were just a year old.”

“Oh God, if this is some psychobabble bull—”

Dorothy calmly held her hand up to stop Dionne.

“To get to the future we need to travel the road of the past.”

Dionne puffed out her cheeks then nodded begrudgingly.

“Your father, as far as I can tell, did his best to raise you. When the work dried up he dealt blackjack. He also drank too much, got in a little trouble which seems to have led him into a lot more trouble. From what I can gather, your first ‘con’ was in order to get him out of a particularly bad fix.”

He’d been in fifty large to Gerry Rancone and Rancone had been looking for someone to make an example of. While pleading his case, Pops had spilled coffee on Gerry’s Persian rug. He’d really loved that rug. Pops’s luck had always stunk. Dionne had gone to work with some friends of her Aunt Bessie that Aunt Bessie wasn’t too proud about having.

“Your path into crime being for good reasons stands somewhat in your favour.”

“Gee, thanks.”

“Not much that follows does, however. I only have pieces of course. There are many reports of ‘cons’, as you call them, involving a tall, attractive, blonde lady in Nevada and further afield. There are no shortage of ladies who match that description around here though.”

“Oh yeah honey, shake a tree and get half a dozen.”

Dorothy kept talking as if Dionne wasn’t even there. “Of course, as it was explained to me, in many of your cons the victims would not come forward or perhaps did not even know they had been conned. Still, when you were arrested the authorities went looking. They seem a mixture of frustrated and impressed that despite what they suspect, they were not able to prove any other charges.”

Dionne smiled. “Not that I know anything about what you’re talking about as I was convicted in a case of mistaken identity, but I do remember my daddy once said to me ‘you can’t cheat an honest man’.”

“Ah,” said Dorothy, wagging a finger in the air, “but here is where we come to my theory. Firstly, your arrest. I spoke to Detective Winershaw from the Fort Worth Police Department. You and your associates had successfully defrauded the Lone Star Bank of one hundred and twenty-seven thousand dollars. You were free and clear. Then you just walked into the bank. You were seen by the branch manager you had dealt with calmly standing in line. To quote Detective Winershaw: ‘it was like watching an Olympic gymnast complete a perfect routine then trip over her own feet leaving the mat’. It made no sense.”

Dionne said nothing, focusing on maintaining a blank expression as Sister Dorothy looked searchingly into her eyes.

“I think you wanted to get caught. You did it in such a way that your associates were free and clear but, even if you didn’t know you were doing it, that is what it was. On some level, you wanted to be stopped. You wanted to be punished.”

“Well,” said Dionne, “you’re quite the spooky mindreader. Spank me, I’ve been a bad girl. Are we done here?”

Dionne wanted to move, to stand up and leave, but something wouldn’t let her. The nun merely paused briefly and then continued as if Dionne had not spoken.

“Do you know what I think?” She patted the file again. “Somewhere in here, amidst this pile of unprovable theories of your involvement in all of these schemes or perhaps in one of the schemes that nobody in law enforcement has any idea about, you finally found a victim to your victimless crime.”

Dionne ran her tongue across her dry lips.

“You had been blanking it out all these years. Companies are insured, you can’t cheat an honest man… I am certain you had many excuses in your head. Then something happened. Something you couldn’t brush off. Your conscience, so long dormant, woke up and you couldn’t make it stop. Tell me, do you see their faces when you try and sleep?”

“What would you know about it?”

“Considerably more than you would think. I wouldn’t be sitting where I am right now if I hadn’t been where you are.”

“Done a lot of hard time have you, Sister?”

The only answer Dorothy gave was another dose of that implacable stare. Dionne looked down at the scarred Formica table top, a collage of cigarette burns, coffee stains and scuff marks.

When Dorothy spoke again it was in a quieter, more conciliatory voice. “The orders were right when they rejected you… up to a point. They thought you were engaged in some kind of trick and you are. Trying to join an order, that wasn’t it though, was it? No. You being in here, that is the trick and it is one you played on yourself. You weren’t caught in any real sense. No, you tried to put yourself somewhere were you couldn’t do any more harm. You thought that would make it stop but it didn’t. Now you’re facing getting out next week and you’re terrified. Terrified of the person you were and that you fear you’ll become again. You wrote to all those orders because you wanted to put yourself somewhere else where you could do no harm because you hate what you have done and who you have become.”

Dionne wiped a single hot tear from her right cheek. “Alright, it was a stupid idea, I get it. No order of nuns is going to want me. I’m a liar, a cheat, a con artist. I get it.”

“One order might.”

Dionne looked up, despite herself, a little hope lighting her heart.

“But we are not your ordinary order. We take on work others won’t do and we have, at times, had to step outside the conventional methods to achieve results.”

“What does that mean?”

“What that means, Dionne Featherstone, is that I am offering you a unique opportunity. I want you to be a liar, a cheat, a con artist. I want you to use all you have learned on a grander scale than you have ever dreamed of.”

“But—”

“I want you to be who you are, while at the same time being a much better person than you’ve ever been, because this time you will be on the side of the angels.”


GENERALLY UNHAPPY



A BARN IN CAUCA WITH A VERY ANGRY GENERAL

General Rivera was at the far end of the barn screaming invectives into a radio and threatening to shoot everybody. So far, this vigorous piece of man management had not resulted in the trucks that he thought contained his workforce being any less empty.

“What was all that nonsense about card tricks?” whispered Bernadette.

“It was a little piece of showmanship,” said Dionne. “You’ve got to sell the sizzle as well as the steak.”

“It just seemed like you were antagonising him unnecessarily.”

“Me? I was antagonising him? Really? Need I remind you Sister that you were the one that told him to… what was it? Oh yeah, blow it out his ass.”

“That’s entirely different. And besides, it was arse not ass.”

“What difference does that make?”

“A very big one.”

Bernadette had that haughty expression on her face that Dionne had known would be there. If she was ever proven wrong in an argument Bernadette’s go-to play was acting like the whole argument was beneath her. It was one of the many, many ways that she was a massive pain in the ass/arse.

A thought struck Dionne. “By the way, is that thing you said about it not saying anywhere in the Bible that swearing isn’t allowed true?”

“It is, at least as far as anyone in this room knows. You should read it sometime, Sister.”

“Oh for God’s sake…”

“Taking the Lord’s name in vain, on the other hand—”

Dionne blew out an exasperated huff of air. “Really? You’re going to keep banging that ‘you’re not a real nun’ drum, even when we’re minutes from death?”

“Ah ha,” said Bernadette, turning triumphantly, “so you admit it! We’re going to die and it is all your fault!”

“I will admit things have not exactly gone to plan.”

Dionne looked down. Truth be told, she was not a big fan of heights. Her feet were only about four feet off the floor on the tall bar stool, but it was a very significant height when a rope was around your neck with maybe six inches of slack. “Do you know what I don’t understand? If you hate working with me so much, how come you’ve never asked Dorothy to transfer you somewhere else?”

“What? And leave you alone to go off and get poor Sister Assumpta killed?”

“Assumpta can look after herself just fine.”

They both turned to look at Assumpta. The sweat patches under her arms had now extended down her black dress to near waist level, and she was leaning on the step ladder at a precarious angle, still staring up at the beam the three ropes were tied around. Her face was red from the strain of standing in the one spot for too long in the heat.

“You OK, Sister?”

“Don’t keep looking up,” said Bernadette, “you’ll make yourself dizzy.”

Dionne and Bernadette shared a look. They may well have been the two people in the world that were most familiar with Sister Assumpta’s eccentricities, but that didn’t mean they didn’t find them unsettling on occasion.

They were interrupted by a radio being hurled across the room and destroying several hundred dollars’ worth of rather good brandy.

“OK,” said Rivera, striding towards them, a slightly unhinged laugh in his voice. “Most amusing, Sisters. Well done. This, what did you call it, Three-card Monte. Most amusing. We think they are somewhere but they are somewhere else. My people are not on the trucks. What a clever trick. So, where are they?”

“Well…” said Dionne.

“No. No,” said Rivera, pulling his hand gun from his holster. “No more silly games, no more Three-card Monte. A straight answer or…” he turned to point the gun at Assumpta, “…or the fat one dies. Clearly, you two do not like each other but I bet everyone likes the fat one.”

Dionne glanced at Assumpta, whose gaze remained fixed on the beam.

“She’s not fat,” said Bernadette.

“It’s a glandular problem,” said Dionne.

Rivera took a step towards her. “She is about to have a lead problem, closely followed by a gravity problem.”

“OK, OK,” said Dionne, glancing at her watch, “relax. The villagers never left the mountain. They’re over in the caves.”

“The caves? The caves that are a few hundred yards away from where we now stand? I don’t believe you.”

“You haven’t looked there, have you?” said Dionne. “Of course you haven’t. Your little spy saw them getting on the trucks, didn’t he?”

“Paulo.”

The younger of the guards saluted and then hurried out the door.

“If you are lying,” said Rivera, “then you are all dead.”

“And if we aren’t?” said Dionne.

He shrugged. “There are easy and hard ways to die. What I don’t understand is, if they are just hiding in the cave, then what was the point of all this?”

“Well,” said Dionne, “do you like puzzles?”


DO YOU LIKE PUZZLES?



THE SISTERS OF SAINT KATHERINE, BARCELONA – THREE YEARS EARLIER

Do You Like Puzzles? Assumpta regarded the cover of the magazine sceptically. In her opinion, titles should not be questions. The picture below the title was of a puppy. She was unsure whether the question was being asked to or by the dog. Assumpta liked puppies. Assumpta liked puzzles. Assumpta did not like the two of them being thrown together in such an illogical way.

As a child, when she had told her parents back in Florence that she liked puzzles, they had insisted on buying her books in which the objective was to find a man who went by the name Waldo or Wally. She assumed that the multiple names were to protect his identity; a concept she understood only too well. These books made her cry. Assumpta did not like large crowds of people and she assumed Wally/Waldo to be a kindred spirit. She imagined how terribly stressful being lost in these vast throngs was for him. Her brother Leo had been the only one who had understood her point of view. Ten years older than her, he had got her to sleep by telling her a story about Waldo moving to the country and living alone save for three chickens. Assumpta liked chickens.

When it came to people, it wasn’t so much that Assumpta disliked them, so much as she knew that they found her confusing and that seemed to upset them. They would then try and make sense of her, and she found that unpleasant not least because, although she was too polite to mention it, they were far more confusing than she was. She liked numbers. She liked patterns. She liked measurable and definable things. People, on the other hand, hurt those they said they loved, found offence in the innocuous and when they got what they wanted, never seemed that happy. Actually, they seemed very happy initially and then inevitably that happiness degraded. If happiness was H and the object of their desires – be it a person, an achievement or an actual object – was D, then:

H = D/T

with T of course being time. Everything degraded.

Then they would need another thing, call it D2 and it would be:

H = D1/T + D2/T

and so on, with T eventually reducing all to zero. The more they got, the more they wanted in order to maintain the value of H.

As far as Assumpta was concerned, happiness equals P – that being peace. That being zero, the absence of all else, should be easily achieved – at least in theory. If her life proved anything, it was that finding a way to just be left alone with numbers and perhaps a couple of chickens, was an almost impossible objective.

“How could this happen?” That was the voice of Reverend Mother Margareta coming from behind the large oak door to Assumpta’s right. It was the door to Principal Cisneor’s office.

“What do you mean how could this happen?” And that was the voice of Principal Cisneor. Both he and the Mother Superior had spent quite a lot of time trying to make sense of Assumpta. They were talking in Spanish but Assumpta understood them. Spanish was one of fourteen languages Assumpta could speak, not that she ever really spoke them. Almost nobody knew about this skill. In fact, most people spoke to Assumpta like she could barely comprehend one language.

“You told me to find a use for her in the school. What was I supposed to do? Make her a teacher? She doesn’t speak!”

Assumpta looked up to see Principal Cisneor’s secretary, Mrs Bagello, trying not to look at her while making a poor attempt at looking busy. She was exhibiting the signs of giddy excitement. Assumpta did not know why. Perhaps she was ill.

“But the school accounts? That’s a lot of responsibility.”

“You said she liked numbers!”

The principal was speaking faster than usual and at a higher pitch. The Mother Superior, on the other hand, was lowering her voice at the end of sentences. Assumpta noted this as she flipped through the pages of the puzzle book, spending about fifteen seconds looking at each page. That was how long it took to solve the puzzles in her mind.

“I didn’t say give her access to bank accounts! How much did she take out?”

“All of it.”

Assumpta heard a soft swish of material. She had been surrounded by nuns long enough to know that was the sound of someone blessing themselves with a vengeance. Assumpta had become a nun because her family had initially not known what to do with her and then were forced into making a swift decision by circumstance. She had gone willingly, although she had been disappointed to find out she had not joined one of those silent orders.

“How much,” said the Mother Superior, a peculiar tremble in her voice, “is all of it?”

“Sixteen thousand pesos.”

“Sweet mother Mary!”

A change in the light caused Assumpta to look up. There was a nun standing over her but not one she had ever met. She was black for a start. Assumpta had never met a black person before.

“Hello Assumpta, my name is Sister Dorothy. Do you mind if I sit down?” she asked in English.

Assumpta shrugged and the nun grabbed the chair beside her and moved it so they were sitting opposite each other.

The secretary coughed one of those coughs that people do when they don’t really need to cough and then followed it up with, “Excuse me, I am Principal Cisneor’s secretary, can I help you with something?”

Sister Dorothy said, “I am sorry, I cannot understand your question as I do not speak Spanish. No assistance is required, thank you.” She said this in perfect Spanish before lowering her voice and switching back to English. “Sometimes it is just easier to pretend. I know I don’t have to explain that to you.”

“How did she even know how to go into a bookmaker’s?”

“One of the porters showed her apparently, I don’t know. All I know is she put all of it on what they call an accumulator bet on three different horses in three different races.”

Sister Dorothy looked at the door. “They think they are in there deciding on your future, don’t they?”

Assumpta shrugged.

“I think we can decide your future out here. Do you remember the tests you did a couple of years ago?”

Assumpta knew which ones she meant. She hadn’t been supposed to do them as they were only meant for the older male students. Her taking them had caused all kinds of trouble. There had been a lot of people trying to make sense of her after that.

“Well, I saw the results. I think you have special skills…”

“She lost it all?”

“Worse than that…”

“Skills that are wasted here.”

“… She won.”

“She won?!”

“And it seems I have got here just in time.”

“Two hundred and seventy thousand pesos. The bookmaker is livid, he is accusing the church of cursing him.”

Dorothy looked at the door again before continuing. “How would you like to join my order?”

“Oh my God. If the press were to find out.”

“He is refusing to pay. I think maybe, maybe we make a deal…”

“The work will be dangerous, but I promise you will be allowed to be your true self…”

“We could agree to take only some of the money.”

“Yes. I mean, we did win.”

“But not all of it, in exchange for him keeping quiet.”

“You just need to do the things you are good at, and I promise we will not try and change you…”

“The, ahem, the Order will of course be entitled to a…”

“A small part, yes.”

Assumpta looked at the ceiling for a moment and then nodded.

“I mean, she is our sister after all.”

“She could have ruined this school.”

Assumpta reached across and took Sister Dorothy’s hand. Without another word both women stood up.

“Excuse me, where are you going?” asked the secretary, sounding flustered.

“I can still not understand your question, may God bless you.”

They walked out of the waiting room and down the hallway, Sister Assumpta clutching Sister Dorothy’s hand all the way.

“How did she do it?”

“I asked her. Was it a message from God? A miracle?”

“And what did she say?”

“She said it was just numbers.”

“Numbers?”

“Numbers.”


HANG TIME



A BARN IN CAUCA WITH A LESS ANGRY GENERAL

General Rivera was beginning to calm down. The younger guard had called in on the radio to say that he had found the people, all eighty-nine of them, huddled together in the caves exactly where Dionne had told him they would be.

Rivera tapped the radio handset’s aerial to his chin contemplatively as he looked up at the three nuns.

“Do I like puzzles?” he repeated. “I guess I must do because you are still alive. I am fascinated to find out what you thought any of this could achieve.”

Dionne smiled at him. “Well, to explain that, I have to give you the puzzle: so, you have four plastic containers; one six gallons in size; one three gallons; and the final two are both two gallons. The six gallon one is full of water, the others are empty. You also have four half inch pipes. How would you connect them all together so that in,” she looked over at Assumpta, “sixty-three?” Assumpta didn’t look at her. “Assumpta?” she repeated.

Assumpta lowered her head from her vigil of staring at the beam.

“Sixty-three minutes?”

Assumpta nodded once and returned to what she was doing.

Dionne turned back to the general. “Sorry, yes, you have to connect the containers and the pipes in such a way that the water comes out of the last pipe and falls into a waiting cup in sixty-three minutes’ time.”

The general shook his head, “I have no idea, nor do I care… and that is what proves I am intelligent. For this task I would hire a plumber.”

Rivera laughed and turned to the moustachioed guard, who smiled the smile of underlings everywhere when a superior has made a bad joke.

“The puzzle I want an answer to is why my guards caught three nuns trying to break into my facility this afternoon? And why they convinced my people to go and cower in a cave? Were you expecting to be able to overpower my men?” Rivera turned to the guard behind him again. “Hey Ramón, do you think these three unarmed women could take you?”

Ramón smiled nervously under his thick moustache and shook his head.

Rivera turned back to Dionne. “He thinks he could handle you. Even if he couldn’t, Paulo would have. Even if you’d managed to take out both of them, the rest of my men would be back from chasing the trucks pretty soon. So, I’m afraid, I still don’t get it.”

Dionne turned to Bernadette. “Would you like to field this bit, Sister?”

“Thank you, Sister.” Bernadette cleared her throat. “For the record, we were not breaking into your facility.”

“No?” said Rivera.

“No,” confirmed Bernadette. “Although, let’s call it what it is… your cocaine processing plant where you make children and women work sixteen-hour days, processing and packaging your filth.”

“They could work out in the fields with the men under the blazing sun, but my mother raised a gentleman.”

Bernadette rolled out one of her best facial expressions of absolute disgust; Dionne considered herself to be a connoisseur of her extensive collection.

“Anyway,” continued Bernadette, “we weren’t breaking in because we already had. We had broken in, and then broken out again.”

“Is that right?” said Rivera, with a smirk.

“Yes. Then we realised that your two men, Ramón here and…”

“Paulo,” interjected Dionne.

“Paulo,” continued Bernadette, “were not out on patrol as we expected but inside the facility.”

“Yes,” said Rivera. “I am a general. I did not leave the source of my power unguarded.”

“Well,” said Bernadette, “we consider all life to be sacred. Even men who worked for an evil tyrant such as yourself.”

Rivera pulled a wounded facial expression and clenched his hands to his chest mockingly.

“And,” said Bernadette, “our ‘plan’ had not accounted for their presence.” She looked pointedly at Dionne.

“No,” agreed Dionne, “my bad. We had to improvise a way of getting them out of there and, as you already said, us overpowering them was risky. So I came up with the idea of us getting captured. We thought—”

“You thought.”

“I thought,” said Dionne with a roll of her eyes, “that they’d bring us to that cell you have over behind your house on the far side of the compound, but instead they brought us here. To your stables, which is right beside your facility.”

“Yes,” said Rivera, “my orders. I do all my ‘interviews’ here.” He walked over and patted the mane of the large grey horse. “I find being surrounded by my beauties most relaxing.” He rubbed his cheek against the horse’s neck. “Isn’t that right, Pegasus?”

He turned back to Dionne. “You thought with my facility unguarded that my people would rise up and destroy it, instead of cowering in the cave like frightened children?”

“Many of them are frightened children,” snapped Dionne, for the first time letting emotion slip through her calm demeanour.

“We got caught,” said Bernadette, “deliberately… to save the lives of your men, because on the day of judgement, I don’t want to stand before God and say that I didn’t do everything I could to prevent the needless loss of life. In the same way, I wouldn’t want to be you if I was standing there saying I had allowed innocent people to be slaughtered by a man who cares for nothing save money, power and his damn horses.”

“If you are trying to plead for your life,” said Rivera, “you are doing a particularly bad job of it.”

Dionne noticed how pale Ramón had now turned. It was him and not the general that Bernadette’s fearsome gaze had been fixed on as she spoke. If there was one thing Bernadette knew how to do, it was to put the fear of God into someone. Nobody did fire and brimstone quite like her.

The digital watch on Sister Assumpta’s wrist beeped loudly. She wriggled her bound hands around until she was able to turn it off.

Dionne looked across at her. “Have you figured the problem out?”

Assumpta spoke for the first time. “Maybe.”

“Ahhhhh!” said Rivera excitedly, “it speaks at last! And tell me tubby girl, what is the answer to your little problem with vessels and pipes and water?”

Assumpta shook her head. “That isn’t the problem.”

“No?” said Rivera.

“No,” confirmed Dionne. “I mean that was a problem, but she figured that out about sixty-four minutes ago. I explained it wrong the first time. You see, the containers… there isn’t water in them. No, they’re full of the ethanol that you use to process the coca into cocaine.”

The smile dropped from Rivera’s face.

“And the cup? Not a cup. It is a welding torch with its flame ignited.”

And now it was Rivera’s turn for his face to go a deathly shade of white. “Ramón, go and check.”

“I really wouldn’t do that,” Bernadette said in what passed for her softer voice, “not unless you want to be having that chat with Saint Peter a lot sooner than you’d expect.”

“Ramón! Do as I say this instant.”

Ramón nodded, as if agreeing, and then drew his pistol and pointed it at the general.

“Ramón!”

Ramón looked at his own shaking hand, as if he were as surprised by its actions as anyone, although no-one could have been as outraged as Rivera.

“This is mutiny! You will swing for this.”

His eyes blinking through the sweat teaming down his face, Ramón looked back at his now ex-employer. “I don’t want to burn in hell, I don’t want to burn in hell, I don’t want to burn in hell.”

Just then there was a massive explosion outside and all hell broke loose.

The sheer force of the first explosion blasted the barn’s loft doors open. The ground shook and debris slammed against the walls, splintering the wood in places. It felt like a giant was trying to rip the building from the earth.

Dionne managed to maintain her balance on the wobbling stool beneath her while shoving her fingers in between the noose and her neck to provide some semblance of protection if she slipped.

Once she had steadied herself she looked to her right. The stool lay on the ground and above it Sister Bernadette’s feet dangled helplessly. As her body turned in the air Bernadette’s hands scrabbled desperately at the rope gradually cutting off her air supply. Their eyes locked briefly and Dionne saw something there she had never seen before – fear.

Assumpta had to act fast. She had calculated out fourteen different scenarios over the last forty minutes but the current predicament didn’t exactly match any of them. She stood on the topmost step of the ladder as it wobbled under her. She tried to shut out the world.

Tried to shut out Sister Bernadette struggling like a hooked fish. Assumpta calculated her to have three minutes at most, assuming she fought. That was a safe bet. Bernadette would always fight.

She tried to shut out the general and Ramón rolling around on the floor. Typical men – the building was on fire and they were engaging in physical combat.

And finally, Assumpta tried to shut out the flames that had already started amidst the dry straw of the loft. They would spread fast. Eventually, they would eat through the beams and collapse the building in on itself. Even if they did, there was at best a three per cent chance of that happening in time to save Bernadette’s life. That assumed the smoke and flames hadn’t got them first.

Another secondary explosion followed the initial blast as the greedy fire in the processing plant found something else to consume. It hadn’t reached its main course yet – the vats of ethanol at the back of the building. That would be quite the feast for the flames.

Assumpta used the two feet of slack in her rope to tug her knot along the beam as close to Dionne as possible. Dionne watched her intently.

“Catch me!”

Assumpta grasped the rope above her head with both hands and swung. She was relieved the assumption that her arms were strong enough to support her weight while gripping the rope was correct. If it hadn’t been, the fall would have snapped her neck and at least granted her the grace of being the first to go.

The horses behind her neighed and kicked at their stalls as the smoke reached them and primal instincts screamed for survival.

Dionne, always stronger than she looked, managed to grab Assumpta without falling off her stool. The ladder crashed to the ground behind her. Dionne held her for a moment, like two old friends awkwardly embracing. Without meaning to, Assumpta caught sight of Bernadette twisting back and forth on the end of her rope, her eyes starting to bulge now. Her face was bright red from the exertion.

“Up!” shouted Assumpta amongst the cacophony of flame and frightened animal. Dionne looked confused as Assumpta swapped her grip from her rope to Dionne’s. It would have been far easier for Assumpta to boost Dionne up rather than vice versa but that wouldn’t work for what she had planned.

Assumpta started messily climbing up Dionne’s body. Her hands heaving on the rope for dear life as her legs gracelessly clambered around her friend. Dionne grabbed a foot and tried to boost her up as much as she could. Assumpta felt a sickening crunch as her knee accidentally made contact with Dionne’s nose. No time. Dionne managed to maintain balance. Assumpta kept heaving at the rope, straining to pull herself up. Her arms were screaming now. Dionne’s hands were on her ass, shoving as hard as she could. Assumpta pulled herself further upwards. Her hands were a couple of feet from the beam now. Her feet found Dionne’s shoulders. Nearly there – with one last push off Assumpta managed to get her right arm around the beam.

She felt the rope beneath her going taut, the last push having cost Dionne her balance. She blocked it all out. Her whole world was the beam now. She tried to throw her right leg over it – but failed. Her grip starting to slip, the sweat making it hard to hold on. The pain in her arms begging her to let go.

Assumpta clenched her eyes shut and with a roar managed to swing her leg up enough for her foot to hook itself above the beam. She heaved herself up.

The smoke was getting thicker now, burning her eyes. The panicked neighing of the horses growing louder and more frenzied beneath her. She pushed herself along on her ass until she reached the wooden column, then she used it for support as she hauled herself to a standing position.

She took a deep breath and shifted the rope that still clung to her neck so that it wouldn’t get in her way.

A memory came back to her, unbidden, of one of her rare happy days in school. She had slipped out of class and found the school gymnasium unlocked. Alone, with no-one to laugh, she had mounted the gymnastics beam. Walking back and forth, growing in confidence with every step, she had discovered her grace. She had finished by executing a cartwheel. It didn’t matter that they would never know; she would know.

This was the same, only different.

She held her hands above her head and sprinted four steps down the four-inch-wide beam and jumped, executing a half turn in the air as she did so. She landed hard on her backside, just to the right of the end of the rope now taut around Dionne’s neck.

Numbers.

A jolt of pain shot up her spine.

A cracking noise issued from the beam beneath her. She balanced there for a precarious moment and then started falling backwards, just as the beam broke in half.

Assumpta thumped hard into the ground, the sound of her collarbone breaking echoing around her head as a screaming pain shot through her.

Mercifully, she had landed to the right of Dionne who coughed and spluttered, hunched over on the ground. In her peripheral vision, Assumpta was aware of Bernadette lying motionless on the ground beside them.

Dionne scrabbled across the dirt floor to where Bernadette lay. She seemed so small now; unmoving, limbs akimbo – like a doll that a child had cast aside. Not knowing what else to do, Dionne started slapping her repeatedly across the face.

“Bernadette, wake up! Wake up!”

Nothing.

A shadow passed over her. Dionne looked up to see Assumpta clutching her arm to her side, looking down in concern. Dionne didn’t know what to do. The only one of them who had proper first aid training was Bernadette.

“Should I give her mouth-to-mouth?”

Assumpta gave a pained half-shrug in response.

Dionne parted Bernadette’s tightly clasped lips and bent towards her.

Bernadette’s eyes flickered opened and her voice came out as a whispered croak. “Get off me, Tommy Riordan, or I’ll tell your da.”

“What?”

Bernadette blinked a couple of times. “Help me up. I don’t know if you two have noticed but the building is on fire.”

Dionne dragged Bernadette back to her feet. The flames had now found the straw on the lower floor, the horses kicked furiously against their stalls and screamed. Dionne hadn’t known that horses could scream, it was a sound she didn’t ever wish to hear again.

They turned towards the stable’s door. Ramón, the guard, lay groaning in a heap on the floor to one side of it. In front of it stood General Rivera, a demented look in his eyes and Ramón’s gun in his hand. His wide smile showed blood-stained teeth.

“Ah Sisters, you saved yourselves only to die anyway. This is really not your day.”

Much has been made of the futility of closing a stable’s doors after the horses have bolted. However, not nearly enough has been made of the dangers of opening said doors before the horses have bolted, particularly if the stable is on fire at the time.

General Rivera was framed in the shaft of light that spilled in behind him as Paulo returned, concerned primarily for his Uncle Ramón, whom he had pressurised into getting him this job that he now thoroughly hated.

Horses are not the brightest of creatures but even they can recognise the chance for life when they see it. The three sisters clung to each other as the six demented creatures rushed by them.

Paulo dived out of the way just in time, being blessed with the fast reactions of youth. Then he picked himself up and rushed in to try and find his uncle. He hadn’t immediately realised that the trampled object lying in front of the door was the general. Six horses is a small stampede as stampedes go, but they can still do an awful lot of damage to anything foolish enough to stand in their way. Paulo threw up on what little remained of his former employer’s head, then three remarkably forgiving nuns led him and his uncle outside where the air was filled with the sweet stench of burning coca.


THE SECOND MOST STUBBORN CREATURE



SIX DAYS LATER

Dionne looked into the eyes of pure hatred. “I don’t think this ox likes me very much.”

Bernadette was walking behind her, placing her bag up on the cart. “Very intelligent animals, oxen.”

Maria, the young woman in her twenties who it seemed was now the leader of the village, smiled and patted the ox. “Tito doesn’t like anybody, but he is very dependable for pulling the cart. He’ll get you where you want to go.”

“Not with her driving,” came a croaky whisper from the back of the cart.

Dionne rolled her eyes. Bernadette was almost back to her old self, in all its glory. “Aren’t you supposed to be resting your throat?”

Bernadette did so by muttering something under her breath. The doctor that had arrived yesterday had fixed Dionne’s nose, bandaged Assumpta’s broken collarbone and placed her arm in a sling, then, after a thorough inspection of a thoroughly uncooperative patient, had determined that given plenty of rest, Bernadette’s voice would soon be making scathing remarks at its normal volume. He had trekked up the mountain on a donkey for two days once word had got through that the village was no longer under the general’s control and in need of help. Dionne suspected that the nice young man had probably hoped for a warmer welcome for his troubles than an Irish nun informing him that he required a haircut. She had also caught the nervous glances between the doctor and Maria, and was fairly sure that it’d take a lot more than a heavy dose of Bernadette to dissuade him from becoming a regular visitor to the village. Nobody had put Maria in charge in any official capacity, she had just been the person people had looked at when decisions had needed to be made. Dionne knew how that was all too well.

The ox was one of the village’s prized possessions but they had insisted on lending it to the sisters to get them down the mountainside. The fuel for the trucks had gone up in the fire, so what little they had was being used for a supply run. The cart was small but it was just big enough to fit the three of them. Maria had insisted, assuring the sisters that when they reached the train station at Malapache, all they had to do was ask for Pablo’s cousin and he would return the cart to the village. Apparently, it didn’t matter which of Pablo’s cousins it was, he came from a long line of famously honest men. Dionne hadn’t argued. Assumpta was in no fit state to walk and Bernadette was still recovering from her ordeal. Her recovery had not been aided when on the first night of the village’s freedom, she had stood in the wrong spot and been downwind as the coca crops had burned. Despite her condition, it had taken her a day to fall asleep and the local women had giggled as the alarmingly energised nun had suddenly decided to bathe all of the children in the village.

When the general’s men had returned, the scuffles had been brief and thankfully bloodless. The guard Ramón and his nephew had changed sides seamlessly, helped by them coming bearing the gifts of the remaining weapons from the general’s armoury. Maria had greeted the trucks containing the returning guards with a simple proposition – join us or leave. Some stayed, some ran, lighter of load for having been relieved of their weapons. The general’s right-hand man was a short fat man that Dionne had known only by his reputation for brutality. He had been stripped naked and chased out of the village by an elderly woman with a stick and a vicious aim.

The ox would be needed back in the village soon to plough the fields. Coffee and bananas. That was what all of this area had been before and that was what it would be again. The villagers had sworn to the sisters that it would never go back to coca and given that they now believed the three women to be angels of the Lord sent down to administer his righteous vengeance, Dionne didn’t doubt their sincerity. She believed they would make it too. They had the confidence brought from liberation, and they had Maria. One determined woman could be worth ten men with guns if the world would just let her get on with it.

Dionne climbed up into the front seat of the creaking cart.

“Oh for God’s sake.”

She turned to look behind at her three passengers. Assumpta took up most of the back of the cart, with Bernadette having to squeeze herself in between the bags.

Dionne sighed. “What’s wrong now?”

“We’re not seriously taking that with us?”

She was pointing at the third passenger who Assumpta held gingerly in her hands. The villagers had little in terms of material wealth, but all of it had been offered to the sisters in thanks, and all of it had been rejected. All of it but one thing. Assumpta looked down at the chicken in her arms, pointedly ignoring Bernadette’s complaint. One of the children had asked and been told that she had named it ‘Chicken’.

“We’ve been over this Bernadette, the chicken is a gift and if Assumpta wants it, she can keep it. Don’t forget, she saved your life six days ago.”

Bernadette folded her arms grumpily. “I’d have been fine. Big fuss over nothing.”

Dionne shook her head and picked up the reins attached to the ox. “OK, time to go.” She looked around. The whole village had lined the square to form an impromptu guard of honour for their departure. She realised that every pair of eyes was looking at her expectantly. Dionne cleared her throat and raised her voice. “Thank you for your hospitality, The Sisters of The Saint wish you well. May God bless you and keep you safe for the future.”

They all cheered. Dionne nodded and smiled awkwardly, then she jerked the reins. “Yah!”

Tito the ox, having no sense of how to make a dramatic exit, did not move.

Dionne jerked the reins again. “Yah! Ándale arriba!” She was painfully aware that she was now quoting a cartoon mouse. Tito had either never seen Speedy Gonzales or else he was not a fan, as he remained steadfastly still.

“In the name of Jesus Christ our saviour, I command you to move!”

Dionne was shocked and not a little appalled at the words that had just come out of her own mouth. She’d just gone full evangelist at the ass of an ox. That ass made its feeling known on this state of affairs by passing wind loudly.

Nobody in the town square laughed, which showed the immense respect they had for the sisters. Instead they continued to wave, warm smiles affixed to their faces. Their arms must be getting tired by this point.

“This is going well.”

Dionne spoke through gritted teeth. “Shut up, Bernadette.”

She looked across at Maria, who smiled an embarrassed smile, before stepping quickly forward and slapping Tito on his immense behind.

He lurched into a march of such speed, Dionne barely maintained her balance. The crowd cheered again, as much in relief as anything.

Dionne waved and smiled as she went, glowing faces beaming back from every direction. The children ran behind them, waving all the while – passing around two bends in the road before some of the older children called them back. Dionne made no effort to direct the ox, guessing that their best chance was the hope that Tito felt like going in the approximate direction they were heading.

Soon, they found themselves alone on the road, with nothing to hear but the low-level buzz of nature carrying on regardless and Tito, clomping steadily onwards.

“Well that was embarrassing.”

“I can’t hear you, Sister Bernadette, did you say something?”

“I particularly liked the bit where you commanded a cow to move by the power of the Holy Spirit.”

“No, I can’t make anything out. Assumpta, is that your chicken clucking away that I hear?”

“Although arguably the part where you butchered some Spanish was the real low point.”

“Never mind, Assumpta. I think what I’m hearing is Tito’s stomach working its way through his dinner. There’s clearly a lot of hot air in there.”

Sister Assumpta cradled the chicken gently in her arms and closed her eyes, lulled into sleep by the sway of the cart’s steady progress, and the sound of two people not having a conversation.


HOW TO SEND A MESSAGE




INTRODUCTION



I’m assuming that by now this won’t come as an earth-shaking revelation to you, but I’m a bit of a geek. The reason my characters, in particular Brigit and Bunny, have a tendency to start discussing things they’ve seen in films or on TV is because that’s something I do. I’m a little bit obsessive about certain tropes that recur time and time again. The short story in the first part of the Deluxe collection, Dog Day Afternoon, was partly inspired by the wave of canine buddy cop films that swept the world in 1989. (Turner and Hooch is Tom Hank’s finest work and do not dare cross me on this!)

This short story is similarly inspired by the thing that annoys me the most in cinema, that being, a character popping up from the back seat of a car without the driver having any idea they were there. I realise this will sharply divide readers. There will be one group, let’s call them ‘the majority’ who have no idea what I’m talking about, and the other group, who probably can’t fill the back seat of the aforementioned car, have just leapt out of their chairs and screamed ‘YES!’

I’ll be honest, my obsession with this lazy piece of writing may have got out of control. I can now feel my long-suffering wife tensing up every time a character in a film approaches a car, for fear she’s about to lose another evening to her other half ranting about how that isn’t possible. It may involve him winding and rewinding the scene over and over again, before insisting we re-enact it with our own car in the driveway. What I’m saying is, my wife is a wonderful woman and I’m a very lucky man.

Don’t worry, this story isn’t entirely about that. It’s also my little homage to Pulp Fiction, as I present what I reckon the famous car scene would have looked like if Travolta and Samuel L Jackson had been born on the north side of Dublin. You’ll never look at a letterbox the same way again.


HOW TO SEND A MESSAGE



“I’m just saying—”

“Well don’t,” said Keith. “Alright? Just don’t.”

Scanner had been ‘just saying’ things since they were eight. Twenty years later, and he was still full of opinions. He always seemed honestly mystified when his thoughts went unappreciated, often to the point of physical violence. These days he spent a lot of time in the gym. He was now a fully-grown five feet six of bristling muscles and unrestrainable opinions. Keith reckoned Scanner was under the false impression that people picked on him because of his size. They didn’t. They picked on him because he was Scanner and Scanner was fucking annoying.

“All I’m saying,” continued Scanner as he turned the wheel and took them onto the Cabra Road, “is that us driving over there and posting a bullet through the guy’s letterbox, is a bit of a cliché.”

“It’s a message,” said Keith.

“It’s a clichéd message.”

“And what would you do?”

“Shit in his letterbox.”

Keith turned in his seat, truly appalled. “And what message exactly does that send?”

“It says, don’t mess with us, we’re the kind of people who are capable of anything.”

“Does it?” said Keith, “Or does it send the message that we’re full of shit?”

“You lack imagination, that’s your problem.”

“Imagination? Alright, say we do this, Mister Picasso. How would you even go about it?”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, do we sit there and wait until you feel ready to pop one out or do we do it beforehand and bring it with us?”

“I’m pretty confident I could knock one out as required.”

“Impressive,” said Keith.

“You could too if you started having proper fibre in your diet.”

“Ah, don’t start that again,” said Keith. “Alright then smartarse, pun intended, what happens if it’s one of those up-high letterboxes? Do I pick you up and use you like an icing gun?”

“Nobody has those letterboxes anymore.”

“My Auntie Margo does.”

“Well, your Auntie Margo is weird.”

“Says the man who wants to shit through her letterbox.”

“Didn’t her husband leave her to go off and live as a woman?”

“Yes he did. He’s been going through a difficult life change. We’re all trying to be supportive.”

“He’s a freak.”

“And you’re a small-minded prick.”

Keith turned to stare out the window. He’d had more than enough of Scanner to last him a lifetime. The only reason they were still friends was habit. It was a hell of a lot easier to break up with a bird than it was to break up with a mate. The arsehole had been nice to him twenty years ago when Keith had moved to a new school, and he’s been living off it ever since.

They merged onto the Navan Road and Keith looked longingly at the Merc dealership. Even at this time of night, they always had the windows lit up, showing off the goods. He’d gone in there once but the saleswoman had been a bit dismissive when she’d smelled he’d not got the wedge. He dreamed about going back and slamming it down in cash, given her a wink and driving out. That’d show the judgy bitch.

“DNA,” said Keith, cutting Scanner off. “They could get your DNA off the turd.”

“Bollocks they can.”

Keith took out his iPhone and typed it in as he spoke. “DNA in faeces.”

“Faces?”

“Faeces, you idiot. It’s the medical word for shite.”

“Well la-dee-dah. What’s wrong with just saying shite?”

Keith scrolled down through the search results. “Cop yourself on. You can’t have doctors saying things like ‘I’m sorry Mr Williams, you’ve got bowel cancer, we can tell from your shite’.”

“I don’t think people would care. If Mr Williams was that concerned, he would have had more fibre in his diet in the first place.”

“You’re like a broken bleedin’ record with the … Yes! Jog on ye shit cannon, you can even buy a DNA testing kit specifically for faeces.”

“Feck off.”

“Yep. Your first day in prison would be fucking hil-ar-i-ous. What are you in for? Me? Shitting through a letterbox.”

A car in the oncoming lane honked as Scanner tried to look at Keith’s phone. “Eyes front. You need to take a right onto Nephin Road up here.”

“I know,” said Scanner, huffily.

“Yeah, you know everything.”

They turned, Keith flicking the required Vs at Cabra Garda station on the corner as they did so.

“Alright,” said Scanner, a man utterly incapable of accepting defeat. “You pay a homeless bloke to do it.”

“Right, and do we bring him with us or go for the ‘here’s one we prepared earlier’ approach?”

Scanner considered this. “Earlier. You could have him do it into one of them Tupperware containers, so it doesn’t stink the car out.” Scanner was very particular about his car.

“So, let me get this straight. We’re now paying homeless guys to shit in a lunchbox? This is sounding less like a message and more like a cry for help. Take a right up here.”

Scanner grumbled under his breath as he turned into the road.

“Alright, stop here,” said Keith, pulling on his gloves as he did so. “It’s number 26, that’d be that one four from the end I reckon. You come with me. Keep an eye on the surrounding windows and make sure nobody clocks us. When it’s all clear, give me the nod and I’ll nip in and deliver the bullet. Clear?”

“Could we not…”

Keith opened his door and was out in a flash. He was not in the mood for another one of Scanner’s suggestions.

Four minutes later, both car doors reopened and they sat in.

“Job done,” said Keith.

“I’m just saying …” said Scanner.

“D’ye know …” said a voice that was neither Keith or Scanner, hence the reason that Keith screamed and Scanner punched a crack into his own windscreen.

“Jesus!” said Keith.

“Fuck’s sake!” said Scanner.

“You alright there lads?” said the man sitting in the back seat eating a kebab. “You seem a tad jumpy?”

Keith and Scanner exchanged a look. The man, who definitely hadn’t been there before, seemed unnervingly calm. He was a large bloke in a black sheepskin coat, blessed with the kind of Cork accent that sounded like a cat in a slow moving blender.

“As I was saying,” he continued, “d’ye know what really bothers me? In loads of films, people pop up in the back seat of cars and ye think, how in the hell did you not notice somebody crouching down back there? It’s how Grace Jones knocks off Patrick Macnee in that Bond film where Duran Duran did the tune. Happens in the Godfather too. One of them Back to the Future films. I think it even happens in one of the Bourne things …”

“Who the fuck are you?” said Scanner.

“It’s him,” said Keith.

“Him who?”

“Who do you think?” said Keith, nodding back in the direction they’d just come from.

“DS Bunny McGarry,” said Bunny, in between messy mouthfuls of kebab. “Delighted to be making your acquaintance. The point I was making is, I didn’t think anyone was stupid enough to miss somebody sitting in the back seat of a car and yet here’s you two gobshites, proving me wrong.” Bunny casually tossed the remains of his kebab onto the floor.

“Ah, for Jaysus’s sake,” said Scanner, “you’re getting it all over me car.”

Bunny looked at Keith, who, even panicked as he was, couldn’t help but feel a little bit embarrassed.

“I don’t think the muscle hamster here has fully grasped the gravity of the situation, has he?” asked Bunny. “Let’s recap for the hard of thinking, shall we? You two just made a delivery to my abode. I’m going to guess … a bullet?” Bunny looked between the two men. “Bit of a cliché, isn’t it?”

“I told ye,” said Scanner.

Keith felt like slamming his head through the window. “You just confessed, you know-it-all prick.”

“Oh dear,” said Bunny. “Bit of tension in paradise, is there lads?”

Scanner made as if to speak.

“Don’t say a word,” said Keith.

“The bullet means they’ll have you on at least threat to kill under the Non-Fatal Offences Against the Person Act, 1997. That’s a maximum twelve months and seeing as yours truly is a card-carrying member of the Garda Síochána, you’ll get the full whack. That’s small time to hard men like you though, isn’t it?” He looked at them both in turn. Even in the dim glow from the streetlights, the guy had a very off-putting wonky left eye that made it hard for Keith to look directly back at him. “That’s not your big problem though.”

“Isn’t it?” said Keith.

“No,” said Bunny. “That’d be the gun.”

“What gun?” said Scanner, “We’ve not got a g…”

There was a loud thunk. Keith didn’t need to look to know that the object that’d landed in the rear footwell was a handgun.

“Oh dear, oh dear, oh dear,” said Bunny. “You boys are really in over your heads, aren’t you?”

“Are we?” said Scanner. “There’s another way of looking at it.”

“Is there?” said Bunny, a disconcerting hint of glee to his voice.

“Yeah. You’re the one in a car with two proper Gs that have now got a gun, ye fat old prick.”

“Very true,” said Bunny, pointing at Keith. “Your friend here looks like he can handle himself and I bet you’ll be invaluable if the situation requires anything heavy being picked up and put down again in the same place. I’m no athlete and as you pointed out, I’ve got twenty-five hard years on either of you. Plus, as you said, I’ve now given you a gun. Thing is… wait!” Bunny McGarry held his hand up and then walloped Keith’s headrest with it. “Tom Cruise in A Few Good Men, that’s another one.”

“What?” said Scanner.

“Where someone pops up from the back seat. Anyway what was I talking about? Oh yeah. See, you’re dead right, you have ‘a gun’ but I have what could be termed in this situation as ‘the gun’.”

In the darkness of the car, the click-click of an unseen safety being slipped off and a hammer being pulled back echoed, if only in Keith’s mind. It sounded like a coffin lid slamming shut. Bunny grinned widely at him.

“I’ll do you a deal, boys. Whichever one of you bleeds first, I’ll say he was the one holding the gun.”

“What?” said Scanner.

“I do so hate repeating myself,” said Bunny. He spoke slowly, pointing to add a visual aid. “I said – whichever one of the two of you, who gets the other to bleed first, doesn’t cop for carrying the gun.”

“And you think…” said Scanner, who didn’t get any further because Keith had just punched him full in the face.

Dessie Kearns was rudely awoken by the doorbell. Actually, he was rudely awoken by his wife’s elbow in his ribs, but that had been prompted by the doorbell.

“Fuck’s sake!”

“Doorbell,” she responded.

“You like it so much, why don’t you go and answer it?”

One of the many current sources of friction in their marriage was the cost of that bloody doorbell. Like the house wasn’t expensive enough, she’d made him spend four grand on the damn thing. She had seen it on some programme. It felt like every time she turned on the TV or opened a magazine, it cost him money. The stupid thing contained actual bells. Now every time they got a pizza delivered it sounded like Christ Church bleedin’ Cathedral.

He could feel her sitting up in the bed beside him, pulling her eye-mask off.

“Let me get this straight…”

He hated when she started a sentence that way, it never ended well.

“… It is three o’clock in the pissing morning, and you want to send your wife, the mother of your children, down to answer the door to God-knows-what?”

“Rapists don’t generally ring, love.”

She clapped twice to turn the lights on and then slapped him right on the earhole.

“Jesus!” he said, now fully awake and loving life. “Ye mental bitch.”

“Tell whichever of your drunken buddies wants you to go out whoring with him that you are unavailable.”

He rolled out of bed and grabbed his robe off the floor. As he left the room, he heard her clap again to turn the light off. Like she wasn’t going to be sitting there listening, loading up on ammunition for when he got back. Whoever this was, somebody had better be dead or somebody was going to be.

Through the ornate swirling glass beside the door, he could see the outline of two figures in the porch-light. Something wasn’t right.

“Who is it?”

“Sorry Dessie,” came back a shaky voice. “It’s Keith and Scanner.”

“What the…”

As he opened the door, the words died in his throat. Keith and Scanner were standing there bollock naked. Scanner was holding a tissue to his bleeding nose with one hand and cupping his nether region with the other. Keith had a swollen eye and both hands covering his modesty. They both sported various other cuts and bruises, and stood awkwardly hunched over like nature wasn’t calling so much as hollering.

Dessie looked down the drive and around at the neighbouring houses. Thankfully he couldn’t see anyone taking notice. They’d objected to their gnomes at the last resident’s association meeting. He glanced back up the stairs; please God don’t let her see. He couldn’t afford to move again.

He stepped out and pulled the door nearly shut behind him.

“What the fuck?” whispered Dessie.

“We were doing…” started Scanner.

“You – shut up. Keith?”

“We were doing that thing,” said Keith.

Dessie nodded.

“And it didn’t go well.”

“I can see that!” he hissed. “Where the hell are your clothes?”

“He took them.”

“And he beat you up?”

Keith averted his eyes and looked down at the rosebushes. “Not exactly.”

Scanner removed the hand from his modesty and pointed accusingly at Keith. “This fucker went and…”

Dessie pointed at Scanner without even looking at him. “Keith, what have I said about this dickhead talking?”

“Please, Dessie,” said Keith, “can we just come in?”

Dessie glanced back over his shoulder, truly horrified. “No you can not.”

“Please. He said as soon as he dropped us off, he was calling a patrol and reporting two naked perverts roaming the area.”

“Oh for…”

Dessie looked around again, trying to decide between what would be the lesser of two evils. Out of the corner of his eye, he couldn’t help but notice that Scanner’s hand had now moved around to his posterior area.

“What on earth do you think you’re doing?”

Scanner and Keith exchanged an awkward look. Keith looked between them both.

“Well?”

“He…” said Keith, and then stopped, his voice choking.

“What?”

“He…”

“Fuck’s sake,” said Scanner. “He made us shove bullets up our arses.”

“Jesus.”

“Yes,” said Keith, again unable to make eye contact with anything but the ground. “And he gave us something to tell you.”

“Which was?”

“This is how you send a message.”


LAST ORDERS




INTRODUCTION



All good things must come to an end …

Writing the final book of a series is hard because you want to do everything that has come before it justice. When I wrote this book Game of Thrones had not yet had its final season which is just as well, as the images of grown men with plastic swords threatening to hunt down writers because they found the finale disappointing has been burned into the subconscious of every author. Lost, The Sopranos, Roseanne – a lot of people get very annoyed about the endings of shows they’ve invested a lot of time in.

When we announced this book, some people got a bit upset too. Not ‘behead you with my plastic sword’ upset, but definitely upset. This was because, well – have a look at the cover of Last Orders. Go ahead, Google it. I’ll wait …

For those of you that don’t have internet access right now, the cover is a gravestone with a crow sitting on top of it. What is written on it is ‘Bunny McGarry R.I.P’. Some people went a little crazy about that. I honestly think judging by emails we received that some readers didn’t get past the prologue as they got too angry to continue. While that isn’t ideal, I’m not going to lie, realising as a writer that you have created a character that people feel that attached to is pretty cool. All I’ll say is, hang in there and enjoy the full thing before writing that angry email.

I think this book probably took the longest time to write of any of my books, and that was because it felt important to give both Paul and Brigit, and Bunny, the send offs they deserved. I spent a great deal of time wandering about, staring at walls and generally making a nuisance of myself. Here is the result. I hope you like it and thank you for coming on the journey.


“You will be haunted by three spirits.”

A Christmas Carol, Charles Dickens


PROLOGUE



January 2018

DI Jimmy Stewart (retired) stood by the side of the Finglas Road, his umbrella one amongst many. The crowd was two to three people deep on both sides, as far as the eye could see. The rain had been coming down steadily all morning. Small patches of snow lay about the place, fading to nothing, a memory of another world; one that had been covered in white and full of the joys of Christmas. Not that he had particularly enjoyed Christmas. Behind him, in Glasnevin Cemetery, a snowman leaned sadly, shrinking to nothing.

Stewart had been unable to get into the church. In hindsight, maybe they should have put a PA system outside, but nobody had known how big an event this would be. It wasn’t a state funeral or a celebrity, after all, it was just an ordinary man. No, that wasn’t right. He was a lot of things, but you probably couldn’t hang ordinary on him.

You wouldn’t have said he was popular, as such, though everyone certainly knew who he was. He lived in that space between legend, cautionary tale and bogeyman. A man out of time. A man in possession of his own moral code, one that put him out of step with the world around him. He had also been a world-class pain in the arse, which shouldn’t be forgotten. He hadn’t been a member of An Garda Síochána for a couple of years now, having retired not long after Stewart, so the top brass were spared from putting in an appearance. Stewart had rung Wilson, his former protégé from his time in the National Bureau of Criminal Investigation, to see if he wanted to come, but unusually there’d been no answer. Since Stewart’s retirement, he and Wilson had become good friends, though neither of them dared call it that. Wilson would come around for regular chats and Stewart would give him the benefit of his forty years of law enforcement experience. God, he missed the job. More than anything, although he would be loath to admit it, he missed the people. In that regard, today had been a trip down memory lane. As he’d walked along the road, he’d seen a lot of familiar faces. The rank and file had turned out in great numbers, because they remembered this man for exactly the reasons that the top brass wanted to forget him. Everybody had a story.

Not that it was mainly Gardaí. The numbers from the force were dwarfed by the ordinary people. There were other faces Stewart recognised amongst the crowd. The Dublin criminal fraternity had come to pay their respects too. Stewart had passed a couple of faces he was sure had spent several years up in Mountjoy Prison thanks to the man’s efforts. Still, they looked solemn. Not a hint of a smirk to be seen.

The parade came around the corner, for that is what it surely was. It wasn’t official, but somebody somewhere must have been watching, or one of those who were there in an unofficial capacity had made a call. Uniforms had hurriedly closed off the road. The parade was coming regardless and the sheer weight of numbers meant it wouldn’t be stopped. Like the man himself, an unstoppable force.

Behind the hearse, they came in red line after red line, some of them wearing the jerseys of Saint Jude’s hurling team, most of them older, just wearing whatever red they had. The current team, then the ones past. They seemed to be walking in rough age groups. Someone might have suggested it, or maybe it had just happened, those who had played together standing side by side as they followed him one last time.

As the hearse passed him, Stewart lowered his head. He wasn’t a religious man, but still – respect was respect, and this man had truly earned it. 

Alongside the coffin, which was draped in a jersey with a hurley lying across it, a massive wreath of flowers spelt out his name. 

Bunny.


CHAPTER ONE



12 December 2017

Detective Superintendent Susan Burns stepped out of the car and straight into a puddle. “Arse biscuits!”

“Everything alright, chief?”

“Yeah, fine,” she said, looking down at her sodden left shoe. “It’d just be nice if, every now and then, somebody dug up a body in a nice clean hole on Grafton Street, with mud-free paving stones and decent coffee in close proximity.”

“Yes, chief.”

“Speaking of my shoes, are you going to be alright with this?”

“Absolutely,” said Detective Donnacha Wilson, failing to hide his annoyance at the question. The first time they had met, Wilson had lost his breakfast at the sight of a dead body, destroying her brand new pair of Louboutins in the process and cementing himself in the minds of his Garda colleagues as “Chucker” Wilson for evermore. The year before that, he had similarly parted ways with his lunch over the remains of a man he had just shot. The fact that the dead guy was a highly trained assassin who had been milliseconds away from killing two innocent members of the public, and in all probability Wilson’s partner, was never remembered. The vomiting, however, much to Detective Wilson’s chagrin, had proven unforgettable. 

Burns started walking up the slope towards the building site, ignoring the squelching noise that greeted every other step. Wilson followed in her wake. Today had started badly and was only going to get worse. Her days of visiting gravesites should really be over, but what the Gardaí called “historic deaths” were a politically charged issue due to the amount of IRA victims who had been “disappeared” over the years, their bodies never recovered. As far as DSI Burns was concerned, this was either going to be the resolution of a missing person case – for which her team would receive no credit – or a murder that they would have virtually no chance of clearing. Half the time when long-dead bodies were recovered, it wasn’t possible to even identify the murderee, thus making any hope of nabbing the murderer a pipe dream. She was aware thinking in such terms would be considered heartless by many people, but those people didn’t have to sit in budget meetings with accountants who had calculated the cost per murder solved. 

It was still only 2pm on a crappy winter’s day, but what little light there had been was fading fast. The location for this new Environment Appreciation Centre had been picked for the magnificent vista of the Wicklow Mountains it offered. It would no doubt provide a delightful backdrop when the Minister for Tourism came to cut the ribbon in May, but nearing the end of a dreary December day that never got going, the effect was somewhat lost. The builders had only got as far as digging the foundations and they were about to be thrown way off schedule. They had already faced delays of a few weeks thanks to the time it took to get hippies out of trees. As the national newspaper coverage could attest, quite a lot of people thought the environment was best appreciated by not being dug up, chopped down or paved over. 

About half a dozen workmen sat around outside a Portakabin, supping tea and enjoying being paid for doing nothing. There was an unmistakable air of celebration. If this really kicked off, there could be overtime somewhere down the line. Fingers crossed the Minister for Tourism had a holiday booked. 

As Burns and Wilson walked past, a voice rose up to follow them. “Alright, sweetheart, give us a wave.” 

“You heard the man, Wilson.”

“Very funny, chief.” 

“That’s a fine ass. I’d throw it into that. Hard!”

DSI Burns executed an about turn in one fluid motion, complete with squelch. Her bad mood had just met someone utterly deserving of it.

As she walked towards the men, there was a mix of facial expressions ranging from embarrassment to the giddy excitement of schoolboys. She’d not seen who the comment had come from, but she didn’t need to. He was about six stone overweight and two turns over ugly, with a bulbous nose, ratty eyes and impressive collection of chins. He was the only one dumb enough to be looking at her defiantly, a sneer across his face – a face that only a mother could love, though Burns would have laid good money she hadn’t.

“What was that you said?”

“Just a bit a banter, darling.”

“I see. And was there something in the way I was walking by, going about my job, that made you think I’d be up for some of your top-notch sexually explicit banter?” 

The ratty eyes looked past her to Wilson. “Jesus, fella, is she always this much of a moody bitch?”

A couple of his co-workers laughed, though Burns was pleased to see a couple of more looked embarrassed. 

“I am always this much of a moody bitch. Yes. You see, it’s the pressures of the job. Us silly little women aren’t built to cope with the stresses of the really important work, y’know, like digging holes. Instead we have to stick to the simpler things, like… ” She allowed herself a little flash of showmanship as she pulled out her ID and snapped it open in one fluid motion “Detective Superintendent in the Garda Síochána.”

The king of banter’s grin froze into an enjoyable rigor mortis impression of itself, his eyes having registered the change in the wind but the message not reaching all of his face yet. In his defence, he had a lot of face to reach.

“You see, unfortunately, I’m an officer of the law and you’ve committed an offence as laid out in the Non-Fatal Offences Against the Person Act, 1997, subsection ten dash one: harassment. As I’m sure you know, being such an intelligent man, you can face a fine of five thousand euros and up to twelve months imprisonment for said offence.”

“It was just a bit of—”

“Banter,” finished Burns. “Yes, you said. Do you want to know how many times in my career in law enforcement I’ve charged and brought someone before the courts and not gotten a conviction?”

“Alright, look, I—”

“None. Zero. Zip. I’m guessing the same amount of women who you have satisfied sexually in your sorry existence. You see, unlike you, I’m incredible at screwing people – and when I screw someone, they stay screwed. I’ve had more convictions than you’ve had hot dinners, and by the look of you, that’s a lot. So, in summary, you’ve lost your job, you’re looking at twelve months in prison and you’d be amazed how many favours people who’re locked up owe a DSI in the Gardaí. Wilson, do you remember Gary Abbot?”

“Yes, boss. Drug dealer that we got last year for killing his supplier with a baseball bat.”

“Do you remember how happy he was when I didn’t prosecute his ma, even though he’d been storing his stash in her garage?”

“I do, boss. He cried like a baby.”

“Do you think he’d be happy to arrange a little date for our friend here?”

“I’m sure he would.”

DSI Burns gave the delightfully mute moron her most winning of smiles. “So, at least you’ll finally have sex with someone you didn’t have to pay for it. Now, two choices: one, point me in the direction of your boss so we can get the ball rolling on your new life…”

“Please don’t—”

“Or…” She left a deliberately long pause, which remained unfilled. Neither the king of banter nor any of his supporting cast were feeling chatty anymore. “Or,” she repeated, “‘Macarena’.”

“What?”

“I’d like to see you shaking that fine ass.”

“Ehm, but how can I…”

“Oh, don’t worry,” she said, pointing at the other men, “they’ll all sing the song for you. Unless they’d like me to go and talk to the boss about how they facilitated the antisocial behaviour of a co-worker?”

Five minutes later, Detective Wilson and DSI Burns had signed in on the crime scene log and were standing outside the flaps of the tent that the Technical Bureau had erected. Burns leaned on Wilson as she pulled on the foot coverings that went with the mandatory plastic overalls.

“I was surprised he knew all the words,” said Wilson. “I mean, the ‘Macarena’ is quite old now, isn’t it?”

“Are you making a crack about my age, Wilson?”

“Oh, God no, boss.”

Burns sighed. This was the problem with being intimidating: it made jokes a lot harder. Sometimes she considered holding up a sign.

“Remind me to never piss you off, chief.”

“We’ve been working together for over a year now, Wilson, I’d have thought you would no longer need reminding. Speaking of which…” Burns nodded towards the tent flaps. “Last chance. You can stay outside if you like?”

“Absolutely not, boss.”

“Fair enough. Be it on your own head – or at least somebody else’s shoes.” DSI Burns glanced at her watch – 3:12pm – then pulled open the flap of the tent and walked inside. 

Inside the tent were six people in Technical Bureau overalls, two of whom were down in the hole, taking photographs, while the others stood around watching them. There were two tables, each containing remains covered by white sheets.

“Hello, all,” said Burns, “is Dr Devane about?”

Devane was the state pathologist, and she and Burns, while not exactly friends, had at least a very good working relationship.

“I’m afraid not,” came the voice from down in the hole. “She’s in the UK on a course until tomorrow. You’re stuck with me.”

Burns faked a smile and swore internally; her day wasn’t set to improve anytime soon. Phillips was Devane’s second-in-command. He was decent at the job but he did have a love of technical jargon and a bedside manner that made pathology a logical career choice, the dead being rarely inclined to complain. 

Phillips climbed up a stepladder to get out of the eight-foot-deep section of trench. He was a tall, thin man. Burns didn’t know if pathology attracted people who didn’t eat much, or if being around bodies so often permanently dampened the appetite, but the result was always the same. Identifying members of the Tech Bureau team was tricky: every last one of them was a stick-thin figure wearing a face mask and identical overalls. 

“So, what do we have?”

“A mass grave.”

Burns felt Wilson stiffen beside her, probably because he was less familiar with Isaac Phillip’s irritating manner than she was. “By which you mean two or more bodies.” She indicated the two tables to the left of the hole. “I assume it is just the two?”

Phillips shrugged. “For the moment. We might need to check the surrounding area.” Somewhere, the Minister for Tourism had just felt somebody walk across his grave.

“Still, I think we’ll stay away from using the term ‘mass grave’ anywhere near the press.”

“Well, if people will overreact to the use of the correct terminology.” Phillips pulled the sheet back on one of the tables to reveal skeletal remains. “Subject number one, male, middle-aged. Cause of death is yet to be officially determined but there is evidence of a stab wound to the chest, judging by the blood found on the clothing.”

“Clothing?” asked Burns. 

Phillips indicated a clear plastic bag at the bottom of the table, containing what looked like not much more than dirty rags. “Yes, most of the clothing survived. This is a moorland burial site with a highly acidic nature to the soil, meaning there is far less microbial activity related to decomposition. The flesh has all been eaten away but the clothing is remarkably intact.”

“I don’t suppose any ID survived?”

“No.”

Burns nodded. “It didn’t feel like that lucky a day. How long have these bodies been down there do we think?”

“Well, to determine that, you’d need an expert in the field of taphonomy.”

“The science of how bodies decompose,” interjected Wilson. He did this on a semi-regular basis, invariably just before the point that Burns was about to start actually liking him. It was an ego-based form of Tourette’s, stemming from a deep-seated need for people to know he was clever. Burns guessed he’d been hugged either too much or not enough as a child – she didn’t really care to find out which. 

“Yes,” said Burns, “well done, Wilson. Ten points to Gryffindor.” She turned back to Phillips. “By any chance, would you happen to be such an expert?”

“Oh, I dabble.”

“And?”

“Well,” said Phillips, giving the bodies the same look she’d got the last time she’d brought her car into the garage for a service, “it’s very tricky to say. There are a lot of factors to consider and tests to be run – now, don’t hold me to this – but I’d say they’ve been in the ground for between fifteen and twenty-five years.”

“And cause of death on the second one?”

“Ah,” said Phillips, excited that his audience had finally asked the right question, “now that’s where it becomes interesting.”

He waved them over towards the second body and pulled the sheet away with a flourish. “Victim number two, male, between thirty-five and fifty, with non-standard dental work.” Burns had noticed the two gold-capped teeth. The first thing anyone notices about a skull is the smile, especially when it contains a bit of bling.

“If you look here, you’ll notice a nice round hole in the bone at the back of the eye socket, with some evidence of radiating fractures through the frontal bone as well.”

“I see,” said Burns. “Stabbed in the eye?”

Phillips shook his head. “No, there’s internal beveling, which would indicate a gunshot.”

Burns moved around to look at the back of the skull to confirm her suspicions. “But there’s no exit wound.”

“Exactly,” confirmed Phillips, nodding his head. “We’ll have to take it back to the lab for tests, but the wound appears to have been inflicted by a non-standard weapon. There is something wedged in the rear of the skull but we can’t dissect it here. Most interesting though.”

Burns looked down at the body again. “Not for this guy.”

Phillips picked up the tweezers from beside the table. “Oh, excuse me a moment.”

He looked into the eye socket of the skull. “We seem to have picked up a passenger.” He nabbed something with the tweezers and slowly drew out a long, fat earthworm. “Out you come, little fella.”

It was at this point that Wilson cracked, sprinting for the tent’s exit with his hand over his mouth. 

One of the techs held up his watch triumphantly. “YES! Under five minutes, everyone owes me a fiver!” His beaming smile froze when it met DSI Burns’s glare.

“Really?” She pointed in the direction of the door. “Detective Wilson is a highly decorated officer, who has put his life on the line in the service of justice in this country, and you idiots are taking bets on how long before you can make him feel unwell?”

Phillips looked uncomfortable. “Well, no. I, we—”

Burns put her hand up. “Save it. You can all explain this ghoulish and unprofessional behaviour to Dr Devane when she returns. Believe me, it will get mentioned. In the meantime, for future reference, I expect all of my officers to be treated with respect and dignity in the workplace.”

She didn’t bother waiting for an answer, turning on her heel and departing the tent with a pleasing sense of drama. Once outside, she saw Wilson hunched over, leaning with one hand on the back of a JCB digger while spitting in an effort to remove the nasty aftertaste from his mouth. 

Burns rolled out her lesser-used softer tone. “Donnacha, are you OK?”

He didn’t look up, just waved her away furiously with his free hand.

She turned and walked back towards the car, fishing her phone out of her jacket pocket. She speed-dialled the incident room, where Sergeant Moira Clarke picked up on the second ring. 

“Moira, it’s Burns. Looks like these two bodies up in Wicklow are going to be ours.”

“Yes, boss. And about the other thing?”

Burns glanced back to make sure she was unobserved and then lowered her voice. “He made it to four minutes thirty-seven by my count.”

She could hear Moira open her drawer and consult a sheet of paper. 

“Congratulations, boss, you won the sweepstake.”

Burns allowed herself a mini fist pump. At least something had gone her way today.


CHAPTER TWO



Brigit stared up at the ceiling. There was a picture of a kitten stuck to it that she found irrationally irritating, quite possibly because she associated it with the voice of Dr Megan Wright, and she found that intensely irritating. 

“Would you like to discuss your hands?” Her voice sounded nice the first time you heard it, but that’s because you hadn’t yet noticed the little nasal whine that sat just below the surface.

“No, I absolutely would not.” Brigit’s hands were stuck inside her hoodie and that was where they were staying. 

“I really think we should.”

“Well, I don’t.”

“Why don’t you want to discuss your hands?”

Brigit looked back from the couch at Dr Wright, sitting behind her, fingers steepled together in a contemplative pose. Brigit bet she practised that in the mirror, trying to look as psychiatristy as possible. “Oh no you don’t. If we’re discussing why I’m not discussing it, then we’re actually discussing it and I don’t want to discuss it.”

Dr Wright sighed in that annoying way she had, like Brigit had somehow disappointed her. 

“Has anyone ever told you that you have a very angry energy, Brigit?” 

“Not in those words, no, but then, I don’t know anyone who is American enough to carry that kind of bullshitty language off.”

“I’m actually Canadian.”

Brigit knew that. She also knew that getting it wrong really irritated Dr Wright, which was why she did it. 

Brigit considered herself in most ways to be a people person. She liked to get on well with everyone; she tried to find something in everyone to like. Dr Wright was a notable exception. Brigit hadn’t even tried to like her. That, in fact, was Dr Wright’s value – she was someone in her life who Brigit could properly dislike without feeling any sense of guilt. 

“I have to be honest, Brigit, I worry that our sessions aren’t proving of benefit to you.”

“Don’t even think about it. I’ve got twenty sessions, that’s the deal. Every Tuesday at 3pm, come hell or high water, I’m going to be here.”

“But why are you here?”

“I’m here because, as part of your divorce settlement, you agreed to give me twenty therapy sessions to cover the bill your now ex-husband owed MCM Investigations.”

“Yes, I know that. I meant—”

“Because,” continued Brigit, “we caught you having an affair with the last investigator he hired to follow you.”

“There’s no need to—”

“Not to mention the personal trainer you were also banging, and that TV producer—”

“Yes, OK.”

“And your ex-husband before the current ex-husband, who you were also stumping.”

“Stumping? Really?” 

“I’m trying to not use the F-word so much in conversation. I’m worried it is stunting my vocabulary. I mean though, who has an affair with their ex-husband?”

“Judge not, lest you be judged.” Dr Wright sounded really irritated now.

“Judge away. To be honest, you were having that many affairs, it is frankly massively impressive just from a time management point of view. How did you fit them all in? No pun intended.”

“Oh!” Dr Wright’s clipboard hit the opposite wall, taking down a framed picture of a kitten in the process. For a medical professional, she really had an unnerving belief in the healing power of a cat picture. “Fine. Fuck you. Don’t tell me about your hands. See if I give a crap.”

Brigit turned to look at Dr Megan Wright, serial philanderer and former TV advice-giver, sitting with her arms folded, having properly taken whatever Canadians called the hump. 

“Well, that’s not very professional.”

Dr Wright threw her leg over the side of her chair and took out an e-cigarette. “Screw this, I’m having a vape. I’m done pretending this is a normal doctor-patient thing. This is the most dysfunctional relationship I’ve ever been in.”

“And coming from a two-timing two-time divorcée, that is really saying something.”

“Amen, sister.”

Brigit put her hand into her bag and took out her own e-cigarette. It was supposed to be her stepping stone to giving up the fags entirely, but so far that plan was proving less than successful. As she placed it to her lips, she could sense Dr Wright’s eyes on her, specifically on her hands. To be fair, they were rather eye-catching, seeing as they were more or less entirely covered in yellow paint. 

“C’mon, tell me!” She said it in a distinctly whiny tone that Brigit guessed they didn’t teach you in whatever the psychiatrist version of medical school was.

“Fine.” To be honest she had actually wanted to talk about the morning’s latest incident, but she didn’t want Dr Wright thinking she was setting the agenda. “So, Paul—”

“Which one is he?”

“Really? Paul? I’ve talked about him in every session.”

“Sorry, but I see a lot of people and your notes are now on the far side of the room because you’re so goddamn irritating.”

“Are you supposed to say that?”

“I’m trying something new. Anyway, Paul – is he the one you were engaged to who cheated on you?”

“No. He’s the one after that prince.”

“I’ve got it!” said Dr Wright, clapping her hands together. “He’s the one you thought screwed around on you, but he didn’t – your ex, that first guy, set him up. Drugged him and took a bunch of compromising pictures of him with a hooker. See, I remember stuff.”

“Like that would be hard to forget.” Brigit blew out a long curl of artificially flavoured smoke. “How did you ever get on telly doing this?”

Dr Wright shrugged. “Teeth and tits, sweetheart. And these baby blues really pop on screen.”

“You’re a terrible human being, you know that?”

“Yeah, well, that may be, but good people give terrible advice. So Paul is the guy you still work with in your marriage-wrecking business.”

Brigit laughed. “Oh please, we did you a favour. You go through men so fast, eventually you’d have banged your own husband by accident.”

“I’ve got a lock-up full of furniture I can’t fit into my tiny rented flat that says otherwise.” Dr Wright didn’t say it in a particularly angry way, more as a statement of fact. “So, the guy you wrongly accused, who you still work with – that’s Paul?”

“Yes.”

“And now you’ve got this will they, won’t they, Ross and Rachel thing going on.”

“Since the whole big thing last year it’s just been… complicated.”

“What big thing?”

Brigit looked back at Dr Wright in honest surprise. “Really? The Skylark Affair?”

Wright gave her a blank expression.

“Somebody started killing property developers, claiming they were doing it as revenge on behalf of the Irish people. Turned out it was just a particularly psycho developer trying to cover his tracks and pin it on my friend Bunny McGarry. We solved the whole thing. It made the papers?”

It had actually made the papers worldwide, and they’d had their full fifteen minutes of fame. That was sixteen months ago now, but it was the reason that the fledgling MCM Investigations had developed such a large client list. It was also the reason Bunny now walked with a limp, as well as God knows whatever else was going on there. 

Dr Wright shrugged. “I’m not much of a reader. So what’s that got to do with your ex not screwing around on you?”

“It’s all… it’s complicated.”

Dr Wright blew out some more artificial smoke, this time forming it into an impressive smoke ring. “So you keep saying. Anyway, long story short, you and this Paul guy had your moment where it could’ve been a big, romantic, back-together type thing and you blew it.”

“That’s a rather harsh assessment coming from you.”

“Well, yeah, but say what you want about my car crash of a private life, nobody can accuse me of turning down opportunities.”

“True enough. Well, anyway, about three months ago, Paul is on this private investigator training course and this guy, another investigator called Kevin Kelleher, just comes right out and says it was him and his brothers that my ex hired to do it – to drug Paul and help with taking the compromising pictures. Just comes right out and tells him, like it’s a funny thing.”

“Why would he do that?”

“Ah.” Brigit shrugged. “Men.”

“Fair enough.”

“So now Paul is on the warpath, wanting to bring the Kellehers up on charges. He’s gone to the Gardaí about it, only Duncan—”

“The ex?”

“Yeah, him. He’s left the country and the ‘lady’ involved is nowhere to be found either, so Paul can’t press charges.”

“Bummer.” 

“So, instead, we’re basically at war with another detective agency now.” 

“I see.”

“And it is a nightmare. I mean…” Brigit held her hands up.

“I don’t get it.”

“So, Paul, to get his own back on the Kelleher brothers, sent them a package laced with itching powder in the post.”

“And they covered your hands in yellow paint?”

“No, they broke into our offices and stuck a dead fish in the air vent.”

“Oh.”

“Yeah. So Paul set their offices up as a brothel. He put cards all over Dublin. They got a lot of callers and then they were raided by the Gardaí.”

“And then they—”

“Then they smashed in the windows of Paul’s car.”

“That’s not exactly imaginative.”

“I thought that too. Credit to Paul, he then built a wall in front of their offices. Now that was at least a bit more imaginative.”

“How…?”

“He hired a couple of brickies. Did it at night.”

“I see. So, after that with the yellow paint?”

“No. Then they had us listed as giving out free winter flu jabs.”

“How did...?”

“Four hundred angry pensioners. It was almost a very slow riot. So after that…” Brigit paused to make sure she had things in the right order. “Yeah, after that, Paul superglued their office.”

Dr Wright paused. “Like the locks?”

“No.” Brigit sighed. “Everything. He broke in and glued everything in there to everything else. You could turn the entire office upside down and it’d all stay perfectly in place. He got hold of some Chinese glue that’s banned in this county for being too powerful. This was two days ago.”

“So today…”

Brigit nodded. “I made the mistake of opening the post…” She held her bright yellow hands up. “Ruined my pantsuit too, not to mention the whole office looking like – well, like a yellow paint bomb hit it.” Brigit didn’t want to say, but she had deliberately worn her best suit into work today, as Dr Wright always made her feel underdressed. The doctor dressed like a runway fashion show might break out at any time. This was yet another reason why Brigit found her so deeply annoying. 

“Can you not wash the paint off?”

“Obviously not!” She had spent an hour trying to do so. She’d had to go way over the top on the perfume just to get rid of the stench of turpentine. She was now wearing a pair of raggedy jeans and a hoodie she had stashed in a cupboard from when they’d painted the office, which, come to think of it, they’d have to do again now. 

“So, let me get this straight. You’re in this messed-up Dennis the Menace-style nasty prank war with another detective agency…”

Brigit nodded again. “And because the incident that started the whole thing was the start of me not believing Paul, which led to us breaking up…”

Dr Wright mirrored Brigit’s nod. “You can’t stop the damn thing.”

Brigit flopped back onto the couch and sighed. “Exactly. It feels like because I didn’t believe him then, I can’t not support him now, even though it is seriously screwing up our business.”

“That is messed up.”

“Thank you for that brilliant insight, doc.”

“What do you want from me? You’re my patient and – I’m going to say what I don’t think I’ve ever said before – I think you’re the sane one and everyone else is friggin’ crazy.”

“I know. That’s why I have so much pent-up anger.”

“And why you are so aggressive towards me?”

“Well, you are also intensely annoying.”

“Right backatcha, sister. Y’know, this could be a whole new branch of therapy – rage therapy! Catchy title. I might write a book about this.” Dr Wright stood up, walked over to her desk and wrote down the name.

“At the rate you’re going through divorces, I hope it is a big success.”

Dr Wright opened a drawer and pulled out a bottle of red wine and two plastic cups. “From your lips to God’s ears.” She held up the bottle and Brigit nodded. “So you and Paul own the private dick business together?” Brigit noted the emphasis on the word dick.

“Well, me, Paul and Bunny.”

“WTF is a Bunny?”

Brigit also hated people who talked in text speak. “Bunny McGarry. He’s our third partner. Not that he’s been around much. He came out of Skylark a physical wreck.” And a mental one, thought Brigit, although it felt too disloyal to say it out loud. She hadn’t known Bunny that well beforehand, but she still knew him enough to realise he’d come out of the whole thing more broken than he’d gone in. He’d spent ten days chained to a wall in utter darkness, all alone save for the daily savage beatings. Then he’d been shot in the foot for good measure. Most people wouldn’t have come back from half of that. Bunny wasn’t most people, but that didn’t mean he was invulnerable. These days, on the rare occasions she saw him, he seemed distant and different. He also didn’t have much interest in the day-to-day business of a private detective agency.

Dr Wright handed a plastic cup of wine to Brigit. “Earth to Conroy, you just stopped talking and started staring off into the distance there.”

“Sorry.”

Wright slipped her shoes off and curled up in her armchair, glass of wine in hand. “OK, so, hypothetically, do you actually want to get back together with this Paul guy?”

“I honestly don’t know. I mean…” Brigit picked nervously at the paint on her wine-holding hand. “I’ve not exactly had the best of luck with relationships. I almost married a man who it turned out was screwing everything that could move. I was then with a guy who not only wasn’t screwing around on me, when I thought he was, but who then went and saved my life.”

“Really?!”

“Well, yeah, but then I also saved his. Actually, I think it’s about two-all now. That’s not including how we first properly met.”

“What happened then?”

“I asked him to do me a favour and an old man stabbed him.”

Brigit drained her cup and Dr Wright leaned over to refill it. “Meh, I’ve had worse dates.”

“And, I mean, look what I do for a living now. I’m a private investigator. I thought it’d be all finding lost loved ones and bringing arseholes to justice, but it isn’t. It’s all dodgy insurance claims and people screwing around behind their partner’s back – no offence.”

“Taken.”

“It makes you despair about humanity, it really does.”

Dr Megan Wright blew a long and loud raspberry.

Brigit turned to look at her. “Excuse me?”

“Oh, I’m sorry.” Dr Megan Wright blew another long and loud raspberry.

“I can’t believe people pay you for this.”

“For the love of God, listen to yourself. You sound like some soft-in-the-head giggly girl who just found out life isn’t fair. What age are you, thirty-eight?”

“Thirty-two!”

“Exactly, and you’re not getting any younger.” A little slosh of red wine splashed onto the doctor’s carpet as she gesticulated. “Let me tell you what love is – it’s the war on terror.”

“OK.”

“Shut up, I’m going somewhere with this. I knew this anti-terrorism guy in London.”

“...i.e. were banging.”

“Actually, no!” Dr Wright looked triumphant for a minute, then her facial expression changed. “Oh wait, come to think of it, just that one time.”

“Seriously?”

Dr Wright ignored her. “He told me that the problem is the security services have to get it right every time and the terrorists just have to get it right once.” 

“You’ve lost me.”

“Life is the security services, and we” – another slosh of wine hit the carpet – “are the terrorists. We just have to be right once! Then kaboom – happy ever after.”

“This feels like a particularly disturbing reworking of that whole ‘you’ve got to kiss a lot of frogs’ idea.”

“Shut up! I’m a medical professional and I’m telling you. Fire him, fuck him, in whatever order you want, but that’s your solution right there.”

“I can’t fire him.”

“Sure you can. This third partner, Rabbit?”

“Bunny.”

“Yeah, get him to do it.”

Brigit shook her head. “I’m afraid, doc, that is a whole other world of crazy.”


CHAPTER THREE



Paul made his way back from the toilets carefully. Phelan’s was not a pub where you wanted to accidentally collide with anyone’s drinking elbow. Most pubs prided themselves on having ambience or an atmosphere, but not Phelan’s. Phelan’s had an insinuation – if not an outright threat – of violence. It was where you drank if you’d been banned from a lot of other places, or if your dog had. 

People sat scattered in ones, twos and threes around the bar. There was a low murmur of conversation over an old Johnny Cash record. Jacinta, the owner, would not countenance the playing of anything but Cash and Elvis. The complaints procedure about this policy was famously brief and painful.

They were in the corner booth, which had probably seen more crimes planned than anywhere else in Ireland, with the possible exception of the bar in Government Buildings. As he sat down, Paul glanced around; some of the twos and threes sat in huddled conversations, others in silence. At least one of the ones was holding an animated conversation with himself, which appeared to be getting heated. To the left of their booth, half the tattoos in Dublin were spread across a trio of big lads in too-tight vests, playing pool.

Paul softly banged his half-full pint glass on the table three times. “Right, I call this meeting of the MCM Investigations defence committee to order.” 

Phil Nellis took a slurp of his pint of Guinness, belched and wiped the back of the hand holding his phone across his lips. “I’ve not joined any committee.”

“As your employer, I’ve put you on the committee.”

“I’m not even a proper employee.” 

Paul rolled his eyes. “We’ve been through this. Brigit said that because of your criminal record, we can’t officially get you licensed as a private investigator.”

Phil shook his head. “It’s a disgrace. I’m putting me life in order. I’m married with a baby on the way, for God’s sake. ‘The Man’ is preventing me from having full-time gainful employment because of one mistake.”

“Phil, you’ve got fourteen convictions.”

“Fourteen teeny-tiny mistakes.”

To be fair to Phil, it wasn’t a record to strike fear into anyone. He had been a strictly petty criminal and a tremendously inept one at that. He had once been caught trying to break into Pearse Street Garda Station after he’d left his bag behind while being interviewed and didn’t want the embarrassment of having to ask for it at reception. His retirement had been no great loss to the criminal world. Paul had to admit, however, that he was a remarkably good private detective. Paul, like almost everybody else, found surveillance mind-numbingly boring, but Phil could happily sit there and watch paint dry. He had a gift for doing absolutely nothing and had quickly become MCM Investigations’ secret weapon. 

“Who else is on this committee?” asked Phil.

“It’s you and me.”

Phil pointed below the table at Maggie, who was methodically demolishing a large bone, having already enthusiastically slurped her way through two pints of Guinness. “Is Maggie on the committee?”

“No, Phil, we cannot have a German Shepherd on the committee.”

“No offence, but of the three of us, who would you back in a fight?”

“Fine. Maggie is on the committee.”

“Grand. How does it work with the voting?”

“We’re not having votes. I make all the decisions.”

“Very democratic.”

Beneath the table, Maggie farted loudly, adding her objection to proceedings. 

“Jaysus,” said Phil, wafting his hand in front of his face, “she’s getting worse.”

Paul nodded. The flatulence issue was frankly getting out of hand, but despite all the best advice, trying to get Maggie to eat proper dog food was proving to be a nightmare. “Don’t worry about it,” he said, opening up his notepad. “Now, our company has been the victim of an unprovoked attack from the bastard Kellehers. This cannot be allowed to stand.”

“When you say unprovoked, we did attack them first.”

“Well, yes, but that was only retaliation for what they did before that.”

“But before that again, we attacked them.”

“Only because they’d attacked us. Let’s not forget how this started. We were on your stag do when they—”

“I know, but—”

“Those bastards ruined my life, Phil!”

Phil put his hands up in surrender. Neither of them liked reliving that occasion, not that Paul could actually recall most of it. Being spiked with enough Rohypnol to stagger an elephant will do that to a man. Phil felt guilty, because he’d stormed out and left Paul on his own in the first place.

“I’m not saying you’re wrong to be angry. Their actions were completely highness—”

“I think you mean heinous.”

“That’s what I said. Anyway, my point is, why don’t we use the element of surprise?”

Paul drummed his fingers on the table excitedly. “I like how you’re thinking. Go on.”

“The Kellehers expect us to respond, right?”

“Right.”

“So…” said Phil, spreading his hands out dramatically, “we don’t.”

Paul waited. Phil looked at him expectantly. At the nearby pool table, someone potted a ball.

“And?”

“That’s it.”

“Phil, how does us doing nothing help us win this war?”

“Because they’ll always be thinking, ‘When’s it going to happen? When’s it going to happen?’ And it never does. It’ll drive them mental.”

“That’s a terrible idea. You see, this is why we can’t have votes.”

“I’m sick of this, Paul. I want to go back to just doing work. We’ve a backlog of cases.”

“But we’re winning!”

“Are we?” said Phil, looking pointedly at the mobile phone in his left hand. It had been in his left hand for two days now. Paul’s plan for breaking into the offices of Kelleher Brothers Investigations had been a two-man job and, as always, Phil had been the second man. While in the midst of gluing everything to everything else, Phil’s overriding concern as a father-to-be with a wife ten days from her due date had surpassed all other concerns. He’d answered his ringing phone to a wrong number from a cab company and had it firmly glued to his hand ever since.

“Da Xin made me sleep in the spare room last night. She read somewhere that the radiation from phones can disturb the baby.”

“I told you,” said Paul, “it’ll wear off naturally in a couple of days. Or put it in hot water.”

“Yeah,” said Phil, “phones love hot water, well known for it.” He picked up his pint with his free hand and took another gulp. “Da Xin says I should, y’know, concentrate on working.”

“This is work. It’s for the company.”

“Da Xin says that the stuff Brigit tells me to do, that’s for the company. This is your own personal stuff, that’s what Da Xin says.”

“And does Da Xin tell you what to do?”

“Yes.”

“So… wait, what?”

“Course she tells me what to do. She’s a lot smarter than me.” Phil looked at Paul like he was mad. Paul had forgotten the golden rule: you had to talk to Phil in Nellisian logic. Normal rules did not apply.

“I’m your oldest friend.”

“I know that.”

“And I need help.”

“You’re dead right.”

“Not like that. I need your help. Who else am I going to ask?”

Phil considered this. “Bunny?”

Paul nearly choked on his pint. “Bunny? Are you mad? Do you want this thing to have an actual body count?”

“No, fair point. It’s just… alright, I’ll help you—”

“Brilliant.”

“One last time,” continued Phil, “and then I’m out.”

“Of course.”

“I mean it this time.”

“Absolutely.” Paul opened his pad. “Right, we need a plan. I’ve got some ideas. Now, hear me out here, One-Eyed Barry says he can get hold of some… ehm, kinda like fireworks.”

“No, Paulie – hell no. Have you forgotten the reason he only has one eye?”

“Alright,” said Paul, crossing something off his list.

“In fact, let me save you some time here.” Phil pointed at Paul’s pad. “I’m doing nothing that involves the words explosives…”

Paul crossed off two more ideas.

“Kidnapping…”

Another three.

“Or any form of chemical warfare.”

Two more. Below the table, Maggie farted again.

“Jesus,” said Paul. “Speaking of chemical warfare. Alright, how’s about this… we put a badger into their office overnight. I mean, we’d have to get it in and then make sure when they turned up in the morning, it’d be angry. Like really angry.”

“Well,” said Phil, “seeing as you’ve taken a woodland creature out of its natural habitat and put it into an office on Leeson Street, I’d imagine that wouldn’t be a problem. Please remove any ideas that involve animals too.”

“Ah, for…” Paul crossed off four more ideas. “You’re giving me very little to work with here, Phil. Alright, how’s about we get their offices registered as an ISIS training camp?”

“Who’s Isis?”

“Do you not watch the news, Phil?”

“I’ve read nothing but baby books for six months.”

“Well—”

A large hand slammed down in the middle of their table, causing Paul to jump in shock. It was attached to the tattoo-covered arm of one of the pool players. He had a ring through his nose that, from this angle, made Paul think of a bull. A very angry bull.

“What the fuck is that smell?” 

“Ehm,” said Paul.

“His dog has a bit of a flatulence problem.” A large part of what made Phil such an awful petty criminal was that he was unhelpfully honest.

“Well, get the smelly bitch out of here then.”

Paul smiled nervously. “She’s actually allowed to be here.”

“My hole.” Raging Bull leaned down so that his face was inches from Paul’s. It was noticeable that his zero-tolerance approach to unpleasant odours didn’t extend to his own breath. “Get her out of here, or I’ll chuck you both out the bleedin’ window.”

“I really wouldn’t do that,” said Phil. “She doesn’t like to be touched.”

Raging Bull looked at Phil and then noticed the phone in his hand. “Are you recording me?”

“No. It’s a long story.”

“Lads, this chancer is recording me on his phone.”

Raging Bull’s two pals now stood over the table. If anything, they were even bigger. What little light there was in Phelan’s was now being almost entirely blocked out, as though by a really angry eclipse. 

A warning growl came from below the table. 

“Alright, lads, relax,” said Paul. “We’re leaving.”

A voice came from behind Raging Bull. “Somebody is leaving, but it’s not you.”

Raging Bull turned around and looked down. Five-foot-nothing, Jacinta Phelan looked up at him with a face filled with defiance. She’d run this pub for forty years and three husbands. She was a legend, not to mention on at least three occasions, an alibi. She was especially known for her uncompromising attitude towards people “acting the maggot” – as was evidenced by the large machete she held in her hand, the tip of which currently hovered an inch away from Raging Bull’s prospects of reproduction.

“That dog is on the VIP list. None of you are.”

Jacinta had initially not been keen on Maggie at all, but an incident over the summer had dramatically changed her opinion. A junkie with more craving than sense had got hold of a gun and a truly terrible idea. Just before last orders, he’d come in and demanded the register. The Dubs had played earlier that day, so the takings were plentiful. Jacinta would have rather died than give it up – not that this was the likely outcome. Whatever happened, though, it would have been messy. Maggie had resolved the situation before anyone got hurt – at least, anyone who wasn’t the junkie. The junkie may not have known it, but Maggie had probably saved his life. After that, she had enjoyed pints for life. That had lasted all of two weeks, once Maggie had figured out how to pick up her bowl and bring it to the bar and Jacinta had realised how much this new policy was costing. Still, there was always a bone ready for her arrival and Jacinta showed her more affection than she had to the establishment’s entire clientele in the pub’s inglorious history. 

“Are you threatening me?” asked Raging Bull, his tone of incredulousness showing how dangerously uninformed he was.

Jacinta gave him a winning smile. “Yes, I am.”

“There’s three of us.”

“Is there?” said Jacinta, in a casual way that would have set alarm bells ringing for a smarter man. “You lads aren’t from around here, are ye?”

“No,” said Raging Bull.

“I thought not, because ye see, everyone else is.”

As one, the rest of the pub stood up. About fifteen or so patrons had been watching this little drama unfold. Some of them were drawing a pension, but they were counterbalanced by those who had their hands on coats, pockets or bags, indicating they were willing to draw something else. This wasn’t a pub where you started trouble; this was a pub where trouble came for a quiet drink. 

“You’ll be leaving,” said Jacinta, “but first you’ll be apologising.”

Raging Bull was suddenly much more of a pussycat. “Yeah, sorry about—”

“Not to me,” interrupted Jacinta. 

“What?”

She looked down at Maggie.

“Sorry about… good doggie.”

“And you’ll buy her a pint.”

Raging Bull looked around and then begrudgingly took his wallet out of his pocket. Jacinta snatched it from his hands. “That’ll cover it. Now feck off, there’s a good lad.”

“But…” His two friends pushed him towards the door before he could protest any further. 

As the door slammed closed behind them, Jacinta reached down and petted Maggie. “Who’s a good girl? Yes, you are! I’ll get you that drink.”

“Thanks, Jacinta,” said Paul.

“All part of the service.” She turned back to the bar, Raging Bull’s wallet held aloft. “Drinks for everybody.”

The whole pub cheered.

“Draught only, don’t take the piss.”

Paul sat back down.

“Jesus,” said Phil, “I don’t suppose she’d be interested in joining your committee?”

“She doesn’t strike me as being much of a joiner.”

“Yeah. Oh, I meant to ask, did Brigit mind taking over the surveillance on that Harrison dipshit this evening?”

“I didn’t ask her.”

Phil looked horrified. “But tonight is Wednesday, that means he’s—” 

“Relax, I’ve got my best man on the case.”

Phil looked only slightly less horrified. “Oh God, are ye sure that’s a good idea?”

“It’ll be fine. She’s always saying how we need to get him involved in things. He just needs to take a couple of pictures. What’s the worst that could happen?”


CHAPTER FOUR



This must be what it felt like to be God.

Jacob Harrison stretched out his arms and yawned expansively. He was standing on the balcony, with the Christmas lights of Dublin twinkling below him, the world at his feet. He enjoyed the feeling of the cold night air on his skin as the wind tugged gently at his dressing gown. In the background, he could hear the shower running. He’d let Samantha go first, ever the gentleman. Having said that, he’d give it a minute and then, if the beast began to stir again, he might join her. A man of forty-five years of age being able to go again after the previous couple of hours, that truly was impressive. He bet she’d giggle about that with her friends. Mind you, Samantha was quite the muse – twenty-eight and flexible, oh so flexible. The Madison Hotel wasn’t cheap but it was worth it. The dressing gown felt soft and fluffy against his skin and the view was something else. A canal meandered by directly below the window. Yes, this was what it felt like to be God.

Jacob turned at a knock on the door. Room service. “Just leave it outside, thank you.”

He had worked up quite an appetite; they’d ordered oysters. 

There was a louder knock. He raised his voice again. “It’s fine, just leave it outside!”

A third knock. Oh, for Christ’s sake, somebody wasn’t getting a tip. Jacob stepped back inside and moved towards the door, past the bed with its tangled sheets. He looked at it and grinned – the scene of his greatest victory. 

Then the door came crashing in. 

Jacob staggered backwards, shocked, and saw the face of hell heading right for him – a blotchy, bearded face, filled with the mixed reds of anger and alcohol, with a lazy left eye that would have made it look demented even if it hadn’t just kicked in the door of his hotel room. In Jacob’s scattered mind, still buzzing from the champagne he’d consumed earlier, the thought skipped through that room service seemed inexplicably angry. 

Then hands were on him, pushing him backwards. 

“Howerya, Jacob boy.”

“What are… who are… get off… let me…”

The warmth of the room gave way to the cool air of the balcony. All thoughts fell out of Jacob’s head as his body and his world were tipped upside down. He screamed. The metal bars of the balcony appeared before him and he grabbed on to them for dear life. Strong arms wrapped around his legs. He looked down – the view wasn’t anywhere near as relaxing now. He screamed again.

“Shut up, ye gobshite, or I’ll drop you right now.”

The voice had a Cork accent and sounded remarkably calm given the actions of its owner.

“OhGodOhGodOhGodOhGod!”

“You’re about to die. Your life is over. What do you regret?”

Jacob’s mind raced. “What?”

“What. Do. You. Regret?”

“I regret… I’m sorry, I’m sorry for whatever I did to you.” Jacob screamed again as the hands on his legs dipped him down slightly lower.

“Wrong answer. We’ve never met.”

“I’m… oh God, I’m… I have money, please, I—”

“I’m not interested in your fecking money. What do you regret?”

“I, I regret everything.” A foot kicked at Jacob’s knuckles, clenched around the bar. “Ouch!”

“Try again.”

Jacob’s mind raced through possibilities before it settled on the memory of a picture in his wallet. “Deirdre.”

“Who is Deirdre?”

“My wife.”

“Is that her in the shower?”

“No.”

“That’s right, you dozy prick. You have it all. Wife, two kids and here you are, fucking around like a randy dog with a bag full of mickeys. You had what everybody wants and you pissed it away, because you wanted to get yourself a bit on the side. Well I hope you enjoyed it – because you’re royally fucked now.”

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry.”

“So you should be. You’ve—”

The voice from above was interrupted by a scream. 

Jacob looked through the bars of the balcony to see Samantha, one towel wrapped around her head and another around her body. 

“What the fuck?”

“Stay back, love,” said the voice. “I’m just engaged in some marriage counselling.”

“Oh my God, who are— Wait, what?”

“Call the police, Samantha. This guy is insane.” 

It was hard to read her facial expression upside down, but she seemed to be standing unexpectedly still, given the circumstances. 

“Jacob, what is he talking about? You’re married?”

“I can… can you… for God’s sake, get me up!”

Samantha took another step forward. “Is he married? You’re married? Oh my God, I’m such an idiot. He said he had an ex and he had to be discreet. Oh, for…”

“I can explain everything.”

The voice from above spoke again. “Be really quick, my arms are getting tired.”

Jacob’s whole body screamed in panic.

“Seriously, he’s married?”

“I’m afraid so, love.”

“But he told me…”

“It’s not what you think,” pleaded Jacob, “we barely even talk.”

His stomach lurched as the arms dipped him again. “The missus is pregnant with your third child, so you’re doing a damn sight more than talking.”

“You utter bastard.”

“Please, I can explain.”

“All the bullshit. He was always away on… Oh Christ, I am such an idiot. I can’t believe… Oh God, I’m going to be sick.”

“Baby, listen – I’m getting a divorce.”

“He wasn’t,” said the voice, “but I’m guessing he is now.”

“Will you stay out of this?”

“I can leave if you want.”

“NO!” Jacob looked down at the water below him. He was nine storeys up. Blood had rushed to his head and he was feeling very woozy. “Oh God, please don’t. Just pull me up. You wouldn’t drop a man off a balcony.”

“If history proves anything, it’s that I definitely would.”

“I can pay.”

“Oh, you will. Have no doubt about that, ye waste of space,” said the voice. “Well, I think we’ve all learned a lot this evening. My arms are getting tired, but lucky for you, I don’t want to give the council a messy clean-up job this close to Christmas.”

Relief surged through Jacob’s body as he felt the arms start to drag him back up and over the balcony.

“Drop him.”

The voice was Samantha’s but it didn’t sound like her. That giddy, higher pitch was gone, leaving only cold, hard hate. It sent a shiver down Jacob’s spine.

“’Tis tempting, love, but I’m not actually going to…”

Jacob felt the arms start to pull him back up.

“No!” screamed Samantha. “My whole life, I’ve fallen for arseholes and now when I thought I’d finally… DROP THE PRICK!”

Samantha threw herself at the man, who – Jacob was now fairly certain – wasn’t from room service. Jacob’s stomach lurched as he jerked suddenly downwards again.

“Get off me!”

“Drop him!”

“Samantha, please! Baby!”

Jacob could feel Samantha’s fingernails tearing at the flesh of his thighs as she tried to rip away the hands that were holding him back from gravity’s sweet embrace. He swung to the left as the man tried to fend her off. He tried to scream again but he couldn’t find the air.

“Get off me, ye mad bitch.”

“Drop him.”

“Don’t!” 

Jacob could feel the arms holding him begin to shake. 

“Ah Jesus, stop tickling me, stop tickling me, stop tickling me!” 

Jacob screamed.

Samantha howled.

The man giggled.

Then the canal suddenly pulled away from Jacob’s view as the man heaved him backwards in one violent motion – Jacob’s face whacking the metal railing on the way by. All three of them tumbled messily to the ground, half in and half out of the hotel room. 

Samantha was crying, the man panting heavily. Jacob was hyperventilating while watching drops of blood from his nose splash down onto the balcony’s floor. Despite the pain, he was enjoying the incredible feeling of solid concrete beneath him again. He was alive.

He turned over, his back against the bars, suddenly concerned that the maniac might attack him again. The man was lying on the ground, looking at Jacob, his rage seemingly spent. In the background, Samantha was hastily grabbing her stuff in a flurry of movement. 

Jacob spoke between gasping breaths. “Who… the fuck… are you?”

“I’m Santa Claus, happy fecking Christmas – you’re on my naughty list.”

“I’m going to… you’ll be hearing from my lawyer.”

The man shrugged. “Ah, big whoop. I’ll never understand fellas like you.”

“Oh, piss off.” Jacob was too flooded with relief to be afraid of this man anymore. “Who are you to judge me?”

“Good point.” The man took a camera out of his pocket and took a picture of Jacob. “Smile.” Then he kept taking pictures. He took pictures of Jacob as he stood up; he took pictures as he moved back into the room; he took pictures as he tried to explain himself to Samantha as she hastily dressed; and he took pictures as Samantha opened her arms to hug Jacob and then kneed him viciously in the testicles. 

Jacob tasted the thick carpet in his mouth as he lay crumpled on the floor, watching Samantha storm out of the door and out of his life.

The screen of the digital camera appeared before his face. “That’s a particularly good one of you getting booted in the bollocks, don’t you think? I’m beginning to think I’ve a future as a photographer.”


CHAPTER FIVE



“I’m here to see Dr Devane.”

The secretary looked up at Detective Wilson with sympathy. “Aren’t you the throwing-up fella?”

“No. My name is Detective Wilson.”

The woman was in her late fifties and had a matronly air to her, despite the purple bob she sported. “Are you sure? I thought you were the fella who’s always vomiting at crime scenes?”

“Is Dr Devane around?”

“I don’t blame you, personally – all that death. I have to type up the reports. Some of the things I’ve seen, I could tell you.”

“The message said to get here before lunch.”

“There was one from Kildare, death by misadventure.” She leaned forward with a conspiratorial air. “It involved a sex toy – three, in fact.”

“Right,” said Wilson, struggling to find a way to get the conversation heading in the direction he wanted it to go. “Is she in her office?”

“You know how some people,” she continued, as if he hadn’t said anything, “are always trying to cram far too much into a case when they’re going on holidays? Trying to do two weeks with just carry-on luggage?”

“So is her office just down this way?” said Wilson, determined to have the conversation he wanted to have.

“Well, it was like that, cramming far too much in – only, y’know, with sex toys. It happened in Kildare!” Oddly, she said the word Kildare in a stage whisper, like that was the shocking part of the story. “I mean, you expect that kind of thing to happen in Dublin, perhaps, but not Kildare.” 

“I guess.”

“Or America. I mean anything can be shoved anywhere in America. It’s the land of opportunity and all that.”

Wilson started walking down the hallway.

“So her office is down this way?”

“Yes.”

“Thank you.”

Wilson started hurrying down the hall.

After a few seconds, her voice carried down the hallway after him. “She’s not there though.”

Wilson stopped and turned around. “What?”

“She’s down in the mortuary. Will be for the rest of the day.”

“But the message said to come and see her before lunch.” Wilson pointed at his watch. “It’s eleven thirty.”

“She has her lunch at ten thirty.”

“But… that’s not lunchtime!”

“It is if you start work at 6am, which Dr Devane does.”

Wilson trudged over to the lift and pressed the down button. “How am I supposed to know that?”

“I thought everyone did. She is a famously early riser.”

“I mean,” said Wilson, “ask anybody, eleven thirty is in the morning.”

“Not for the doctor.”

“I mean, it’s AM – AM is the morning. That’s not a matter of conjecture, that’s just fact. Lunch happens after the morning.” The lift doors opened and Wilson stepped in.

“Nowt so strange as folk, as they say, even in Kildare.”

Wilson pressed the buzzer. Dr Devane looked up and noticed him at the far side of the glass. Her hands were inside the body on the slab in front of her. She was surrounded by three people – Wilson guessed medical students, but it was hard to tell behind the surgical masks and overalls. She nodded in his direction and then lifted what Wilson assumed was one of the more crucial organs from the body and placed it on the scales. He turned away and sat down on the one chair in the room. A long metal sink stretched beneath the window and a monitor sat on a table in the corner. 

After a couple of minutes, Dr Devane pushed backwards through the door, her hands held out in front of her, smeared red with blood. She nodded in Wilson’s direction before peeling off her gloves and throwing them into a medical waste bin. He stood awkwardly as she spent a minute thoroughly washing her hands in the stainless steel sink. Once done, she turned to him. 

“I was expecting you earlier.”

“Yes,” said Wilson, who hesitated before adding “sorry”, despite his fundamental disagreement about her definition of lunchtime. Dr Devane was the state pathologist, a position of importance that commanded respect. It didn’t mean she could change when lunchtime was though. 

“No problem,” said Devane. “And apologies for the behaviour of Phillips and the others at your crime scene. I have had a stern word. I’m afraid being around so many dead people has a tendency to cause some of my staff to forget the proper respect that should be afforded to live ones.”

Wilson shrugged.

Devane looked suddenly embarrassed as she looked behind her, as if remembering where they were. “Speaking of which, are you alright here?”

“I’m fine, doctor.”

She leaned back against the sink. “If it helps, it does get easier the more you see. You’re no different to anyone else. In fact, Phillips lost several pounds on his first couple of weeks in the job, from not eating. You get over it. You’re welcome to shadow me for a day if you’d like to just get it out of your system – sorry, bad choice of words.”

Wilson shook his head. 

“OK, well let me know if you change your mind. I have a compelling example of the dangers of drink-driving inside if you fancy it.” She paused. “It is rather difficult to get into the festive spirit around here.”

“I’ll pass, thank you, doc.”

Devane’s facial expression indicated that “doc” was not a welcome step into familiarity.

“Anyway,” she said, “your mountain men. Subject A – the taller, younger one – hasn’t produced much bar a confirmation that death was by a single powerful stab wound to the heart. Dental work indicated probability of the subject being British or Irish. Subject B, on the other hand…”

Dr Devane walked across to a pile of folders on the metal table in the corner and selected one. “Much more revealing.” She flipped it open. “The gold filling and other dental work are indicative of a North American. The cause of death is where it gets interesting though. As you know, there was a large entry wound in the back of the eye but no exit wound, indicating it was a low-velocity projectile. We have now recovered it – only it isn’t a bullet, at least in the modern sense.” Devane held up a picture for Wilson to see. It looked like a misshapen ball bearing. “It is a shot, most likely having come from a derringer or similar type of weapon.”

“You’re kidding?”

“I am not known for my sense of humour, Detective.”

“Have you ever seen that kind of weapon used before?”

Devane looked as if she were about to say something, but instead she turned back to the file and pulled out another picture. “Fitting with the dental work, we have recovered a ring from Subject B’s finger, which appears to be American – military, in fact. It has ‘Semper Fi’ inscribed on the inside of it with an as-yet unidentified symbol above it – it looks like some form of hammer.”

“So this guy was a US Marine?”

“That’s speculation. What I can tell you is that he was wearing a ring that may be related to the US Marines – not the same thing. We have, however, sent detailed pictures of the ring and a DNA sample to our American colleagues to see if the body matches up with any missing persons they have. Obviously the twenty-year or so potential gap makes it tricky, but the FBI typically have very good records.”

“I see. How long until they come back to us?”

Devane shrugged. “The Yanks are always a tad unpredictable. It really comes down to what they decide to care about. It could be only a week or two, could be months. It depends whose desk it lands on, I should imagine.”

“Right. Can you give us a steer on the murder weapon?”

“You’re looking for a derringer or derringer-like weapon, Detective, that’s all the help we can give you. Despite what you’ve seen on TV, we can’t CSI you up a magic solution.”

Wilson nodded, taken aback by her suddenly abrupt tone. “Sure, sorry.”

Devane quickly turned and headed back through the swing doors. “Now, if you’ll excuse me. My office will be in touch as and when.”

“OK, well, thank you for your…” Wilson stopped talking as he realised he was speaking to an empty room. He would spend the drive back to HQ trying to figure out exactly what he’d said to annoy Dr Devane, before determining that eating lunch when it wasn’t lunchtime probably put the body in a bad mood for the rest of the day.


CHAPTER SIX



“It’s awful cold out, isn’t it?”

Bunny’s thoughts came back from where they’d been, visiting old friends. He looked at the barman, currently in the process of pulling him a pint. “What?”

“I said, it’s awful cold, isn’t it?”

“I suppose so. Y’know, it’s December and all.”

“That’s true. I’ve not seen you in here before?”

“No.”

Bunny had never drank in this pub before. It was one of those big soulless barns up on The Quays, somewhere he’d not have been caught dead in normally. He didn’t even know its name; it had just been the nearest one to him when he’d noticed the headline in the newspaper that he now held under his arm.

“Can I ask if you were enticed in by our Christmas decorations?”

“No.”

The barman looked disappointed. Clearly this wasn’t the answer he’d been hoping for. He lowered his voice slightly. “The manager and I had a bit of a ruck about it. She said she didn’t want them, but I think they give the place a bit of ambience.”

Bunny looked around. There was some anaemic tinsel and a few cheap-looking angels scattered around the place. A memory floated into his head of his schooldays back in Cork. One of the lads had managed to get Sister Morgan, the young nun tasked with teaching God to gurriers, into a discussion about heaven. If angels lived on clouds, he said, where did they go wee-wee? Did they just do it over the side? Sister Morgan had panicked, said that angels didn’t wee or poo. He could still remember the look on her face when she realised the hole she was getting herself into. A bunch of ten-year-old boys were always going to have further questions. Trying to dig her way out, she had explained that angels were smooth all over down there and didn’t do any of that stuff. None of this explained the nappies though, sister. It was at that point she had just started singing “O Come, All Ye Faithful” loudly and waving for the class to join in. She was out of teaching and off to Ethiopia within a year. It said something that bringing Jesus to people in the middle of a warzone was considered a softer option than a class of ten-year-olds in Cork. Bunny thought of all this while looking at the dismal angel sitting at the end of the bar. It had an unfortunate constipated expression, poor little sod – holding it in for all eternity. 

“So, d’ye like them?”

“What?”

“The decorations?”

“No.”

“Oh,” said the barman, once again getting the answer he didn’t want. He tried to rally. “Did ye see the snowman down there at the end of the bar?”

“Any sign of that drink?” said Bunny, ignoring the question.

The barman topped up his pint of Guinness and placed it on the bar. “Four euros eighty please. You’re not much of a talker, are ye?”

“No.” Bunny handed him a five-euro note.

“I’m the same myself. Some people would talk the arse off you.” 

Bunny took his change and his pint and started heading down the bar, angling for the far corner. The entire place was deserted. It’d no doubt pick up when the after-work crowd arrived later, drawn in by the excess of ambience. 

As he passed by it, the motion caused the snowman on the bar to leap into song. A backhand return with the Herald sent it somersaulting off the bar.

“Ah for… you’ve no Christmas spirit, ye old scrooge.”

Bunny said nothing, taking up position at a table in the furthest corner, his back to the wall. He looked around again, confirming that the place was deserted aside from the barman, who was dusting off his snowman and looking all hurt about it. 

Bunny unfolded the newspaper and looked down at the headline. It hadn’t changed since he’d bought it.

TWO BODIES FOUND IN THE WICKLOW MOUNTAINS

Two sets of human remains have been found by builders digging the foundations for the new Environmental Appreciation Centre in the Wicklow Mountains. Dubbed ‘The Bill on the Hill’, construction on the controversial project has been delayed three times as protestors objected to it through the courts, before occupying trees on the site to prevent building work from starting. The remains, which Gardaí have yet to identify, are said to be two adult males and are estimated to have been in the ground for around twenty years. The Wicklow Mountains has long been a popular dumping ground for bodies amongst the Dublin criminal fraternity, although the Gardaí have emphasised that it is too early to speculate. The Minister for Tourism, who is, of course, also the local TD for the area, was unavailable to comment at the time of going to press.

Below the article, there was a graphic that showed the approximate location of the site. Bunny looked long and hard at it. Truth to be told, he had no idea where to find the location on a map. 

“Oh dear, oh dear.”

Bunny looked up with a start. Sitting opposite him, in a white suit, sunglasses and fedora hat, was a man he’d shot, killed and buried in the Wicklow Mountains eighteen years previously.

“I know what you are thinking, Detective. Maybe it is not me?”

“You’re dead.” Bunny tried to concentrate on the paper. 

“Yes, I am dead, but it seems I am no longer buried.”

Bunny lifted his pint halfway to his lips and then put it down again. “Could be anything, doesn’t mean it is…”

The man smiled. His dark skin crinkled. “It’s almost eighteen years to the exact day, is it not? How poetic.”

“You deserved to die, I’ve no guilt about that.”

“Clearly.” The man shrugged. Bunny had initially known him as Lopez, only finding out after the fact that his name was Daniel Zayas. “Still, though, do the police normally bury the bodies of people they have legitimately killed? You are nothing but a common criminal.”

Bunny stabbed a finger in Zayas’s direction. “You were a shower of shite who had kidnapped…” Bunny stopped and looked down at the table.

“After all this time, you still can’t say her name, can you? Simone. The murderer that shared your bed, albeit briefly.”

“Shut up. You’re not real.”

Zayas took off his glasses, revealing the bullet hole where his right eye had been. “I might not be real, but that doesn’t mean you can ignore me, Detective.” Zayas nodded down at the newspaper. “Like it or not, your sins are no longer buried and, seeing as we’re talking, it seems like your mind is not exactly your own. Just because you’re done with the past, doesn’t mean the past is done with you.”

“Feck off.” Bunny hurled the paper across the table, at a man that wasn’t there. The sheets divided and fluttered to the ground.

He looked up and noticed the barman, who had been joined by a younger woman. They were both standing behind the bar, looking over at him nervously. The woman nudged the barman, who gave her an annoyed glance before raising his voice. “Are you alright there, sir? Everything OK?”

Bunny gave them an embarrassed wave and then stood up. He grabbed his coat then clumsily starting to pick up the paper. He tossed it onto the table beside his untouched pint and headed for the door. 

Behind him, he could hear the laughter of a dead man following in his wake.


CHAPTER SEVEN



Brigit cleared her throat and shuffled the pieces of paper around on the table in front of her, like a nervous three-card monte dealer. “Right,” she said, “I call this meeting of the MCM Investigations Board of Directors to order.”

She looked up to see Paul sitting on the opposite side of her desk, smirking at her. “That’s very formal.”

“We’re doing this properly.”

“Alright, Madam Chairman, calm down.”

Brigit looked down at the agenda again. “Attendance: present, Brigit Conroy, acting as chairperson for the meeting. Also present, Paul Mulchrone. Absent with apologies, Bernard McGarry.”

“Since when has Bunny apologised for anything?” said Paul.

Brigit ignored him. This was going to be hard enough as it was. Her hands still stung from the soaking in turpentine that had been required to get that damned paint off, then, following the phone call she had received at midnight, she had been way too angry to sleep.

“Mr McGarry, as always, has assigned his proxy to me,” she said. “First item on the agenda, the ongoing situation with Kelleher Brothers Investigations.”

“OK,” interrupted Paul, “before you say anything, what happened yesterday was ridiculous. Paint flying everywhere like that, you could have been blinded.”

“I could have,” agreed Brigit. 

“This is getting completely out of hand.”

Brigit felt a wave of relief flow through her. “Exactly, I’m glad you’ve seen that.”

“Don’t worry, the situation is going to be sorted – once and for all. Have you ever seen the Michael Douglas film The Game?”

Brigit looked at Paul in confusion. “What’s that got to do with anything?”

“It was on telly last night. Michael Douglas’ brother buys him this, like, immersive adventure thing, where all these actors are involving him in this game where he falls in love with this hot woman. And then somebody gets murdered, and he has to prove it’s all a conspiracy – only somebody really does get murdered and Michael Douglas doesn’t know what’s real and what isn’t. I don’t know either to be honest, I fell asleep halfway through. But then this morning I made some calls. I’m going to make Kevin Kelleher think he really has killed someone. I think I can get a bunch of actors from this school and…” Paul opened his bag and produced several pages of scribble-filled foolscap. “I’ve worked out a basic story and, I mean, it won’t be cheap, although luckily actors will work for not much money, but there’ll be some special effects required and—”

“SHUT UP!”

Paul looked up in shock. Brigit was a little taken aback herself – she hadn’t quite meant to shout it quite so loud. It had come from a place deeper than logic. It had erupted from a place of deep frustration.

“Have you actually read the agenda for this meeting, Paul?”

“Ehm, well, I… I had a brief look but not in detail. I scanned it.”

“Did you?” asked Brigit, holding up the piece of paper and pointing at the first item. “Item number one, seen here in bold print, is the situation with the Kellehers. Either this ridiculous feud stops immediately or drastic action will be taken.”

“What do you mean ‘drastic action’?”

“You will be removed from the board of this company.”

“You can’t do that.”

“I bloody well can. I control the majority of votes and I have ample evidence of gross negligence.”

“What? Are ye mad? What evidence?”

“How did the Harrison surveillance go last night, Paul?”

Paul pulled at his ear nervously and Brigit felt herself sag. He didn’t realise it, but this was his tell when he was about to lie. 

“Yeah, y’know, generally alright. Nothing too out of the ordinary.”

“Really?”

Brigit could actually see the moment Paul realised he was screwed but still decided to brazen it out.

“Well, y’know, these things are always a bit ‘hurry up and wait’, mostly dull.”

“Sure. Well, I got a phone call from a rather upset Mrs Harrison last night. She’d just received a call from her sleazebag of a husband, who admitted to having an affair while simultaneously accusing her of hiring a man to try and kill him.”

“What?”

“Yes,” said Brigit, “apparently the man from MCM Investigations burst into his room and tried to throw him off a balcony. Did you do that?”

Brigit could see Paul furiously thinking, trying to decide which path was worse. 

“Yes?” He said it tentatively, like even he was surprised that he was attempting this lie. 

“My arse you did. You couldn’t dangle somebody off a balcony if you tried.”

“What do you mean by that? That’s a very unkind thing to say.”

“Oh no you don’t. Do not try and throw this conversation off topic. Did you or did you not send Bunny to do a surveillance that had been assigned to you and Phil?”

“You said you wanted to get him more involved in things.”

Brigit would’ve thrown something if anything had been handy. “Involved, yes, but not dealing with stuff like this. You better than anyone know what he’s like. That was like sending a sledgehammer to scramble an egg.”

Paul held his hands up. “OK, that was a bit of a mistake on my part.”

“A mistake?” Brigit couldn’t believe that he still didn’t seem to get it. “Do you have any idea how much trouble we could be in? Bunny doing stuff like that, we could lose our licence. What the hell were you thinking?”

“Alright, look—”

“Then there’s the matter of all those boxes in reception.”

“We need a bit of security equipment to protect the office. There’s a lot of gurriers about.”

“Any gurrier that breaks in here will only be coming to steal our new security system, seeing as we apparently spent…” Brigit held up another piece of paper. “Six grand to protect an office that holds three second-hand PCs, a couple of filing cabinets and the second-cheapest self-assembly desks from IKEA, one of which still wobbles every time someone closes a door.”

“I said I was going to fix that.”

“You said you were going to do a lot of things, Paul, and frankly I’m tired of waiting for you to grow up and do them. We’re supposed to be running a business here.” Brigit took a deep breath. “As I see it, we’ve got two options: either you abandon this nonsense feud with the Kellehers once and for all—”

“Never!”

“Or you leave the company.”

Brigit had sat up all night, debating how she could approach this. She had wanted it to be a calm and reasoned discussion. So much for that plan.

“You can’t get rid of me, I own part of this company.”

Brigit looked down at the three pieces of paper in front of her again. She couldn’t bring herself to look at him as she said it. “You own a third of it, as do I, as does Bunny. I have Bunny’s proxy, which gives me the two-thirds majority. You have to either agree to end this nonsense and concentrate on what we’re supposed to be doing, or else I’m going to have to ask you to leave. In the long run, you can either retain your shares and get a fair share of the profits, assuming we have profits after the recent ‘setbacks’, or we can discuss buying you out for a reasonable price.”

She looked up to see Paul staring at her, his eyes filled with outrage and hurt. “You can’t do this.”

“I can.” She took a deep breath. “Do you agree to stop all this nonsense with the Kellehers?”

“No.” He said it in a quiet voice.

“OK then, I have no choice but to put this to a vote. All those in favour of Paul Mulchrone being removed from the day-to-day operations of MCM Investigations?” She raised her hand. “Aye, and Bunny’s votes go with me. Those against?”

Paul stood up. “Nay.”

Brigit picked up her pen and started writing. “So by majority vote, the motion has been carried and the…”

Her office door slammed, followed a few seconds later by the front door as Paul stormed out.


CHAPTER EIGHT



“Mickey, what are you doing? Don’t do that! For God’s sake, fella, use the stick or catch it!”

Johnny Canning turned away from the field in disgust and looked at the St Jude’s under-12s coach, to whom he was the assistant, despite knowing little about hurling.

“Bunny?”

He looked into the face of the man he’d known now for seventeen years, and what he saw looking back worried him. It wasn’t the splotchy red of burst capillaries that indicated an over-fondness for the drink. That did worry him, but only on the same low level it always had. Bunny and drink had been bedfellows for as long as Johnny had known him. Johnny did try and bring it up every so often, but that conversation rarely went well. Since the Skylark incident last year, Bunny had maybe been leaning on the bottle a little heavier, but even a twelve-step fundamentalist like Johnny couldn’t hold that against him. Held prisoner and tortured by a true psychopath for ten days, it had been an ordeal that would have broken a lesser man. Physically, Bunny had recovered remarkably quickly, but Johnny was perhaps one of the very few people close enough to catch a whiff of the battles that still raged. He was back bigger and badder than ever as far as most were concerned, the same foul-mouthed tornado of fury he’d always been. The indestructible, irrepressible Bunny McGarry. But Johnny knew better. What didn’t kill you didn’t always make you stronger. There’d long been that sadness at the eye of the storm, but these days there seemed to be more of it. Still, this, today, whatever it may be, was something very different. He’d never seen him like this.

Johnny tossed the sponge he’d been holding into the red bucket that handled ninety per cent of all medical scenarios the team encountered.

“Alright, that’s it.” 

Bunny’s gaze pulled back from the middle distance and he looked at Johnny as if seeing him for the first time. 

“What’s up?”

Bunny shrugged. “What the feck are you talking about? Nothing’s up.”

“Really?” said Johnny. “We’re into the second half of our worst performance of the season – by some considerable distance, which is really saying something – and there’s barely been a peep out of you.”

“You told me last week to be more constructive in my criticism!”

“That’s not what I said. I said maybe avoid things like telling Daz his aim was so bad, he’d end up staying a virgin until he was forty.”

“Well alright,” said Bunny, “and I’m taking your advice on board.”

“Exactly!” said Johnny, “And when have you ever done that? Your half-time team talk was basically ‘enjoy yourselves’. You’re taking my advice. Jesus, Bunny, you’ve barely even swore.” 

“I’m controlling myself.”

“Mickey Marsh just tried to head the ball. A sliotar, a leather ball hurtling at about forty miles an hour, and he tried to head it. And you. Said. Nothing. Now seriously” – Johnny lowered his voice – “what is up with you? Is everything alright?”

“I’m fine, it’s just… It’s been a rough couple of days.”

“Do you want to talk about it?”

“Jesus, Johnny, if you’re hitting on me, I’m flattered and all, but that’s not the way my flag flies.”

“Don’t flatter yourself. If all men were like you, I’d be chasing vagina like it was the last chopper out of Saigon.”

“I’m alright, just… TERRY FRANCIS, GET STUCK IN!!”

Bunny bellowed so loudly that Johnny felt sure he’d temporarily lost hearing in his left ear.

“OK, well, someone’s back.”

Johnny turned back to the game just in time to see the centre forward from St Mary’s add what might be his tenth point of the match, sending the ball hurtling into the nettles beside the back wall in the process. 

“Rambo, get that back, will ye, please?”

The tubby kid who was theoretically the St Jude’s goalkeeper gave Johnny a smile and a thumbs up before running off – the first indication all game that he was in fact aware of his surroundings in any way, shape or form. 

“Who’s that?” asked Bunny.

“Who?”

“Over there.”

Johnny looked in the direction Bunny had nodded. “The woman with the pram? I dunno. Do you want me to see if her kid wants to play midfield for us? Can’t do worse than Ciaran.”

“Nah, it’s just I’ve not seen her around. She’s not a mother of any of the boys or anything.”

Johnny looked in the direction of the skinny blonde woman pushing the expensive-looking buggy. “So? I mean, I’m no expert, but maybe she fancied some fresh air. This is the only bit of green for several blocks. Maybe she’s just a big hurling fan?”

“What the feck would she be doing coming to watch us then?”

“Yeah,” nodded Johnny, “fair point.” 

“She looks familiar.”

“Well, you do know almost everybody around here.”

“That’s it, ye see, she’s not from around here and I – I was sure I saw her earlier today as well.”

Johnny looked at Bunny again. “What, like somewhere else?”

“Yeah, only she didn’t have the baby, and she was brunette.”

“What?”

“Don’t mind me. Just a coincidence.”

“OK.”

Whatever was bothering Bunny now seemed to be getting into Johnny’s head too, as he could have sworn she was now surreptitiously looking at them. Having caught him looking back, she bent and fussed about the baby before turning and heading back towards the gates.

“C’mon, lads, let’s up our game here. You’re playing like a bunch of—”

“Bunny!” They had previously had a long and detailed discussion/argument about words Bunny was not allowed to use to finish that sentence.

“One-eyed sons of a cock-eyed Suzie.”

“Oh, alright.” After all these years, Johnny still wasn’t entirely sure what that actually meant, but it seemed OK.

“What score is it?” shouted Padraig Dawson.

“Don’t you worry about the fecking score,” replied Bunny, “’tis all about the performance!”

“Oh,” said Padraig, kicking disconsolately at his hurley, “we’re losing by that much already?”

The game restarted and Saint Jude’s sprung into life, immediately giving away two frees, which at least showed more effort than their previous attempts at tackling.

“That’s it, lads, get stuck in! They don’t like it up ’em!”

Johnny rolled his eyes.

“Johnny?”

“Yes, Bunny?”

“If anything ever happened to me, you’d take care of the club, wouldn’t ye?”

Johnny turned around again. “Alright, seriously, have you been to the doctor’s or something?”

“No,” said Bunny, shooing him away with his hand, “don’t be daft. I’m just saying. You would, wouldn’t ye?”

“God help me, I’d try my best, but what has you in this mood?”

“Nothing, just— REF!” 

A collection of twelve-year-olds from both sides clattered into each other, causing a pile-up in midfield with a fair share of hurt feelings and unhappy parents. The ref blew so hard the pea came out of his whistle.

Without a word, Johnny snatched up the bucket and ran onto the field to make everything alright again.

“Why don’t you tell him?”

Bunny turned at the voice. A man eighteen years dead sat behind him, on the cooler box for the halftime drinks. 

“Why don’t you tell him that, soon, you may be going away for a looong time,” he said, mockingly drawing it out. “After all these years, telling generations of kids to stay on the straight and narrow. How d’you think they’ll feel?”

“Ara, fecking shut up.”

Daniel Zayas smiled up at him, his left eye sitting incongruously beside the cavity where his other one should be. “Talk to your friend. Tell him you are going crazy. The ghost of a man you murdered eighteen years ago is chasing you. Maybe you should have gone to see that shrink. Maybe you should have taken the tablets. Maybe you should not have killed me in the first place?” 

“I never regretted that for a second, ye one-eyed wank stain.”

“Oh, I know I was not your first. I’m just the one who will be your downfall.”

“They’ve nothing to link—”

“Oh please, we both know that isn’t true. They’ll be looking now, now they have the bodies. You can hear the footsteps. They are coming. It might take a little time, but they are coming. That’s why I’m here.”

Bunny swung the hurley in his hand at a man that wasn’t there – knocking the drinks cooler on its side and sending its contents sprawling across the ground. 

Then he found himself alone again. He turned back to the field to see Padraig Dawson looking back at him, his twelve-year-old eyes filled with a new kind of fear. Everyone was scared of Bunny, but it was the right kind of scared. At least it had been.

“There was a wasp. Buzzy little fecker.”

Padraig nodded and moved away.

Bunny ran his free hand up and down his face. Get it together. He glanced over to see the mother pushing her buggy out of the gates.


CHAPTER NINE



“I can’t believe it,” said Paul. “The whole thing is ridiculous.”

“Yeah,” agreed Phil. “I mean, it’s not my job to go telling people bad news. I’ve enough stress in my life.”

“What? What are you talking about?”

Phil removed his eye from behind the telephoto lens and looked at Paul. “I’m talking about how when this idiot is having his end away, Brigit agreed that I would ring the client, his missus, and tell her. I mean, I’ve enough stress in my life!”

“That’s not what I was talking about,” said Paul. “I was talking about how Brigit has removed me from my position in this company.”

Phil tutted and resumed looking through his camera lens. “Oh, that. You were going on about that an hour ago. I thought you’d finished.”

“Finished? I’ve lost my job for absolutely no reason. I’d have thought you’d be a lot more sympathetic, Phil.”

“Well…”

Paul’s eyes narrowed. “Well what?”

“Nothing, only, you’ve not been doing any work for the last few weeks and you’ve been spending a lot of money and the office is now covered in yellow paint.”

“Exactly, and whose fault is that?”

Phil pulled his head back and looked up at the ceiling of the van. Paul could see he was thinking this through. “Yours?”

“No! The Kellehers!”

“Alright,” said Phil, flinching back from Paul. “Fine, it’s all their fault. Only…”

“Only what?”

Phil looked back into the camera again. “Nothing.”

“Jesus, Phil, would it kill you to back me up just this once?”

Phil didn’t even look up from the camera this time; he just raised his bandaged hand. His wife, Da Xin, sick of her husband having his phone actually physically glued to his hand, had insisted he go to Casualty and get it removed. “Six hours in Casualty and the doctor insisted on bringing lots of people in to see it. I was a laughing stock, so I was.”

Paul rubbed the back of his neck. “Yeah, alright, sorry.” The thought crept into Paul’s head that he might just be being a tad self-centred. “How’s Da Xin doing?”

“Well, she’s as big as a Ford Cortina now so the poor girl can’t do much. The baby keeps kicking every time she hears my voice too.”

“Isn’t that a good thing?”

Phil gave Paul a sideways glance.

Paul lowered his voice. “Are you still having the dreams?”

“The nightmares, you mean? Yeah.”

Phil had been having a recurring dream where he awoke to find that his unborn daughter had snuck out of her mother and was strangling him with the umbilical cord. 

“I told you, you’re being daft.”

“Am I?” said Phil, “D’ye know how many people have liked me in my life?”

“Ah, you’re being crazy.” He wasn’t being crazy. Paul, more than anyone, knew what Phil meant. As his best friend in the world, he could categorically confirm that Phil Nellis was an acquired taste. Their schooldays hadn’t been massively fun for anyone, but other kids went home at night thinking, well, at least I’m not Phil Nellis. He was cursed with his own Nellisian logic that looked a lot like stupidity if you didn’t catch it from the right angle, and few did. He also had a stubborn stick-to-it attitude, which meant that if he didn’t understand something, he asked questions, a lot of questions, and for the worst reason imaginable – a genuine thirst for knowledge. Other students hated that, as did the teachers, although you could see them trying to hide it. Nobody could forget their science teacher, Mr Lawrence, having a breakdown, prompted by Phil’s honest question, “Sir, Einstein or Newton, sir, who was better?” After a few minutes of floundering, the teacher had gone for the “That question is impossible to answer” option. Phil had sympathised and said not to worry about it, he’d ask one of the other teachers who would know. Mr Lawrence had gone into the storeroom and not come out for twenty minutes. Someone had eventually gone and got the headmaster.

“Of course your daughter is going to love you,” said Paul.

“That has not been my experience of people. I mean, statistically, the odds are against it, aren’t they?”

A thought struck Paul. “But her ma, your wife, she loves you, doesn’t she?”

“Well, yeah.”

“There you go. Love is hereditary.”

Phil looked away from the camera again. “Is it?”

“Yeah, course it is. Same way that your daughter is going to look Chinese.”

“Is she?” Phil seemed genuinely surprised. Paul gave him a long look.

“Obviously. I mean, her mother is Chinese. She’s going to be a mix of you and her, isn’t she?”

“Is she? I thought that, like, babies born in China would be Chinese and, like, babies born in Ireland, would look, y’know, Irish.”

“Ehm, no, Phil. That’s not how it works.”

“Really?”

There was a knock on the window. Paul was relieved – he was skating dangerously close to having to have the birds and the bees talk with Phil. He would rather sit in a van filled with actual bees than do that. 

“Go away,” said Paul in a loud voice.

A voice responded from outside. “I’d like a 99, please.”

Paul shook his head. “People are daft.”

“Yeah,” agreed Phil, “people.”

The MCM Investigations van had been Paul’s idea. Well, their obvious need for one had been Brigit’s suggestion, but Paul had been put in charge of acquiring it. He had a love of a bargain. Actually, from years of living off virtually no money, he had a need for a bargain verging on the pathological. He was starting to realise that this was becoming a problem. Case in point: the van. He had acquired it off One-Eyed Barry, who had acquired it from somebody who had shown far too much faith in the invincibility of a full house, kings over nines. The van did have a lot going for it: it had been going very cheap; it was a good size; it had just passed its NCT; and it had a nice big side window that they could replace with one-way tinted glass – perfect for surveillance. In fact, there was only one problem with the van.

A fist hammered on the window. “Here, give us a 99, ye lazy bollocks.”

It didn’t matter that they’d painted it black and removed all of the signage. Something deep down in the Irish psyche recognised the shape, and an ice cream van was still, and would forever be, an ice cream van. 

“Alright, keep your bleedin’ hair on,” responded Phil. He reached behind him and pulled a cone out from under the machine that they’d never bothered to remove. He then flipped the handle down and started assembling a 99 cone. 

“What the?”

Phil looked across at him. “It happens so much, I figured this’d just be easier. I got some stuff from the cash’n’carry.” He shoved a flake in the ice cream and slid the window across. “Two euros.”

A small hand reached through and handed Phil a couple of coins in exchange for the ice cream. “Here, I wanted raspberry sauce.”

“We’re out.” Phil slid the window closed again and picked up the camera.

“No raspberry sauce? You’re a fucking disgrace, mister. I’m never coming back here again!”

“Good,” shouted Phil.

Paul looked on in disbelief. “You’re selling ice creams now?”

“It’s easier than dealing with all the angry people demanding ice creams. I got the idea after them kids tried to turn the van over in Ballymun that time.”

“But,” said Paul, “you’re supposed to be doing surveillance.”

“Exactly,” said Phil. “And nobody is going to suspect a van that’s selling ice creams of being a surveillance vehicle. It’s the perfect cover.”

Paul stopped to think about this. He was in all too familiar territory. Nellisian logic on some intrinsic level felt like it didn’t make sense, but it was always incredibly hard to actually find fault with it. Before Paul could attempt to do so, Phil sprang into action, the camera clicking rapidly.

“Here’s our boy – and he’s got a woman with him.”

Paul picked up the binoculars from the bench. He saw a middle-aged couple – a portly man and a skinny woman with caramel-coloured hair – entering the Philbert Street apartment block opposite. The man held open the door for his companion. She looked around, scanning the street before entering. 

“That was weird,” said Paul. “She seemed to take a hard look at the van.”

“Maybe she fancied an ice cream?”

The couple disappeared inside.

“See now,” said Phil, “as far as I’m concerned, this is all the proof we should be providing. People going in, people coming back out again, maybe a bit of a snog.”

“Why, what have you been told to do?”

Phil shot an irritated look in Paul’s direction. “Have you not been listening to me at all?”

Paul didn’t say anything, but he did feel slightly embarrassed. He may have been slightly too wrapped up in his own outrage at being fired to pay a great deal of attention to the other half of the conversation. 

Phil shook his head in disappointment and went back to looking through the camera. “Apparently they’re going to be in the second-floor apartment there on the far left.” 

Sure enough, as soon as Phil said it, a light came on at the indicated window. 

“Now, get this, not only do I have to take pictures of them, y’know…”

“Right.”

“Knobbing,” said Phil, who had never quite mastered the art of implication in conversation, “but I’ve to ring this prick’s missus and tell her when they’re at it.”

“Oh.”

“Yeah,” said Phil. “I don’t want to be giving some poor lady a play-by-play on her other half being a cheating scumbag.”

As they watched, the curtains of the window were thrown open by the woman they had seen earlier. The portly man came up behind her and put his arms around her. He then proceeded to push her up against the window and conduct what a customs officer would consider a highly comprehensive full-body search. 

Phil sighed. “I hate people. Right, here we go…”

Using his bandaged hand, Phil placed his phone on the counter and dialled the number he had written on a piece of paper. Then he picked it up and cradled it between his ear and shoulder. “Fingers crossed she’s not—” He didn’t get to the final word in the sentence – probably “in” – as the call was answered on the second ring. 

“Hello, Mrs Kilfeather, it’s Phil Nellis here from MCM Investigations. Are you alright? You sound a bit out of breath?”

From where Paul sat, he couldn’t make out the other half of the conversation beyond the low burble of a female voice. 

“Yes,” said Phil. “I’m outside the Philbert Street apartments right now and I’m afraid your husband is inside.”

Pause.

“Yes, he is with a woman.”

Pause.

“Ehm, yes, the other woman. I suppose you could say she is that.”

Pause.

“Well…” Phil squirmed uncomfortably. “I suppose you could say she is a dirty girl.”

Pause.

“Ehm… I personally wouldn’t use that language, but I know you’re upset.”

Pause.

Phil grimaced. “Alright, if you insist. Yes, I supposed she is a dirty girl. She is a dirty, dirty girl.”

A thought struck Paul. He picked up the binoculars again. The full-body customs search in the window had now very definitely passed beyond standard practices.

“Phil, hang up the phone.”

Phil ignored him. “Alright. She’s a wanton floozy, so she is, a hussy. She is a wicked woman.”

“Phil,” said Paul more loudly. “Hang up the phone.”

Phil was now looking incredibly uncomfortable, as if he were in physical pain. “Ah please, I don’t want to say that.”

Paul reached across, snatched the phone from Phil’s shoulder and disconnected the call. 

“What the feck are you doing, Paulie? I had to tell the woman, it was part of the instructions. She wanted to know. We can’t keep losing customers like this! Brigit will bleedin’ kill me!”

“Are you finished?” asked Paul. “If you want, you can ring Mrs Kilfeather back. Look, she has her phone handy.”

Phil gave Paul a confused look, then he looked through the camera again. 

The woman had her phone in her hand and she was still talking into it, looking directly at the van. 

“Oh…” Phil sounded slightly confused. “Ohhhhhh.” Realisation hit. “Ughhh, I bleedin’ hate people.”

“Yep,” said Paul, handing Phil his phone back. “I’m going home to bed. Wake me up when the world has come to its senses.”


CHAPTER TEN



Brigit sat nursing her glass of white wine and trying hard not to look like she was being stood up on a date. She wasn’t. She was meeting a friend, and that friend, while late, had sent fourteen text messages to assure her that she was still coming. The large glass of wine in her hand was almost empty and she had started looking at the one sitting opposite her on the table, bought in anticipation of her friend’s arrival. She had also put it there as a way of fending off any of the sleazoid men that wine bars seemed to attract. This was what the job was doing to her, making her cynical about the rest of humanity. The stocky guy at the bar had slipped off his wedding ring on his way in. The woman at the corner table had sent a text from one phone and then slipped away from her date to answer a call on another. The guy with the ponytail sitting near the door had, well, he had a ponytail. Brigit considered ponytails to be unacceptable, frankly – even on ponies.

It had been a long day, she was exhausted and not in the mood for this, but a promise was a promise. She didn’t have enough friends that she could afford to let a good one down. Still, three more minutes and she was having that glass of wine.

The honk of a car horn drew Brigit’s attention. Nora Stokes, barrister, mother of one and stressed-out force of nature, was making her way across the street outside. She was rummaging in her bag while simultaneously offering a half-arsed attempt at an apologetic wave to the driver who had just slammed on the brakes to avoid giving her some much-needed time off in hospital. She blew strands of her blonde hair out of her face and then spotted Brigit through the window – managing to cram hello, sorry and oops all into the same smile. Nora was too busy for facial expressions to have just one meaning. She bundled herself through the door and hurried across the bar, sweeping the glass of wine and Brigit up into a hug. 

“Sorry, sorry, sorry, sorry. Sorry.”

“It’s fine,” Brigit assured her.

“No, it isn’t. You were nice enough to come out with me and I left you sitting here alone amongst all these dreadful people.”

She said it slightly too loudly and Brigit could feel the eyes of the aforementioned “dreadful people” burning into them as they sat down. Not that Nora cared, she was too busy knocking a large white wine back in one to register anyone’s disapproval. 

Brigit had first met Nora about two years ago when, as Paul’s barrister at the time, she’d been dragged into the Rapunzel affair. Brigit still felt guilty, as their actions had accidentally led to Nora, then heavily pregnant, receiving a visit from a thug who had tried to intimidate her into giving up Paul and Brigit’s location. This had led to Nora Stokes first macing and then tasering the aforementioned scumbag, a fact that even now made her something of a legend in the otherwise stuffy and male-dominated world of the Irish legal profession.

Since then, she and Brigit had become friends in a rather haphazard manner. After the Rapunzel affair, Nora had struck out on her own, and when Brigit, Paul and Bunny had set up MCM Investigations, Nora had been the natural choice for their lawyer. Since then, they had sent each other work on a few occasions, and when it had come time for MCM Investigations to move offices, Nora had tipped them off to a suitable place that was becoming available around the corner from hers, near Christ Church Cathedral. The two women had bonded over the challenges of running their own businesses. Brigit was aware she wasn’t supposed to actually be the boss of her business partnership, but it had become quickly apparent that she was the only fully-functioning adult in the building, which she deeply resented. It must be great to be the flaky one; she was always secretly jealous of people who somehow managed to bumble through life on luck and other people’s kindness. To be fair, Nora worked alone, save for an incompetent assistant she fired three times a week, which meant she was both the boss and the flaky one. She had a two-year-old kid and hadn’t slept more than five continuous hours since giving birth. In short, they both found themselves in the position of being the closest thing the other had to a female work colleague, even though they didn’t actually work together. 

Nora finished the wine and sat down. “Christ, I needed that.” She held the glass up and whistled loudly, attracting the attention of the sour-faced, stick-thin brunette behind the bar, who glared at her. Nora tapped the glass. “Two more of these bad boys, please, barkeep.” She turned back to Brigit before the barmaid could protest that they didn’t offer table service. 

“So yes, sorry, sorry, sorry – his highness shat in my handbag.”

“Is that a figure of speech?”

“Nope. Got into the taxi and I thought, Christ, this guy has a serious BO problem. Then I tried to get my phone out and realised that himself had found a new place to exercise his latest hobby of random defecation.”

“Oh.”

“Oh indeed.”

The shitter in question was Dan, Nora’s two-year-old son. There were a lot of euphemisms people had for his behaviour – “‘he’s a bit of a handful”, “rambunctious”, “emotional”. The reality, however…

“I swear he is possessed by the Devil.”

“Oh, you don’t mean that.” 

“The hell I don’t. The Devil! Did I tell you about this morning?”

Brigit shook her head.

“So I get a call from the nanny. The playgroup he’s in, they’ve banned him.”

“What?”

“Banned him!” 

“Is this because of the biting?”

“Surprisingly, no. Poo throwing.”

Brigit grimaced. “He’s started throwing poo?”

“No, he’s started encouraging other kids to do so. They hospitalised one of the other mothers. Hit her right in the eye with her own kid’s turd. Had to get it washed out and all.”

Brigit laughed and then clamped her hand over her mouth. “Well, it shows good leadership skills.”

“Shut up. It is not funny.”

“Sorry,” said Brigit “It is though. It is a little bit funny.”

It was at this point that the brunette from behind the bar appeared with two large glasses of wine and a face that seemed utterly appalled at what her body was doing. “Just so you know…”

Nora cut her off by handing her a twenty-euro note. “Keep the change.”

The brunette seemed suddenly happier about life. 

“Question for you,” said Nora. “How would you feel if you got a poo in the eye?”

The barmaid shrugged and pocketed the twenty. “I’ve had worse. Guys are into all kinds of weird stuff.” She turned and walked back towards the bar. 

Nora watched her go. “She’s had worse. That’s the modern dating scene summed up right there.” Nora took a large swig then sighed. “Speaking of dating and unruly children, how’d it go with Paul?”

It was Brigit’s turn to take a large swig of wine. From a distance, they must’ve looked like a pair of alcoholics who’d just been rescued from a desert island. 

She wiped her mouth and took a deep breath. “I fired him.”

“Fuck off!”

Brigit nodded. “I did it.”

Nora put her hand up for a high five.

Brigit looked embarrassed. “I don’t think this is really a high-five moment.”

“The fuck it isn’t. This right here is a Beyoncé track. Throw it up, girlfriend, or I’m going to start singing.”

Reluctantly Brigit put her hand up to receive a rambunctious high five. 

“How did he take it?”

“Well, it’s not like I wanted to do it. I mean, I just wanted him to start taking the job seriously and not turn it into this never-ending quest for vengeance.”

“More power to you.”

“I feel awful.”

“Do you know what you need?” Brigit was all too aware of what Nora felt she needed, but it wasn’t like that would stop her saying it. “Cock. A bit of meaningless, degrading, sweaty rumpy pumpy.”

“Thank you, Dr Freud.”

“How long has it been?”

“You know how long it’s been.”

“Too long.”

“You’re one to talk.”

“Oh stop,” said Nora. “It’s been that long, I’m not sure everything still works down there.”

“I take it things haven’t improved with Donnacha then?”

Nora pulled a face. She and Detective Donnacha Wilson had an on-again off-again romance that was mostly off again, and had been since they’d met. Wilson had been assigned to protect Nora after the incident with the thug. This had led to him unexpectedly delivering her baby on her kitchen floor. 

“Long story short, two things are wrong there. First off, he’s eight years younger than me and frankly I spend enough time being mummy as it is.”

Brigit shrugged. “That’s not much of a gap.”

“And secondly,” continued Nora, “never try to date a man who has pulled a tiny human being out of you. Every time we got anywhere near anything involving my fufu, he’d go this funny colour and make an excuse. I’m telling you, once they’ve pulled a baby out of it, they have a very hard time seeing it as the tunnel of love anymore. Now it’s like the Channel Tunnel with tiny nappy-clad refugees running through.”

“Well, time to move on then.”

Nora locked eyes with her. “Who are you and what have you done with Brigit Conroy?”

“Well yeah, but my situation is different, isn’t it?”

“Is it? You’re more of a babysitter than a partner.”

“Oh please, let’s talk about something else. Who’s taking care of Dan the Man tonight?”

“The service said, and I quote, ‘they had nobody available’. This was nearly two weeks ago I rang them, mind. Nobody available, my arse: we’ve been blackballed. Honestly, one teeny tiny fire and they all bottle it. I offered to pay double, too. This is just like that scene in Pretty Woman where the fancy shops won’t take Julia Roberts’s money to make her look less like a hooker – only, y’know, it’s a toddler who doesn’t look like a thingie but does have an alarming tendency towards physical and psychological torture. OK, that wasn’t a great metaphor, but… What the hell was I talking about? Oh yeah, so, I took the nuclear option. My mam has come up for a couple of days.”

“Wow, but you said after last time—”

“I know what I said. Don’t quote me to me. She can be as interfering and judgy as she likes, let’s see how she copes with the demon child for a night. Oh God, I don’t mean that.” Nora blessed herself and took a gulp of wine. “I’m a terrible mother.”

Brigit shook her head emphatically. “Bollocks to that, you’re like bloody Wonder Woman. It’s the terrible twos, that’s all.”

“Should I ring home? I mean, I said I wasn’t going to, but maybe I should just check. Should I check?” Nora started rummaging through her bag. “I’m just going to…”

Brigit reached across and snatched Nora’s handbag away from her. “Relax. Dan will be absolutely fine.”

“It’s actually more Mam I’m worried about.”

“Seriously, calm down. What’s the worst that could happen?”

Nora fixed her with a stare. “You’re kidding, right?”

“Well, I mean…”

“D’you know what I miss most?”

“Sex?”

“Silence! You’ve no idea how rare silence is in my house. And d’you know what scares me the most?”

Brigit shook her head.

“Silence. At least when he’s making noise, I know where he is and what he’s doing. It’s when he goes quiet that I’m truly terrified. Last week, I found myself on the sofa, nodding off, then I heard it – silence! Do you know where he was? In the bathroom, flushing my rabbit down the loo.”

“Oh my God, the poor… Wait, you don’t mean the fluffy-eared kind of rabbit do you?”

Nora shook her head slowly. 

“How did you explain that to him?”

“Never mind him, it was explaining it to the emergency plumber that was the tricky bit.” 

Brigit howled with laughter.

“It’s not funny!” pleaded Nora, laughter rippling through her voice despite herself. 

“It bloody well is,” said Brigit, wiping a tear from her eye. 

“Shut up, ye bitch.”

Brigit raised her glass and clinked it against Nora’s. “To independence.”

“Independence.” Nora clinked her glass but didn’t drink. She was looking over Brigit’s shoulder. “Don’t look now, but you’ve got yourself an admirer.”

Brigit began to turn her head.

“I said don’t look!”

Brigit sighed exasperatedly. “How am I supposed to see then?”

“Just… hold on.” Nora swirled the remains of her wine around her glass as she looked over Brigit’s shoulder through narrowed eyes. “Do you know anybody who’s about six-foot-two, leather jacket, long black hair, with a bushy beard that, despite how hipster it sounds, he is making work. He looks like a beast of a man but with dancing eyes. The ‘read you poetry after he ravishes you’ type.”

“OK,” said Brigit, “you’re making this up.”

“I’m not. If he was looking at me like that, I’d be over there humping his leg right now. He is definitely looking at you though.”

“He’s looking at the back of me, apparently.”

Nora pursed her lips. “That’s a good point.”

The whole bar turned to gawp at them after Nora’s remarkably loud wolf whistle. Brigit could feel herself turning bright red. “Oh Jesus, ye mad bitch!”

Nora pointed at her. “She’s single, in case you were wondering.”

Brigit put her head in her hands and looked at the tabletop with the kind of intensity associated with death matches. Her voice came out in an urgent whisper. “I am going to fecking kill you.”

Nora looked around her, seemingly oblivious. “It’s alright, everyone. Sorry, I was just moving things along. I’m on a schedule here, gotta be home by midnight. I wasn’t talking to you, Ponytail, turn around.”

Brigit sensed someone standing beside their table, but she was too mortified to look up. 

“Hello, I’m Nora, the slightly demented friend.”

“Hi. I’m Anthony.”

“Anthony, hello. This is my friend Brigit.”

Nora got a kick under the table. 

“Ouch,” she said, looking across at Brigit. “That really hurt. She’s sensitive, that’s one of her many fine qualities. She’s also not normally this red in the face. She’s caught a bit of sun.”

“Don’t mind her,” said Brigit, actually looking at their visitor for the first time. She had to admit, he was as advertised. He had piercing blue eyes and a pretty damn cute embarrassed smile. “She’s not had a proper night’s sleep in about two years.”

“I haven’t had a proper a lot of things in that time, but we’re not here to talk about me.”

Nora’s bag started playing the Jaws theme tune. “Oh Christ.” She dived into it, fishing her mobile out. “Hi, Mam, is everything OK?” She listened for a moment. “No, no problem. What’s up?” Nora shot a look at Brigit. “He’s chased the cat up onto the top of the wardrobe? Right – biggest thing here, Mam, we don’t actually own a cat. Hang on a sec, I’ll go outside where it’s easier to hear you.” Nora put her hand over the phone and stood up. “Sorry, it appears we have a hostage situation. Speaking of which” – Nora nodded at Anthony – “you, sit here, be charming.” And she strode off towards the door.

Anthony smiled awkwardly. “She’s quite something.”

“You can say that again. You don’t have to…” Brigit looked at the other chair. 

“Well, actually, if it’s OK with you?”

“Yeah. Sure. Fine. I mean… Christ we’re starting to sound like a Hugh Grant movie, just sit down.”

Anthony nodded and did so, giving Brigit an adorably embarrassed smile. He shifted nervously. “So, this is awkward.”

“You’re only noticing that now?”

“Yeah, I mean beyond the obvious.”

“And the fact that everyone in this bar is now watching us?”

“There’s that too, of course.”

“Well, everyone except for my soon-to-be-dead friend, who, from the mime I can see through the window, appears to be instructing a woman in her sixties on how to get a cat off a wardrobe with a mop.”

“Yeah. Look, could you stop talking for one sec.”

Brigit sat back in her chair. “Are you new to this? Because I’m pretty sure that’s a flirting no-no.”

He shifted nervously again. “I’m sorry, I just… I kind of followed you here.”

Brigit gave him a hard look. “Right. Again, bit of a flirting no-no there. I’m kinda glad people are watching us now.”

“No, you see, I’m Anto. Anthony Kelleher.”

Brigit thrust her hand into her bag. “I’ve got mace!” 

Anto held his hands up. “Relax, I come in peace, I promise.”

“Oh yeah, you and your brothers are very peaceful – I’ve got an office covered in yellow paint to prove it.”

“Not my idea, I promise. None of it was my idea, and I’m fairly sure none of it was yours either.”

“Let’s not forget who started this whole thing – and how, you disgraceful shower of scumbags.” 

Anto nodded. “That’s fair. For what it’s worth, that wasn’t me, and to be honest, I agree with you entirely. What they did to your friend was appalling and, believe me, if I’d known about it, I would have done everything in my power to stop it. I mean, drugging a man and then taking those pictures, that is absolutely disgusting. I’m here to apologise first and foremost, so if you just give me two minutes and take your hand off what I’m fairly sure is a can of deodorant, then I’ll be on my way.”

Brigit didn’t even look down. “Deodorant, yeah, and I’ve got a lighter too. You look rather flammable, ye big hairy lummocks. What are you doing following me?”

“I didn’t mean to… Look, I couldn’t come into your offices for obvious reasons, and over the phone this would sound like just another ploy in the never-ending cycle. Just give me sixty seconds. After that, if you still want to, feel free to set me on fire.”

“Don’t think I won’t.”

“I don’t doubt it. I’m going to take my hands down now, OK?”

Brigit nodded. As she did so, she glanced around the bar. Every last pair of eyes was on them. “D’ye mind? This is a private conversation.”

Everyone looked away for a fraction of a second and then resumed staring at them. Whatever this was, it had the distinct possibility of becoming a story.

“OK,” said Anto. “Again, let me reiterate, I’m sincerely sorry.”

“For which bit?”

“All of it. It’s childish nonsense. We both know how it started but, the reality is, if my brothers and your boyfriend—”

“He’s not my boyfriend.” Brigit felt herself blush again. Why on earth had she felt the need to point that out?

“Fair enough. Still though, this thing is ruining our business and I’m guessing yours too. I just wanted to approach you and see if we could talk about it like adults. If it’d be possible to get some kind of a truce so, y’know, I could flush the toilet in our office without checking for explosive ordnance first.”

As Nora made her way back into the bar, she passed Anthony on his way out. She hurried over to the table and sat down. “So, what happened there?”

“He’s Anthony Kelleher.”

“And?”

Brigit gave Nora a long look. 

“Oh shit, right – sorry, mummy brain. As in, the other side in your little war. Did you tell him to bugger off?”

“Sort of.”

“Sort of? Why am I getting a whole Romeo and Juliet vibe here?”

“Don’t be daft. I threatened to set him on fire.”

“Men go for mad women. Fact!”

“Well,” said Brigit, casually holding up a piece of paper with a mobile number on it, “he did give me his number.”

“Dinner and dancing?”

“More like truce talks with him and his brothers.”

“Damn,” said Nora, snatching up her empty wine glass. “First date and already meeting the family, this is serious.” She held her glass above her head again. “Garçon, same again, we’re celebrating!”


CHAPTER ELEVEN



“I’m telling ye, lads, she was all over me. It was embarrassing. She was like a dog in heat.”

Horse leaned over the handlebars of his bike and favoured his audience with his most suggestive of wide grins. Tommy and Daz were loving it, but Karl, always fecking Karl, was pulling that face he did – smirking lanky bollocks. 

“She didn’t seem that keen down the park,” said Karl.

“Yeah, well, she warmed up.”

“She told Janice that nothing happened.”

Horse flicked his long fringe out of his eyes. “That’s bullshit, right. We did it all – kinky stuff, the lot. Course she’s not saying, a gentleman doesn’t kiss and tell.”

“You’re supposed to be the one who doesn’t tell, in that case.”

“Shut up, Karl. I was a lot of things, but I wasn’t gentle.”

Daz guffawed as Karl rolled his eyes. He was fast coming due a slap. Horse wasn’t going to take this kind of disrespect. 

“Howerya, lads!” 

Horse’s heart jumped into his throat, but he didn’t turn around. He didn’t need to in order to recognise the voice. He hadn’t done anything wrong, had he? At least nothing anybody would know about. His body made a decision before his mind got involved, and he hit the pedals of his bike hard, trying for a sprint start. He got up just enough momentum in the first couple of feet that when the hurling stick was jammed into the front wheel, he was sent hurtling over the handlebars.

The air expelled from his lungs with a whoof as he landed on the ground in front of the big wheelie bins that served the whole of the Dolphin House flats. Horse looked up into the mid-morning Dublin sky. There presumably was a sun up there somewhere, buried between the thick dark clouds, but it was unlikely to be putting in an appearance anytime soon. Certainly Horse’s future wasn’t looking sunny.

“Jesus, Horse, sorry about that. It appears that my hurley got tangled up in the spokes of your wheel there.”

Horse turned his head to the side. He could see Tommy and Karl legging it back into the flats for all they were worth, bleedin’ cowards – not that he could blame them. He didn’t want to be here either. He looked upwards again as the distinctive head of Bunny McGarry hove into view, looking down at him with mock concern. 

“Ye don’t look well, Horse. Are ye off your feed?”

Horse liked to pretend that his nickname was due to his endowment in certain areas, but the reality was that it had started back in his schooldays. Horse was called Horse because, well, he resembled a horse. His teeth looked way too big for his head, giving him an unfortunate overbite. He had been a half back for the St Jude’s hurling team, if not exactly by choice. Bunny didn’t give you a choice. 

“Who the fuck is this mad old prick?”

Horse winced at the sound of Daz’s voice. Daz had just moved into the area last year, which explained, if not excused, the error he was making. With a groan, Horse started to stand up. He noticed the wide smile on Bunny’s face as he favoured Daz with that patented McGarry stare. This was nothing but bad news.

“Shut up, Daz,” said Horse.

“Is this dude the feds?”

“The feds?” repeated Bunny. “Was this lad dropped as a baby or something? You’re in Ireland son, speak proper.”

“Not exactly,” said Horse, which was true. Bunny was not technically the Gardaí any more; he was, however, still very much Bunny. “Daz, you should head off, alright?” 

Daz looked at Horse in disbelief. “What? I’m not having some mad old fart coming into my manor, disrespecting my crew.”

“Crew?” said Bunny. “Crew, is it? Are youse rowing the coxless fours now or something, Horse? This fella does look a tad on the cock-less side alright.” Bunny turned to face Daz. “Bunny McGarry at your service, sunshine. Now do yourself a favour and toddle off, I’d like a private word with the man called Horse.”

“And who’s gonna make me, ye wonky-eyed Cork prick?”

Thirty seconds later, Horse had his back to one of the large bins, with Bunny McGarry standing uncomfortably close to him. “Now, Horse, can you guess what my little visit is about?”

“It fecking stinks in here, let me out,” Daz shouted from inside the bin. Some people just didn’t know when to shut up. 

“Keep it shut, ye donkey gobbler, and be thankful I put you in the food bin and not the one full of all the broken bottles.”

There was a moment’s silence, followed by another one. Apparently even Daz could learn his lesson if it was explained in clear enough terms. You could accuse Bunny of a lot of things, but understatement was not one of them.

“Now, do you know why I’m here, Horse?”

“Is this about Sharon? Because I didn’t say nothing. She’s lying.”

Bunny pursed his lips. Horse felt like an idiot. He’d forgotten one of the golden rules: never guess why Bunny might be angry. If you were wrong, he now had two reasons to be angry.

“No, this is not about Sharon, although…” He clattered Horse on the ear.

“Jesus, Bunny, what was that for?”

“I don’t know, but I’m guessing Sharon does. Do I need to repeat the little talk I gave you about respecting women?”

Horse looked downwards. “No, Bunny.”

“Good. No, I’m here because there’s a very nice lady up on the third floor there called Mrs Aweyeme. Nigerian lady. Got three kids, very well behaved. They seem to be getting an awful lot of hassle for some reason. Apparently one of the main villains of the piece has one of them floppy fringes and an equestrian bent to his facial features. You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you, Horse?”

“They’re moving in here, Bunny. Taking over. This is our manor.”

“Yeah,” agreed Daz, from inside the bin. 

Bunny booted the side of the bin – hard. “Ouch.”

“You shut up. And as for you…” Bunny moved in close enough that Horse could smell the Monster Munch on his breath. “Jesus, Horse, are you that stupid? They’re poor people, moving here looking for a better chance at life. The sheer stupidity of people who have feck all attacking other people who have feck all – it makes me want to scream.”

“They’re not from round here but.”

Bunny pointed at the bin. “Neither is that sack of shite. What’s the difference?”

“Well he’s, I mean…”

“I’m Irish.” 

Bunny booted the bin again.

“I’m Irish,” Bunny repeated in a mocking voice. “Irish, as in the people who had feck all for generations and went to America, Australia, England, Canada – anywhere that’d have us, and a few places that wouldn’t, all because we wanted a better life. Are those the people of whom you speak?”

“That’s different.”

Bunny booted the bin so hard this time that he left a distinct imprint of his boot in it. “It’s the exact fecking same!” His roar had an edge of the really unhinged to it. Horse prayed that Daz had the sense to shut up, or else he’d soon be looking back on his time in the bin as the good old days. 

Bunny looked directly into Horse’s eyes, giving him the full McGarry wonky-eyed stare. “You were a decent kid, Horse. Don’t grow up to be a pathetic excuse for a man, blaming your lot on everything and everybody but yourself. There are many reasons you might not get the life you hoped for, but believe you me, none of those reasons will be because a widow and her three kids moved into a flat on the third floor. Be a man, for Christ’s sake. Make something of yourself. You can start by hanging around with a better class of humanity than Captain Dim-in-the-Bin here, and apologising to this girl Sharon for whatever the hell you said, did or whatever. You’re one of my boys, Horse. I’d like to be proud of ye.”

Horse looked down at the ground, unable to make eye contact with Bunny.

“All you’re doing is fearing the different. Remember this – some day, you might meet the right woman or piss off the wrong man, and you’ll find yourself somewhere else in the world, and you’ll be the different. Remember how you treated these people now, because that’ll be how you or your kids or your kid’s kids will be treated. It’s a small world, and what goes around comes around.”

Horse remained staring at his feet. He rubbed a finger in his eye. “Yes, Bunny.”

“What was that? I’m going a bit deaf in my old age.”

Horse cleared his throat and spoke a little louder. “Yes, Bunny.”

“Good lad. Now, I’ve a question for you. Look at me.”

Horse looked up. 

“Over my left shoulder there, do you know who that bloke in the baseball cap is?”

Horse glanced over Bunny’s shoulder. He’d no idea how Bunny had seen him, but there was a tall fella in a baseball cap leaning casually against the railings down by the shops.

“I don’t know him, Bunny.”

“He’s been watching us for the last few minutes.”

“Well, I mean, no offence, Bunny, but ye did just bung a lad into a bin. That’s the kinda thing that draws people’s attention.”

Bunny pursed his lips. “Yeah, I suppose.” 

Horse looked over again. “He’s disappeared now, where’d he go?”

Bunny stepped back and glanced around. The man was nowhere to be seen. He shrugged and bent down to pick up his hurley, extracting it from the mangled remains of Horse’s front wheel.

“Right so, Horse, are we clear?”

“Yes, Bunny.”

“Good. I’ll be checking back in. Tell your ma I was asking for her.”

Horse nodded.

Bunny walloped the side of the bin with his hurley. “And as for you, welcome to the neighbourhood. We welcome any and all people who behave themselves and treat others with respect. What’s your name?”

“Daz.”

Bunny walloped the bin with the hurley again. “Proper name. What does your ma call ye?”

“Darren. Darren Yates.”

“Well, Mr Yates, I’ll be taking a personal interest in you from now on. I hope this little meeting has been of use to you as well.”

“You’re mental.”

Horse watched as Bunny stared over to his right, like he was looking at someone or something – but when he turned his head, there was nothing there.

“You might be right.”

Horse stood in silence as Bunny strode off, a slight limp to his gait. 

“Can I get out yet?”

Saying nothing, Horse picked up his bike and walked away.


CHAPTER TWELVE



Detective Superintendent Susan Burns hated swing doors. After the meeting she had just had, she really wanted to enter the office of the National Bureau of Criminal Investigations with a proper good slam, but the bloody swing doors made it impossible. She held in her hand the cup of coffee she’d brought into the meeting upstairs, now stone cold and still untouched. She’d been too busy fire-fighting to pause for a drink. The problem with dead coffee is that it’s hard to find somewhere to dispose of it. Facilities had removed all of the potted plants from this floor of the building, quite possibly for this very reason. 

“Where the hell is Rowe?”

Sergeant Moira Clarke looked up from her desk, like a woodland creature sensing that a bear was on the prowl. “He’s out at the Ranelagh thing, guv. Do you want him now?”

“Look at my face, Moira.”

Clarke snatched for her phone with a speed normally reserved for catching babies who had been accidentally dropped into volcanoes.

“And as for the rest of you” – DSI Burns raised her voice, so that every pair of eyes in the room were fixed on her – “Tinder, speed dating, websites, being introduced by friends, out drinking in a bar, in the supermarket – hell, even writing your phone number up on a toilet door – all of these are ways I am perfectly fine with you trying to acquire new romantic partners. Witnesses in one of my murder investigations, however, are entirely off limits. I would have thought that went without saying, but apparently not. If any of the rest of you fancy being Romeo and Juliet, do remember, they both die in the end.”

“Eh, boss?”

“Yes, Moira?”

“He says—”

“I have no interest in what Rowe has to say, I only want him here to shout at. This isn’t one of those times where avoiding the boss until she calms down is the smart play, this is one of those incidents where the longer I have to think about it, the worse it’ll get.”

“Right, just he says—”

Burns grabbed the receiver out of Clarke’s hand. “I’ll make it very simple, Alan. Either you’re standing in front of my desk in an hour or you’re cleaning out yours.”

She slammed the phone down before the voice at the end of the line could say anything else. She felt better for finally getting to slam something. “Thank you, Moira.” DSI Burns realised as she said the words that her angry tone didn’t match them at all. She was conscious that Clarke hadn’t done anything wrong, so tried to belatedly soften her delivery with a smile, but she hadn’t got it in her.

“Ehm, guv, on another front—”

DSI Burns turned on her heels and headed for her office. “Not now, Moira. I’ve got a fun phone call with HR coming up.”

“But—”

“Later.”

Burns slammed the door of her office.

“Shower of penis-wielding wankers! Like I’ve not enough shit to be…”

It was only as she sat down that DSI Burns noticed the red-headed woman sitting on the other side of her desk. This at least solved the problem of what to do with the cold coffee, as DSI Burns promptly spilled it all over herself. “Christ.”

“Oh deary, are you alright?”

“Ahhh, yeah, fine – I mean, it’s cold.”

Burns pulled her sodden and severely stained blouse away from her skin. It was only new on today too. 

Burns looked up to see Moira Clarke’s head sticking in the door. “I tried to tell you.”

Burns took a deep breath and looked down at the front of her blouse. “You did, Moira. Sorry, I’m having a bit of a day here.”

The last bit was delivered as a general apology to the world.

“Sure sounds like it,” said the redhead. “Some vinegar will lift that right out.” 

“Yeah.”

Moira tossed a box of tissues through the door and beat a hasty retreat. DSI Burns pulled out a couple and patted down the front of her blouse, to at least stop herself from dripping onto the desk. Then she tossed the sodden wad of tissue into the bin while taking a first proper look at her guest. The woman had a large perm of red hair on top of a wide face, heavy with make-up. Her accent was American, and it had an incongruous Tinkerbell tinkle to it. 

“Sorry, forgive my manners.” DSI Burns stood and extended her right hand across the table. “DSI Susan Burns, and you are?”

“FBI Special Agent Alana Dove.”

With a soft whirr of mechanics, the other woman extended her hand. DSI Burns pulled hers back reflexively and then remembered herself. “Oh God, sorry,” she said, shaking hands. “How rude of me. You caught me a bit off guard there, is all.”

“That’s quite alright, throws everybody for a loop the first time.” She patted her right arm under her cream jacket. “This here is the catchily-titled GL480. It’s a prototype designed by the boys over at DARPA. I’ve had targeted muscle reinnervation surgery that allows me to control this modular prosthetic limb. It’s a really high-tech piece of machinery.”

“Right, wow. Very impressive.”

DSI Burns tried to look as natural as she could while shaking hands with a robotic hand, which was surprisingly warm. As they shook, the metal fingers tightened around hers. 

“Oh sorry, I’m still breaking it in. It goes a little power-shake crazy from time to time.”

Agent Dove spent the next minute prising the prosthetic hand’s iron grasp from around Burns’s fingers, as both women smiled politely. Once done, Burns sat back down, stretching her fingers out under the desk. “So, Agent Dove, you’re a long way from home. What can I help you with?”

“I’m hoping we can help each other. We got a DNA match. One of the bodies you recently recovered is one of ours.”

“Ah, we thought it might be an American.” 

“No, I mean FBI. Special Agent Daniel Zayas.”

Agent Dove took a headshot photograph from her bag and slid it across the table. It showed the smiling face of a Latino man in his forties with a receding hairline.

“I see. When did he disappear?”

“About eighteen years ago.”

“That fits the timeline we’ve established. Do you have any idea of the identity of the second individual?”

“No clue, I’m afraid.”

“Was your agent here on some form of official business?” Burns asked the question more to see Dove’s reaction than in the expectation of a meaningful answer. If an FBI agent had disappeared in Ireland while on official business, she would undoubtedly have already known about it.

“Holidays. We think he may’ve been trying to trace his family roots.”

Burns gave her a quizzical look and then looked at the picture again. “Really? What was the second name again?”

“Zayas. The Irish is on his mother’s side.”

“Yes, I’m sure,” said Burns, who would’ve bet her fully functioning right arm that this was bullshit too. “Was there an investigation at the time?”

“Yes. The last trace we had of Agent Zayas was him getting on a ferry from here to Britain. Liverpool, I believe. He was never heard from again.”

“I see.”

Burns looked down at the photograph again, as much to have something to look at other than Agent Dove. She was trying not to stare. The woman’s face didn’t appear to move. It had either been Botoxed to within an inch of its life or she’d had something else done. Her skin had an unnatural smoothness to it. When Dove blinked, it happened unusually slowly, like she was taking a second-long nap. She reminded her of the make-up dummy her sister had had as a child – and it was not a flattering comparison. The overall effect made it feel like she was having a conversation with an animatronic robot.

“Can I be honest with you, Inspector?” Though they were alone, Dove leaned in and lowered her voice. “Off the record, we had believed that Agent Zayas was going through some personal issues at the time. There was a theory that he may have…” She walked two of her fingers along the edge of Burn’s desk and then jumped them off. “Either on the ferry or soon after.”

“I see. Any revised theories now that he’s turned up buried in the Wicklow Mountains?”

Agent Dove shrugged, the smile remaining fixed on her face. “Robbery homicide? Despite the best advice, a lot of tourists do travel with a great deal of cash on them. You know what people are like.”

“Yes,” agreed Burns, “but I’m afraid robbery homicide, while not entirely unprecedented, is extremely rare in this part of the world. Nobody is snatching a tourist’s wallet and then burying them up in the mountains.”

“I believe neither body was found with a wallet.”

“Yes, but they were found buried with two fully loaded handguns, which doesn’t really mesh with your hypothesis.”

“Well,” said Dove, with that same smile fixed to her face, “I guess that’s what I’m here to find out. I am hoping for your full cooperation with my investigation.”

Burns gave her own tight smile in response. “I think you’ll find this is my investigation. The FBI has no jurisdiction here, obviously, though I will be happy to keep you fully up to speed.”

“We always have a full investigation into the death of any American citizen in suspicious circumstances.”

“Yes, but this is still a matter for Irish law enforcement. As I said, we will be happy to keep you informed of any—”

“I expect to be fully involved in any investigation.”

“I’m afraid that’s not possible.”

“He’s our guy.”

“It’s our country.”

“I had hoped we’d be able to get along.” 

“So had I, Agent Dove, but you can’t just come marching in here—”

The phone on DSI Burn’s desk started to ring.

“You should get that. It will be your commissioner.”

Burns looked at the display on the phone and recognised the number. She gave Dove a long, hard look. Dove gave her the same frozen smile and then blinked, unnervingly slowly.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN



Bunny leaned on his hurley and looked up at the crucifix hanging high on the wall, and in particular at the figure nailed to it. Something about it bothered him. He’d seen thousands of them over the years, of course – it wasn’t that long ago that no house in Ireland was complete without having Our Lord and Saviour nailed to a piece of wood somewhere on the walls. That and the pictures of Pope John Paul II and John F. Kennedy were very much the holy trinity of twentieth-century Irish interior design. Fashions had changed over time and IKEA had gradually replaced icons. Still, this crucifix wasn’t right. It was the face. Normally Jesus wore an expression of angst appropriate to having nails stuck in you. On this one, he looked positively cheerful. Bunny had an inkling this was by design, like even the pain of crucifixion couldn’t stop the son of God from being impressed at the bargains on offer.

Bunny turned at the sound of a throat being cleared politely behind him. Jerry Malone stood there, all five-foot-nothing of him, his wide smile leaving barely enough room on his face for other features. He wore a golden crucifix around his neck too. Subtle. Jesus Malone, as everyone called him, should probably be in line for some form of entrepreneurial award. Not that he would accept it, of course, as that would mean admitting something he had always ferociously denied. 

Ten years ago, his second-hand car dealership and repair business had been on the verge of bankruptcy when he had a divine moment of inspiration. He’d been passing a skip when he saw a battered, framed picture of the Virgin Mary. He had retrieved it and placed it on the wall of his garage. Suddenly, clapped-out bangers that he couldn’t convince even joyriders to steal for the insurance pay-out started selling. Malone Motors went from a wasteland to the busiest dealership in Dublin. Jerry put it down to the good Lord smiling down upon him. Most of those in the know put it down to Jerry realising a fundamental truth: nobody, but nobody, trusted a mechanic or a second-hand car dealer. A born-again, hallelujah, happy-clappy car dealer on the other hand… You couldn’t fault the logic. If someone lived in fear of burning in eternal hell, they’d probably not weld two lemons together and sell it to you. Even atheists believed in Jesus Malone. The walls of this branch of Malone Motors, now one of four in the Greater Dublin Area, were festooned with religious paraphernalia. As well as the crucifix, there were framed portraits of the Virgin Mary, St Jude, St Augustus, Mother Theresa and Pope John Paul II. There was also a portrait that someone with even fewer scruples than Jesus Malone had managed to convince him was of the latest Pope. Despite every member of staff wearing a crucifix and liberally smattering “God bless” and “Praise the Lord” into conversations with customers, none of them appeared to know that the picture was in fact the comedian George Carlin. They did all agree that the Pope was a good-looking man, however.

In short, Jesus Malone was one of the most untrustworthy people on the planet and Bunny trusted him completely to fix his car. That was because, while he may or may not have found God, Malone had no great desire to meet him again soon, so Bunny’s car would be dealt with lovingly and cheaply.

“Bunny. How are you? Great to see you. God bless.”

“Yeah. Just thought I’d pop in and see how me car was getting along?”

Bunny casually rested his hurley against his shoulder. It was something of a leading question, given that Bunny’s beloved Porsche 928S, the finest vehicle the 1980s had to offer in Bunny’s admittedly biased opinion, lay behind Jesus with its innards spread out beside it. 

“Honestly, it’s not going great. Like I told you last time, this car is really more hassle to you than it’s worth.”

“Just fix it.”

“Well, I can order the parts in again from Britain if you want, but honestly, I could do you a great deal on a new—”

“How long will it take?”

“It’s hard to say for sure.”

“Try.” Bunny casually rested the head of the hurley on Jesus’ shoulder.

“I do wish you wouldn’t do that.”

“What? Do you not like Mabel?”

“Mabel? I thought it was called Susan.”

“That was the last one. She got broken dealing with—”

Jesus threw his hands up. “I don’t want to know. We go back a long way, Bunny. I’m hurt that you think intimidation is necessary. I run an honest business here.”

Bunny nodded. “There’s a couple of lads over behind you with a drill that appear to be ‘fixing’ the mileage on that Ford Focus.”

“I resent the implications of that statement, Bunny. Next time, could you not bring the hurley with you, it makes my staff very nervous.”

“What? It’s just a bit of sporting equipment.”

“Yeah, so is a baseball bat. My brother is the manager up at that big sports store on Henry Street, says they sell hundreds of baseball bats every year.”

“Is that so?”

“Yeah. And they’ve had the same three baseballs in stock since 2007.”

“Speaking of which, any chance I’ll get my car back for Christmas?”

Jesus Malone sighed. “Hang on, I’ll go check.”

“Wonderful. Thanks be to Jesus.”

As Jesus scurried away, Bunny walked over to look at his car. It looked so sad and vulnerable.

“She looks bad, Detective, but then don’t we all?”

Zayas sat on a pile of tyres beside the wall. Bunny ignored him.

“Do you think you’ll get a chance to drive her again before…”

Bunny spoke in a whisper.  “Would you piss off and mind your own business.” He turned around. Zayas was now leaning up against the wall beneath the crucifix.

“But you are my business, Detective. We are joined at the hip now, don’t you think?”

“Just feck off and leave me alone.”

Bunny was disturbed by the sound of a throat being politely cleared. Jesus Malone was looking at him, his previously ubiquitous smile noticeable for its absence. “Everything OK, Bunny?”

“You tell me. The parts?”

“First week of January, I’m afraid. It’s a nightmare to get anything at this time of year. Seriously, are you alright, Bunny? You don’t look well.”

“Sorry, I think I’m going down with something.”

Bunny tried to ignore the figure in the white suit now leaning on his car’s bonnet, laughing at his choice of words.

“Are you alright with the loaner in the meantime?”

Bunny didn’t answer.

“Bunny?”

“What? Sorry. Yeah, it’ll be grand. Thanks, Jerry. Have a Merry Christmas and all that.”

Malone looked up at Bunny, his face a picture of worry, and not the normal kind of worry that being face-to-face with Bunny McGarry typically inspired in people. “Cheers. You should seriously get yourself checked out though – you’re white as a sheet. It’s like you’ve seen a ghost.”

Bunny walked out of the gates of Malone Motors and stopped, trying to remember where he had parked Jesus’s “loaner”, a 1995 Fiat Uno. Nobody would steal it, but they might accidentally step on it. Bunny felt ridiculous crammed into the thing, but it was all that was available. To be fair, he didn’t have much more room when driving his own car, but he happily put up with that.

He remembered that he had parked it up around the corner. The streets round here were a chaotic free-for-all due to a lack of parking restrictions, so office workers anywhere within a mile competed to be the first here in the morning. It was a sneaky oasis in the sea of parking meters that Dublin had become. 

As Bunny headed off to his left, he passed the smirking figure of Zayas leaning against the wall of the garage.

“Excellent work, Detective. It is good to keep up the pretence of normality. Try to remain calm.”

Bunny ignored him, tried to get his mind to focus on something else. Sunday. Who would he pick in the St Jude’s team for Sunday? Invariably, it would be whoever turned up, but still. 

Zayas fell into step behind him. 

“Do you think they will have identified the bodies by now? It has been a couple of days.”

“You’re not real.” Bunny hissed it through gritted teeth as he quickened his pace.

“No. I’m your mind losing its grip under justifiable stress. And just because I’m not real, it doesn’t mean I’m not a problem.”

“Stop following me.”

“I’m not the one following you.”

Bunny stopped and turned around. Zayas was nowhere to be seen, but Bunny did clock a man with lank red hair walking a collie dog on the far side of the road. He glanced at Bunny and then looked away. Bunny turned around and started walking again.

“Oh dear, Detective, I do hope you’re not getting paranoid.”

Bunny turned the corner; the loaner was parked up across the street. Every time Bunny saw it, his heart sank a little further. As metaphors went for how his life was heading, it was a little on the nose. 

Further down the street, Bunny heard a car door open as he fumbled with the keys. The button to disarm the alarm only worked about one time in six, and even then it didn’t open the door. He thumbed it repeatedly until the front lights flashed and then put the key in and heaved the door handle upwards to disengage the lock. It would actually be easier to smash the window in and rob the damn thing – if you could even call it robbing. The object had to have some form of value to someone for it to be considered theft. 

“Mister McGa—”

Bunny felt the presence of the man behind him just before he began to speak. On instinct, he swung around and grabbed the stranger’s hand as he reached up to tap him on the shoulder, twisting his arm around and slamming the man into the side of the car. 

Five-foot-eight or so, the man was wearing a suit and far too much aftershave. He had a recent holiday tan and was wearing a gold bracelet that fell to the ground as Bunny twisted his hand into his back. He yelped in pain. 

“Who the fuck are you?”

“Get off me!”

Bunny shoved his face beside the man’s ear. “Answer the fecking question!”

“Doesn’t matter who I am.”

Bunny grabbed the man’s fingers and squeezed. “I’ll decide what matters. Who sent you?”

“Agh… inside pocket.”

Bunny shoved his hand inside the man’s jacket and pulled out a white envelope. “What the hell is this?”

“In accordance with the powers given to me by the Private Security Services Act 2004, you’ve been served with a summons. Have a nice day, you fucking prick.” 

Bunny squeezed the man’s fingers – a little harder than he meant to – and heard a cracking noise. 

“Agghhhhhh.”

Bunny released him and stepped back. He still held the unopened envelope. The man in the suit cupped his right hand. “You fucking lunatic, you broke my bleedin’ finger.”

Bunny looked down at the man. “Ye… ye shouldn’t sneak up on people.”

“Sneak up? In broad daylight on a public street? You’re a lunatic. Smile for the camera, dickhead.”

With his good hand, the man pointed down the street, where a much larger man in a suit was holding up an iPhone and recording them. 

Bunny looked around. A couple of office workers had stopped down the street, one of whom had her phone out, clearly debating whether to call the Gardaí. On the opposite corner, the dog walker with the lank red hair watched on, before dragging his dog away.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN



Not a date.

Brigit kept repeating those three words in her head as the taxi nudged its way through the afternoon traffic on O’Connell Street. 

Not a date.

Not a date.

Not a date.

And it wasn’t. She was going for a meeting with Anto Kelleher and his brothers in the Gresham Hotel. It had been agreed in a series of texts between herself and Anto over the weekend. The texts had perhaps been a little flirtier than was entirely appropriate in the business environment, but, still, she was on her way to a meeting. Had she told Paul about it? No. But they weren’t talking at all, seeing as she had removed him from the company. He would no doubt hit the roof if he found out she was talking to the Kellehers, but that was exactly the problem. She was trying to run a business here, whereas Paul was trying to run a bloody guerrilla war.

Alright, she had made a bit of time yesterday to get some shopping done, but she’d been needing some new work clothes for a while. Admittedly, she had spent so much on the blue Ted Baker pencil dress that she was going to be returning it tomorrow at lunchtime, but it was important to look nice for meetings. She had also splurged on a taxi rather than walk the fifteen minutes down from the office, as it was a fairly rotten day weather-wise and she didn’t want to run the risk of trying to return a rain-soaked dress.

She was annoyed with herself too. Paul and she hadn’t been an item for eighteen months, so why exactly would her exchanging texts with another man be a problem? He had no right to think that. Not that he knew but, in her head, he thought that. The version of him she carried around with her was saying so right now. She didn’t owe him anything. Alright, maybe she did. But she didn’t owe him idiotic blind loyalty. If he wanted something, be it her or the company, then he needed to damn well put the work in. Destiny was a speeding train, not a taxi – you either caught it or you missed it. She’d read that in one of her self-help books, of which she had started to acquire an alarmingly large collection. 

The taxi pulled up outside the Gresham Hotel and Brigit paid the driver. Before she could touch the handle, the taxi’s door swung open. Anto Kelleher stood there smiling, an open umbrella held out. 

“Well,” said Brigit with a nervous smile, “aren’t you full service.”

“Ah,” said Anto, “it’s a thoroughly miserable day. Didn’t want you turning up looking like a drowned rat.”

“Charming!”

Brigit slid out of the taxi and under the umbrella. Anto grinned at her. “That dress deserves to be kept dry and, if at all possible, preserved for posterity.”

“Cheeky. Keep your eyes off my posterity.”

Brigit took the proffered umbrella and strode forward, turning her head to hide the smile playing across her lips. Anthony slammed the car door and hurried after her. A concierge in faintly ridiculous top hat and tails opened the door for her with a bow. She nodded her thanks and walked in, collapsing the umbrella and placing it in a nearby stand. It had been a while since Brigit had been in the Gresham. The last time had been at the works do of a guy she’d been seeing very briefly several years ago. She remembered the meal being lovely – considerably nicer, in fact, than the guy had turned out to be. 

“Where do we…”

Anthony indicated a set of double doors on the far side of the reception area. “We’ve got a meeting room booked. I even splurged for the tea- and coffee-making facilities.”

“Wow,” said Brigit. “You really know how to show a girl a good time.”

Kevin and Vincent Kelleher were Anthony’s brothers, that was obvious. You could see that the same essential ingredients had gone into the recipe, it was just that the other two had come out of the oven considerably less hot. Kevin was about eight inches shorter than Anto, whereas Vincent was about the same amount taller. Both of them were bulky, leaning towards fat but not actually there yet. All three of them had blue eyes. Kevin’s glowered out at the world in a squint while Vincent’s sat under an unfortunate monobrow that gave him the air of a caveman who’d been squeezed into a shiny suit. In contrast, what hair Kevin had on his head had been very well maintained, primarily in an attempt to de-emphasise the lack of it. Brigit would’ve bet that the excess was on his back. Both of the older brothers had that gorilla feel to them. She imagined Anthony’s body was very smooth, not that she had spent any time at all thinking about Anthony’s body – which she very definitely, absolutely had not. 

“Kevin, Vinny – this is Brigit Conroy.”

“Hello,” said Brigit.

“Nice to meet you.” Kevin smiled from across the far side of the mahogany table but he didn’t get up. Vincent nodded from his position holding up the wall behind him. Anthony had clearly got all of the charm in the family. The room smelled of polish and carpeting that had been recently hoovered. It looked like every other hotel meeting room she’d ever been in. There was a framed picture of James Joyce on the wall.

“Take a seat. I’d offer to shake your hand, only…” Kevin held up his right hand; he had a couple of fingers taped together. 

“Oh dear,” said Brigit, sitting down opposite him. “What did you do to yourself?”

“Oh, I didn’t do it to myself. It’s been quite the morning.”

Anthony clapped his hands together. “Right. Tea, coffee?”

“Tea would be lovely, one sugar.”

“I’m fine,” said Kevin. “I see you’ve not brought either of your partners with you?”

He said the word “partners” with a tone Brigit didn’t like. 

“No, I thought it best if we try and clear this up between us first, before involving anyone else.”

Anthony was busy over at the tea and coffee station. “We’ve a few biscuits here as well. Proper ones too, none of that Rich Tea nonsense.”

He was trying to force the mood towards jovial without a great deal of success. Brigit was now a whole different kind of nervous. Coming here had seemed like a good idea, but as she looked across at Kevin and Vinny Kelleher, she wasn’t so sure. She couldn’t read what was going on. Kevin had an odd smirk about him that didn’t ring true to what the purpose of this meeting was supposed to be. If he was building up towards an apology, he was going an odd way about it. 

Anthony placed a cup of tea on a saucer in front of Brigit. “Enjoy.”

“I’m not sure she will.”

“Kevin?” 

Brigit could feel the tension as Anthony looked across the table at his older brother.

Kevin smiled back at him. “You see, we’ve just taken on a new client.” He took an envelope out of the inside pocket of his suit and tossed it towards Brigit. It landed halfway across the table and skidded to a halt in front of her fingers.

“Kev, what is this?”

Kevin didn’t look at his brother. “Shut up, Anthony, grown-ups are talking.”

“What the fuck are you playing at? This isn’t what we—”

“Shut. Up.”

Brigit picked up the envelope and slowly opened it. 

“His name is Jacob Harrison, I believe you’re familiar with him?”

Brigit unfolded the piece of paper and glanced at it. “I see. And this is your idea of a truce meeting, is it?”

“Truce?” laughed Kevin. “I don’t want a truce. Consider yourself duly served with a summons on behalf of Doherty’s Solicitors, representing Jacob Harrison. He is suing MCM Investigations for loss of income and emotional distress arising from your partner’s assault on him. I served Mr McGarry with his summons personally this morning.” He held his hand up again. “He didn’t exactly take it well. Still, it was a great bit of video. It’ll do wonders in the trial towards proving his proclivity for violence.”

“This is crap,” said Brigit.

“Is it?” said Kevin. “Let’s see what the courts make of a private investigator dangling someone off a tenth-storey balcony. He’s also filed a complaint with the Private Security Authority by the way, so you can expect to be hearing from them.”

Brigit stood up. “You dragged me here for this?”

Anthony‘s face held a look of undisguised horror. “I didn’t know. Hang on, just take a seat and we’ll…”

Brigit looked across at Kevin. “I don’t think we’ve much more to discuss.”

Kevin grinned. “Not unless you’d like to sell your business to us right now? I mean, it’s just lost a whole lot of value, but we need a photocopier if you’ve got one.”

“Go fuck yourself.”

“You’d want to control that temper, Miss Conroy. Look how much trouble it got your friend Bunny into.”

Brigit pushed the chair away and turned towards the door.

“Kevin? What the fuck, man? This isn’t what we agreed.” 

“Shut up, Anthony. You sound like an idiot.”

“Screw you. We had an agreement. You said…”

The rest of it was lost to Brigit as she slammed the door and started marching purposefully down the hall. Shit. Shit. Shit. How could she have been so stupid? All this had been was a set-up, designed to humiliate her. She still held the summons clenched in her hand but she was too angry to read it. She was so angry she couldn’t even tell who she was most angry at. The Harrison thing had been a straightforward follow-and-record job until Paul fobbed it off on Bunny. Then Bunny, had… well, he had been Bunny. It wasn’t like it was unprecedented behaviour. He had a very black and white view of the world. Unfortunately, that had now landed their company in all kinds of crap.

She stomped across reception and pushed open the outer doors. The concierge was distracted with helping some old dear up the steps. She heard Anthony calling after her but she didn’t turn around. The cold December air hit her like a slap across the face after the centrally-heated comfort of the hotel. She hurried down the pavement, not even sure where she was heading, just knowing she had to get as far away as she could. She needed to think. First, though, she would need to calm down, and that might take a hell of a long time. 

The number 70 rushed by, the rarity of an unobstructed bus lane allowing it to build up a bit of momentum. The driver either didn’t notice the puddle or didn’t care. The bus hit it hard, sending an arch of dirty water onto the pavement and adding the cherry atop a truly shitty day by leaving Brigit standing there soaked through, in a dress she now owned, clutching a summons for a company that, legal proceedings pending, she soon might not.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN



Detective Donnacha Wilson took a deep breath and watched as the lift hit B for basement. This was his second trip to the mortuary in a week and he was a long way from happy about it. He’d received a message that DSI Burns wanted to see him here immediately, and was a little suspicious that it could be a set-up, perhaps orchestrated by DS Rowe, a well-known prankster – at least in his own head. In reality, he was a grown man who spent an inordinate amount of time trying to bully and annoy his co-workers. As far as Wilson was concerned, Rowe was single-handedly responsible for the dissemination of the “Chucker” nickname that he so detested. He went to great lengths to see if he could make Wilson throw up; Halloween had been a particularly fun week. Wilson doubted this was Rowe’s work, though, seeing as the last he had heard, he was up to his neck in it with DSI Burns. Even he would have the sense to keep his head down in those circumstances, wouldn’t he? Still, Wilson had triple-checked the message with DS Moira Clarke before coming down to the mortuary. 

The doors pinged open and Wilson stepped out, looking for any possible sources of “shenanigans”. There was a large green bin, marked “Medical Waste”, beside the door leading into the mortuary itself. Wilson kept his eyes on it as he walked by, fully prepared to punch anyone who popped out of it and put it down to “impulse reactions”. The bin lid remained resolutely closed as Wilson pushed through the door.

He was greeted by the sight of DSI Burns and Dr Devane standing side by side, watching something on a monitor. Wilson politely cleared his throat and Burns glanced over her shoulder. “Ah, Wilson, good of you to join us.”

“Sorry, guv, I was heading straight out to the Ranelagh thing when I got the message.”

“Why were you—” Burns stopped herself. “Oh right, yes. I suspended Rowe.” Wilson smiled and then quickly hid the reaction before it could be noted. Burns kept her eyes on the monitor. “You may not get much daylight down here, Denise, but you at least don’t have to deal with your team developing romantic attachments to their work.”

Devane shook her head. “No, thankfully.”

Wilson hovered behind the two women, unsure what to do next. “You wanted to see me, guv?”

“I’ve got a job uniquely suited to your skill set.”

“You do?” Wilson was unaware that he had a skill set, at least not one that his boss had shown an appreciation for. 

“Yes, you’re a devious little sod and I want to put that politician’s mind of yours to work for me.”

Wilson sagged. He came from a family of politicians, and while he tried to put that firmly behind him, everyone kept bringing it back up. That and the fact that he had the unfortunate habit of literally bringing stuff back up were becoming the two recurring themes of his career, and he was becoming royally sick of hearing about both of them.

“Don’t pull that face,” said Burns – much to Wilson’s consternation, as she wasn’t actually looking at him. “This is a good job. I think you’ll actually like it. It’s a bit glamorous.”

“Really?”

DSI Burns shrugged. “Well, it’s at least different. An FBI agent rocked up in my office yesterday evening…”

“Yes boss, Special Agent Dove.”

Burns glanced at him. “How did you… never mind.” She tapped her forehead with a finger. “An FBI agent with a metal arm, I imagine that got the gossip wires buzzing. Rory Trainer still excitedly remembers that time Moira brought her dog in, I’d imagine this blew his tiny mind.”

Annoyingly, it was Detective Rory Trainer who had found some excuse to ring Wilson yesterday, basically to tell him this bit of news. DSI Burns had an unnervingly accurate instinct about people. 

“Anyway,” continued Burns, “one of those two bodies from the Wicklow Mountains is an FBI agent called Daniel Zayas who disappeared eighteen years ago. We have been instructed to cooperate fully with Agent Dove in her investigation.”

“But isn’t it—”

“Our investigation? Yes,” interrupted Burns. “It is supposed to be her helping us. Believe me, I have had this conversation quite a few times. The Americans have brought some heavy pressure to bear and our bosses have heroically folded like a shitty tent in a thunderstorm. So you are my liaison.”

“Yes, boss.”

“Because, as mentioned, you’re a devious little sod and I really think I should start making use of that more. I want to know everything she does, everything she knows and everything she thinks she knows. And I want her to only know what I want her to know.”

“Yes, boss.”

“The woman is a bit…”

“Odd,” finished Dr Devane.

“That’s a kind way of putting it. She asked for a moment alone with the body to pay her respects. She has now been standing inside looking at Zayas’s remains for…” Burns glanced at Devane.

“Eleven minutes.”

“Eleven minutes,” repeated Burns. “Just standing there, staring at it. We think she’s got a funny look on her face but it’s hard to tell as the picture on the monitor isn’t great and, to be honest, neither is the face.”

Dr Devane made a noise. It could have been a suppressed laugh but it was impossible to tell with any certainty.

Wilson stepped forward to stand beside Burns, peering at the screen. A redheaded woman was leaning against the autopsy table, looking down at the skeletal remains.

“What do you think she’s actually doing?” asked Burns.

“I have no idea,” replied Devane. “Those remains have been examined for everything I can think of, so it’s not like she’ll be able to ascertain anything further from this. Do you think she knew the man?”

Burns shrugged. “She said she never met him, but then, she also told me a lot of other lies so I wouldn’t take much from that. In the version that the Yanks are pushing, Agent Zayas was here to trace his roots.”

“Really?”

“I double-checked with a friend I have at the embassy, and he clearly doesn’t have any. Family are all from Cuba or Mexico.”

Wilson felt he should say something. “Have we confronted Agent Dove with that?”

Burns shook her head. “No, no – we’ve been told to play nice. Can’t go calling our American friends liars. We have to pretend to go along with that story, while you find out what’s really going on here.”

“Yes, guv.”

Clearly Dr Devane was starting to get a little annoyed. “I mean, does she think she’s communing with the spirit of the dead man or something? How much longer is she going to be?”

“You can ask her if you like, Denise, but I’ve been officially told to let her do as she likes.”

“Well, I haven’t and I have work to do. She can’t stand around in there all day.” Devane reached forward to press a button beside the monitor. “Is everything OK, Agent Dove? Can I assist with anything?”

Dove looked up as if she were coming out of a trance. “Sorry, I’ll be right out.”

They watched her take one last look at the remains, and she appeared to say something before she turned to go. At least, most of her turned to go. Her right arm remained resolutely gripping the edge of the metal examination table.

Burns, Devane and Wilson watched in awkward silence for the next minute as Dove failed to prise the metal fingers off the table. She even swung her leg over the metal arm and attempted to heave it off between her legs.

Devane looked at Burns, who shrugged.

She leaned forward and pressed the intercom again. “I have a screwdriver if that would be of assistance?”


CHAPTER SIXTEEN



Brigit was looking straight into the face of terror. Wide-eyed, sweaty, breathless terror.

“For God’s sake, Phil, would you relax.”

Phil Nellis swallowed hard, as if trying to summon up words. “You said you needed me here for an important meeting?”

Brigit nodded. “I do. Seeing as you and Paul decided to let Bunny loose on the Harrison job, this company is now getting sued, so I need to talk to Nora to find out quite how much shite we’re in.”

“Am I being punished?”

“No. I am fully aware who was the brains behind that particular disaster. I know you’d always do what I ask you to do if left to your own devices.”

“So why are you making me do this?”

“Jesus, Phil, I’m asking you to keep an eye on a two-year-old boy for an hour. Nora couldn’t sort a sitter on such short notice. You’d swear I was ordering you into a cage full of lions.”

“Yeah boss, only…”

“I’m not your boss right now, Phil. I’m just a friend asking another friend for a favour.”

“Right. In that case, no.”

“No?”

“Kids terrify me.”

“You’re about to become a dad, Phil.”

“Yeah, I’m aware of that.”

“This’ll be good training for you.”

“No, thanks.”

Brigit sighed. “OK, I am your boss now. Keep an eye on the damn kid. How hard can it be?”

Phil looked up nervously from his desk. “Oh God.”

“Now what?”

“Just, in my experience, every time somebody says ‘How hard can it be?’ the answer always ends up being ‘Really, really hard’.”

“Has anyone ever told you that you’re one of life’s great pessimists, Phil?”

“Yeah. Usually right before something really bad happens.”

The intercom buzzed and Brigit picked up the phone. “Hiya, c’mon up.” She hit the button and turned to look at Phil. How could one man sweat so much, so quickly? He looked like he had just been dragged ashore.

“Will you relax? You’ll be absolutely fine. If you’re calm, he’ll be calm. Kids can smell fear.”

Phil looked even more stressed out by this. “Oh Jesus, can they?”

The reception area of MCM Investigations wasn’t exactly the biggest. It held a two-person sofa and Phil’s desk – not that Phil spent much time at it. They had never got around to hiring a receptionist and Phil had sort of become an unofficial permanent member of staff, even though he wasn’t strictly on the books. Brigit shared an office with Paul, and Bunny had his own office, which he’d only been in about half a dozen times, and even then only for a kip. They’d moved the printer in there a couple of months ago. 

Nora arrived with Dan in tow, looking like an adorable child straight out of a catalogue advert. Nora had two big bags of supplies with her. Maybe it was just Brigit’s nostalgic memory, but she had a sneaking suspicion that when you went somewhere when she was a kid, it hadn’t been quite such a logistical feat.

Nora and Brigit exchanged hellos and then Brigit kneeled down so she was eye to eye with Dan. “Hello, Dan, thank you for coming to visit us.”

“Hello, Auntie Bridge!” He said it with a heart-melting smile and a flash of those adorable dimples that could send any woman’s biological clock into overdrive. 

“This is Phil. He’s going to take care of you while Mummy and I have a little chat in my office.”

Dan smiled up at Phil, who regarded him with the kind of look normally associated with the phrase ‘he doesn’t bite unless provoked, just don’t hold eye-contact for too long'.

Nora took a colouring book and some crayons out of one of her bags and placed them on the coffee table in front of the sofa. “Now, angel, listen to Mummy. Here are some crayons and your book. Remember this book? You like this book.”

Dan nodded excitedly. 

“Now I want you to sit here and do me a lovely picture, ok?”

Dan nodded again. 

“And this is important, sweetie – no drawing on the walls or the table or the sofa, OK? Or else Auntie Brigit will be very cross with you. Alright?”

This time Dan looked up at Brigit directly and beamed the kind of wholesome innocence that an ad agency would spend a fortune to acquire. “I’ll be good, Auntie Bridge.”

“Ah, I’m sure you will be, sweetheart.”

Brigit closed her office door softly behind them as Nora took a seat. “He seems absolutely lovely.”

“Yeah. I’m sure the iceberg looked lovely out of the portholes of the Titanic too.”

Brigit sat down at her side of the desk and then made to get back up again. “Sorry, where are my manners? Tea? Coffee?”

Nora waved her away. “I’ve had so much coffee, I think it’s lost all effect on me. Let’s get down to business.”

“OK.”

Nora pulled a file out of her bag. “Do you want the good news or the bad news? Actually, forget that, I’m afraid it’s all bad.” 

“How bad?”

Nora looked across and met Brigit’s eye. “Bad.”

Brigit placed her head down onto the desk. “I can’t sodding believe this. We get things moving in the right direction and these idiots screw the whole thing up!”

“Yep. Look, this Jacob Harrison guy, he’s laying it on thick, but he does have a case here. I mean, your associate did dangle him off a balcony.”

Brigit started softly thumping her head against whatever IKEA used instead of wood. It felt unexpectedly satisfying.

“He’s claiming that since the incident that he is suffering from vertigo, aquaphobia…”

Brigit looked up and raised an eyebrow at Nora. “Is that…?”

“Fear of water, yes. He’s also claiming genophobia.”

Brigit sat upright. “Wait a second, I read about that in a magazine I found on the bus a couple of weeks ago. Fear of sex?”

Nora nodded.

“Fuck off!”

“He says the incident, which took place immediately after he got his end away, has led to him being unable to perform sexually.”

“This happened eight days ago, at which point his wife announced she was going to divorce him and the woman he was having an affair with literally assaulted him. I’d imagine both those facts put a rather big dent in his love life too.” 

“And we’ll make that case, but he’s also lost his job.”

“His job? At the company owned by his soon-to-be-ex-wife’s daddy? Can he really pin that on us?”

“He said the incident has left him so bereft of confidence that he is unable to contemplate applying for another position.”

Brigit started thumping her head slightly harder against the table. 

“OK, stop that. We need to plan here. The first thing they’ll do is try and prove that Bunny has a history of violence. How can I phrase this…?”

“He does,” said Brigit, “I mean, he’s not some nutter going around and starting fights in bars but he… well, I suppose you could say he is a tad old-school in his approach to problem-solving.”

Nora scribbled something on her foolscap pad. “Yeah, I think dogs in the street may know that.”

“To be fair, he only, y’know, does it when it’s deserved. He’s not a monster.”

“That’s not how it’s going to look. I know the barrister that Harrison has hired. Her name is Siobhan Doherty and believe me when I tell you, he will be when she is done with him. She is going to try and prove a pattern of behaviour, and she’ll say that you, i.e. the company, knew about it.”

“Oh God.”

“Yes. Now, first off, the incident a few years ago when he threw a senior Garda off his balcony.”

“Allegedly!”

“Excellent. Did he not do it?”

“Oh. No. He did it alright.”

The Garda in question was Assistant Commissioner Fintan O’Rourke. He and Bunny went back a long way, although Brigit, like almost everyone else, was sketchy on the details. To be fair, O’Rourke could and should have gone to jail once evidence of his corrupt partnership with the gangster Gerry Fallon had come to light. He was only saved by the fact that Fallon had been in a coma for two years and counting, meaning the state’s case had stalled. Instead, O’Rourke got to retire while pleading his innocence and lawyering up to the hilt. The papers had tried to get into an uproar about it but had been slapped down as, technically, a court case was still pending and they couldn’t taint the jury pool on the off-chance Gerry Fallon ever woke up and started talking. 

“Well,” said Nora, “this O’Rourke guy might be unwilling to testify due to his legal position, so it’ll make it tricky to bring it up. I suppose it depends on how much the guy wants to get his revenge on Bunny.”

Brigit shrugged. She had never met O’Rourke and could only guess. Being dropped off a three-storey building and then disgraced in the eyes of a nation was probably the kind of thing people didn’t get over easily, but that was merely speculation on her part.

“OK, look. I’m not going to lie, this is going to be tricky. What we have in our favour is that Harrison isn’t exactly the most likeable guy. With the right judge, who knows? There are a couple of things you need to do for me, though. These Kelleher guys…”

“Arseholes.”

“Yeah and, by the way, bit of a side question, but what is happening with you and the hairy hunky one?”

“They’re trying to destroy us.”

“It would make for some intense, angry sex alright.”

“Nora!”

Nora put her hands up. “I’m just saying… OK look, here’s what’s going to be happening. They’re going to be on Bunny, trying to get evidence of his violent nature.”

Brigit flashed back to the meeting and Kevin Kelleher’s damaged fingers. “I think they might already have some.”

Nora threw her hands up in exasperation. “Well, you need to make sure that they don’t get any more. You’ve got to warn Bunny to be on his best behaviour.”

“That’s easier said than done. He hasn’t answered his phone in a few days. I’ve left about a dozen voicemails.”

Nora pointed across the table with her pen. “You need to find him and get him to play nice. I also need to sit down with him ASAP. And finally… you need to suspend him from the company.”

Brigit rubbed her temples. She could feel a doozy of a migraine building. “I can’t do that.”

“You have to.”

“Jesus, Nora, the man basically saved my life.”

“And now you need to save his arse. This is for his own good. The Kelleher brothers are going to be on him and digging around into his past. It could get nasty. Step one is him being whiter than white, and step two is getting some dirt on Jacob Harrison. You are now your own most important client. You need to follow him and get me some evidence of him being full of shit that I can use in court.”

“Won’t they expect us to try that?”

“Yep, but you’ve got no choice. Fingers crossed, this idiot has even less self-control than we think he has.”

“OK,” said Brigit. “You to me, unofficially, how good are our odds here?”

Nora tossed her pad onto Brigit’s desk. “Honestly, hon, not great. I assume the Kellehers will have let the Private Security Authority know about this, so you might be in danger of losing your private investigation licence. Is there anything else you need to tell me on that score? Anything dodgy, now is the time – I can’t protect you from things I don’t know about.”

“Oh crap,” said Brigit. “There’s Phil.”

“As in?” Nora pointed back towards reception.

“Yes, that Phil. He’s working for us but it’s not official. His criminal record means we can’t technically get him licensed for investigation work.”

Brigit noticed the alarm on Nora’s face. “Oh, no, he’s just – he was a petty criminal is all. Nothing bad, honest. He’s just…”

“Right,” said Nora. “Maybe next time, tell me that before I leave him in charge of my kid.”

“Oh relax. He’s two weeks off becoming a dad himself.”

Nora picked up her pad again. “Can you get rid of him?”

“He’s our only decent employee. I need him to get the evidence on Harrison.”

“I’m telling you, the PSA are going to come looking.”

Brigit looked towards the door. “I can’t. I… I’ll give him a warning, how’s that?”

Nora sighed and shook her head. “You’re way too soft for your own good, do you know that?”

Brigit opened the door and she and Nora stepped out. She didn’t want to look at Phil, already dreading the chat they were about to have. 

“And how did you two…” Nora stopped talking.

Dan was sitting in the exact same position he had been in when they’d left him, smiling up at them with full-on dimpled sweetness. Phil on the other hand, had a rather shell-shocked expression. It was hard to judge it below the pink, purple and red crayon that now covered much of his face, but it was definitely there. 

“Oh, sweet Jesus,” said Brigit.

“Well,” said Nora, “I can see you two hit it off.” She gathered up Dan and all his stuff before heading for the stairs. “Bridge, I’ll ring you later.” 

“Right.”

“Bye bye, Uncle Phil!” Dan waved enthusiastically as he went out the door. Phil flinched.

When they’d gone, Phil turned to Brigit. “This day cannot get any worse.”

Brigit took a deep breath and attempted a reassuring smile. “Can you step inside my office for a sec, please?”


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN



If Paul were being honest, he would have to say that he had always had a bit of a thing for Phil’s Auntie Lynn. To be fair, it’s not like he was alone in that. Lynn Nellis had always been a highly desirable woman: flaming red hair, green eyes and a figure that in less enlightened times would have been called “bombshell-esque”. Out of respect for Phil, who had lived with Lynn and her now departed husband, Paddy, since the age of eleven, Paul had of course never expressed this opinion. He was aware Phil was very sensitive about it, not least because the other boys at school had not been very sensitive about it. Lynn Nellis’s regular trips into school to discuss Phil had meant that she was a hot topic of conversation. Phil got into fights for a lot of reasons as a kid, but defending Lynn was certainly one of the main ones. That said, calling them fights was a bit of a misnomer. Phil always knew he wasn’t going to win, but he would still feel duty bound to put himself in the way of a beating when somebody made what he deemed an inappropriate remark. Paul, for his part, got into a lot of fights while trying to get Phil out of them. It wasn’t that Lynn was in any way seeking attention, she was just a damn good-looking woman. She had never shown any interest in another man while her Paddy had still been around. A bloke in their local pub had once decided to show his appreciation for her arse by giving it an appreciative pat. The hand had been in a cast for six weeks after. Lynn was a charming woman, but woe betide the idiot who got on the wrong side of her, or indeed put his hands on any side of her.

Still, as a young boy making the awkward leap into manhood, Paul had been aware of Lynn Nellis. Paul may have, in private moments, been very aware of Lynn Nellis. 

Now, as a man knocking on the door of thirty, he had, of course, grown out of any childish infatuation, but that wasn’t to say that deep down, in some dusty filing cabinet of memory, there wasn’t still an extensive collection of impure thoughts and confused feelings. That may have been a small part of the confusion when Paul had woken up to find Lynn Nellis on top of him in bed. What further added to this confusion was that she was slapping him around the head.

“You. Stupid. Little. Bastard!”

Paul wrapped his arms around his head to fend off the blows that punctuated each word. “What the fuck?”

In the four days since he had been fired from the company he had set up, Paul had spent a lot of time moping in bed. He’d punctuated this with moping on the sofa and moping around the nearby park, because an existential crisis is an existential crisis but dogs still need to take a dump and Maggie had no interest in Paul’s resentment of the world. 

It wasn’t a very big flat but then he didn’t have an awful lot to compare it to. For most of his adult life he’d lived alone in the house owned by his not dear but definitely departed Great-Aunt Fidelma. He had then briefly lived in Brigit’s flat, with Brigit, which had been great, followed by a period sleeping in the old offices of MCM Investigations, which had not. He now rented a bedsit in Rathmines that gave him an excellent view of a lot of other bedsits in Rathmines. The fact that he shared it with a German Shepherd who had, at best, inconsistent standards of personal hygiene was unfortunate. The one upside of having Maggie there would surely have been security, but Lynn seemed to have broken in without any trouble.

In between fending off blows from Lynn, Paul glanced to the side to see Maggie sitting there, watching proceedings with what appeared to be a keen interest and no intention of intervening. That was it; they were going back to store-brand dog food after this.

“For fuck’s sake, Lynn, get off me!”

“Get off me, he says, get off me! I’ll get off you alright. Anything you say, Your Highness.”

But the fact that she continued to wallop Paul’s arms as he shielded his head rather undermined the sentiment. Even so, the little idiot in the back of Paul’s mind noted that she had changed her hair. The long red mane was gone, replaced by a short auburn bob. It worked for her. 

“Jesus, Lynn, have you lost your mind?”

The blows stopped raining down suddenly.

“Ah crap.”

Paul dared to peek out. 

“I broke a bastard nail.” 

“Sorry for your trouble.” As soon as he said it, he regretted it. Lynn’s fist was cocked back. “Sorry, sorry, sorry. Just… what the hell are you doing here?”

“What the hell am I doing?” Lynn sat back. “That’s rich.”

Paul tried to sit upright. Conscious that he was sleeping naked, he gathered the duvet to cover himself. “I don’t understand why you’re angry,” he said. It sounded pathetic but it had the advantage of being true. 

“Yeah, you wouldn’t, you selfish bastard.”

She was no longer shouting at him while hitting him, which had the odd effect of making the words hurt more. 

“I don’t…”

“Thanks to your idiotic behaviour, your company is getting sued and Phil is going to lose his bleedin’ job.”

“What?” 

“Yes, did you not realise your actions might have consequences?”

“But…”

Lynn turned around and sat on the edge of the bed. “He’s two weeks away from becoming a dad. He’d got himself a job he was actually good at and now look – look what you did. Jesus, Paul, you were supposed to be his friend.”

“I don’t understand, we’re being sued?”

“Bunny threatened to chuck some bloke out of a window. Phil says you sent him there instead of doing it yourself.”

“Oh God.”

“Yeah. You’ve royally messed this up.”

“Me? It’s those bastard Kellehers!”

Lynn looked at him and shook her head. “Oh, for God’s sake, Paul, when are you going to grow up? Brigit, Phil – they were doing fine until you went off to wage your little war.”

“But the Kellehers…”

“The Kellehers, the Kellehers. For God’s sake. Listen to yourself, would ye? Everything is someone else’s fault, isn’t it? Phil said he’s been trying to ring you, but you’ve not been answering.”

“I was…” Paul stopped talking. What he had been doing was wallowing. He’d not answered the phone to Phil. In his head, it was dramatic. In his head, Phil was reporting it back to Brigit. In his head, she’d realise she was way out of line and come crawling over to apologise. 

“Oh Christ, I’m an idiot.”

Lynn nodded. “You’ll get no disagreement from me.”

“I thought you’d gone to Spain?”

“I had. I flew back, didn’t I? So much for my plans. Abdul had asked me to move there, for good, with him. There’s too much of my Paddy in this town. Too many memories. Over there, fresh start.” She glared at Paul. “Can’t do that now, can I? I’ve got to sort Phil out. He loved that job, y’know. First thing he’d been good at.”

“Look, I’m going to…”

“Oh shut up.” She didn’t even sound angry now, just disappointed. Somehow that was much worse. “D’ye know something, you were a good kid, Paul. God knows you had it tough with your ma and everything, but I really thought you’d turn out to be a better man than this. I always felt bad that I didn’t help you more – then and, y’know, with that thing a couple of years ago. Maybe this is on me. Karma’s a bitch.”

“I’ll sort this, Lynn, I promise.”

Lynn stood up. “Sure you will.” Her voice was edged with bitterness. “Just do me a favour and keep Phil out of any more of your bright ideas. Knowing you, you’ll get him sent down. That baby of his needs a da and we both know how important that is.”

She looked around. “And for God’s sake, clean up your flat. It’s a pigsty.”

She had a fair point.

“How did you even get in here?”

Lynn glanced back at him. “Do you think you spend twenty years married to the finest burglar in the country without picking up a few things? I got through your locks with a hairpin.”

“Oh. Right.” Then, for the want of something to say, he added, “I like your new hair, by the way.”

“Yeah, it was all part of the new Spanish me.” Lynn gave Paul a long look. “Why do you think it is, that when someone else messes up, Phil is the one who always suffers?” She turned towards the door. “And it stinks in here.”

“It’s the dog.”

She walked out of the bedroom. “Sure it is. Sort your life out.”

Paul sat there in silence as, a second later, the front door slammed. He looked down at Maggie, who’d sat there calmly watching the whole thing. 

“Well, you were a massive help.”

She responded by farting loudly.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN



“Yada, bollocks.” Noel took off his glasses, wiped the lenses and then put them back on his face. Sadly, it did nothing to improve the state of the spreadsheet he was looking at. He could see it fine; he just didn’t like what he was seeing. 

Thankfully, he didn’t need Charlie’s jazz bar to make a profit due to his savings, but it still couldn’t keep losing money quite this fast. The speed it could lose money was entirely dependent on how long Noel was going to live for. He had kept it to himself, but he was turning eighty on Christmas Eve. He was in reasonably good nick, considering. Tourette’s was not known to be fatal and his blood pressure was high, but he had a pill for that along with every other damn thing. It seemed he couldn’t go to the doctor without coming out with another new prescription. He was surprised he didn’t rattle when he walked. The GP seemed determined that Noel was going to live forever, regardless of whether he could afford it or not. The rheumatism now meant that he didn’t play piano in front of people anymore, which he missed. He had never liked performing, but he did like sharing. It wasn’t like he’d ever been great at it, but sometimes, just sometimes, he’d touched good. That had always been more than enough. His life was the music. For all the regrets he’d stored up, he had never regretted that. He still played in private, and on a good day his fingering was still there. On a bad day, well, he just had to try and remember the good days.

He hated this time of year. The birthday made him feel old and then Christmas made him feel lonely. All those ghosts of Christmas past swirled around him and brushed against his bruised soul.

The office door behind him burst open.

“There is crazy man in bar.”

“Remember how we talked about knocking, Svetlana?”

She walloped the open door twice. “Is crazy man in bar.”

“When you say ‘crazy’, it isn’t my friend Peter again, is it? As discussed, having Tourette’s does not mean you are crazy.”

“No, is different kind of crazy. Talking to himself.”

Noel sighed. Svetlana was a good barmaid, and in five years she had never missed a day’s work. He appreciated her reliability, because he certainly wasn’t keeping her around for the sense of joy and frivolity she brought to the place.

“OK, ask Joey to have a quiet word with him then.”

“Is no Joey. Is Wednesday night.”

Noel looked across at the calendar. Was it really Wednesday already? Where did the time go?

“I said we needed Joey,” continued Svetlana, “but you say we no can afford. I suggest we fire Hugo and put on record instead, but you say we cannot do. Now crazy people taking over bar.”

Noel pushed his fingers up underneath his glasses and rubbed his eyes. He wasn’t going to have this argument again. Hugo might be flaky, and a tad too fond of a vodka martini, but he could play and without someone on the piano they were a jazz bar in name only, in which case he might as well accept one of the offers to sell. Svetlana didn’t agree with this, or indeed understand that, as an employee, she didn’t actually have a say in it. 

“Alright,” said Noel. “I’ll be right out.”

With a wince, he stood and straightened his back out as best he could. Maybe he’d head home early tonight, stick on some Miles Davis and soak in the bath. If he was going to live forever, he might as well try and enjoy it a little.

He didn’t know what he’d been expecting, but it hadn’t been this. As the man turned his head slightly, Noel could see that he had a beard now, but even from the back, he was unmistakable.

Noel glanced up at the collage of pictures above the bar and saw her smiling down at him from the past. It was one of only two pictures he had of her. It was what? Good God, eighteen years since Simone had disappeared from his life. Noel still didn’t know the how or why of it. He’d only been assured by the Sisters of the Saint that she was fine, that she’d had to go home suddenly, and, while it was never said in so many words, she wouldn’t be coming back. He’d always known she was running from something – he just hoped she was alright. Well that, and hoped against hope that someday, maybe, she might come back. On the few occasions Bunny had dropped back in, he’d had no other information. In truth, Noel felt like he was intruding and tended to leave Bunny to himself. He better than anyone knew why Bunny was here. It was a pilgrimage. This was where her memory was strongest. In a quiet moment, Noel could close his eyes and still remember what it had been like to hear that voice swirl around this room. It had been beautiful. So much so, that the memory hurt. They had both loved her, in different ways, of course, but each man with all his heart. Noel didn’t like to look into Bunny’s eyes, where he only saw his pain reflected back at him.

“See,” said Svetlana, slightly too loudly, “crazy man. Sit there, talking to himself.”

Noel watched for a few moments. “Leave him be.”

“What?”

“And his drinks are on the house.”

Svetlana looked appalled. “Crazy men drink for free now?”

“That one does.”

Bunny sat on the stool and moved his glass of whiskey around on the pockmarked surface of the table. What was unsettling were the changes – mainly the fact that there weren’t any. Charlie’s looked exactly the same as it had all those years ago. Like time had stopped on the day she left. 

“D’ye remember that first night we came in here?”

From across the table, a dead man, a different dead man, smiled back at him. This one he wasn’t trying to avoid; this one he had come here to see.

“I do indeed, amigo. I had to drag you in here kicking and screaming.”

Bunny smiled back at Gringo. “I wasn’t exactly keen on the jazz at the time.”

“Yeah, but by the end of the evening, you were hauled out of here, smacking together the heads of a few boys who wouldn’t keep the noise down.”

“Talk about an inauspicious start.”

“You always had an admirably low tolerance for bad manners.”

“I’ll drink to that.” Bunny raised his glass and took a sip of his whiskey. He placed it down and then ran his hand over the table’s surface again, like a blind man reading braille. 

“So, are we going to talk about it?” said Gringo.

“What?”

“You know what. You’re sitting in the corner of a bar, talking to yourself. Not good, amigo.”

Bunny shrugged. “Ah sure, I’m just taking a wander down memory lane.”

“This is happening more and more now though, isn’t it?” Gringo gave him that look that Bunny remembered all too well and lowered his voice in that way he had. “I’m all for sentimentality, but… after the thing last year, remember how that doctor said you should go talk to somebody?”

“Ah, what good would that do?”

“You could get some more of those tablets.”

Bunny blew a raspberry. “They made me feel funny.”

“That’s an ironic thing to say to an hallucination of your long-dead best friend.”

“Sure, if I know it’s an hallucination, what’s the harm in it? Besides, it’s not like I’ve got the time to be waiting around for doctor’s appointments, or that I could even explain the situation to them anyway.”

Gringo nodded. “You might have a point there.”

Bunny had seen the headline earlier, but this time he’d not bothered to buy the paper. Big splash across the front of the Herald: “Dead Body is FBI Agent”. 

“They know who he is,” said Gringo, “and they’ll figure out why he was here soon enough, if they don’t already know. Sooner or later, it’ll lead back to you.”

“Ah,” said Bunny, “maybe it will and maybe it won’t.”

“We both know it will, and even if it doesn’t, there’s the other shoe waiting to drop.”

Bunny shrugged and ran his fingers through his hair. By definition, it wasn’t as if Gringo was telling him something he didn’t already know. Eighteen years it had been, but the memory was still fresh. Gringo, his best friend – and despite everything that had gone on, still his best friend – had helped him rescue Simone. It had been the right thing to do, but it had left two men dead. They’d buried them under the moonlight. It was Bunny who had found the wallet and passed it to Gringo, and they’d realised that the man who had been calling himself Lopez was in fact an FBI agent called Daniel Zayas. The next time Bunny had seen Gringo, he’d been dying in his arms on that beach, having got too deep into a stupid scheme to rob the robbers. He and the other two Gardaí involved had been buried as heroes, the higher-ups not wanting to ask any questions that they might not like the answers to. As they’d waited for the ambulance, Bunny, drenched in his own shame and his best friend’s blood, had checked to see if Gringo had Zayas’s wallet, but he hadn’t. Which led to the question, who did? He’d waited and worried, but it hadn’t turned up. Bunny had tried to convince himself that perhaps Gringo really had just got rid of it, but the idea had never really stuck. 

“You need to get out ahead of this, amigo.”

“How?” said Bunny. “We did bury those bodies.”

“For good reasons.”

“Sure, but those reasons are long gone. Everyone who knows the why and wherefore is either dead or…”

Simone. Who knew where she was now? Eighteen years and not so much as a postcard.

“You could leave?”

“And go where? Fecking move to the Costa del Sol with all the gone-to-seed gangster gobshites? No, thank you.”

“You’ll end up going to jail if you’re not careful.”

“Ah well, I’ve always fancied having a shot of them weights they seem to spend all their time doing in prison movies, see how buff I could get.”

“For Christ’s sake, Bunny. You up in Mountjoy? Can you imagine how many nutters with a grudge you’ll be surrounded by?”

Bunny picked up his drink and shot the rest of it back in one fluid motion. “That’s the problem with living too long. When all your friends are dead, all that’s left are the enemies.”

“Not all your friends are dead.”

“No,” said Bunny, loud enough for the man from the couple at the far side of the room to look in his direction. “Whatever happens, I’ve to keep this away from them. I won’t be taking them down with me.”

When Bunny raised his head again, Gringo was gone. Replaced with the smiling face of Zayas – his left eye sparkling beside the open wound where the other one should be.

“Don’t worry, Detective, I think there will be plenty of pain to go around.”


CHAPTER NINETEEN



Detective Donnacha Wilson tried hard to keep his eyes on the road, which was a little tricky as the woman in the passenger seat of his car was currently taking her arm apart. 

“Damn thing. The guy from DARPA said I must have a screw loose.”

Wilson did not know what the socially optimal response was in this scenario, or indeed, what the hell a DARPA was. He remained silent but, despite himself, glanced downwards. The arm was sitting on her lap as she turned it around, flipping open panels and tightening screws. Unnervingly, the hand occasionally clenched and unclenched as she did so. 

“He said it was something to do with the whatchamacallit receiving confused signals down from the, y’know.”

“Right, yeah.” You couldn’t go wrong with agreeing with somebody, could you? Not unless she was being sarcastic. He didn’t think she was, but it was hard to tell. From his limited experience with American accents, she spoke in what he guessed was a sort of West Coast whine. Her freakishly smooth and tight skin made her hard to read. It felt rude to look at her face too long, but then every time he averted his eyes, he seemed to end up looking at the arm. At least he knew he could look at the road without getting into trouble. Right now, he was really trying not to think about what remained up Agent Dove’s right sleeve. It was nearly rubbing up against him. Could he use the word stump? That definitely sounded rude. Oh God, this whole thing was a bloody nightmare.

They’d spent the morning working through what leads they had, which weren’t many. The problem with a body that was eighteen years dead was that there were very limited leads. When the body in question wasn’t even supposed to be in the country where it was found, the leads were scarcer still. 

In six hours, he had yet to see Dove eat anything. She seemed to live off coffee and an alarming collection of pills, which she stopped to pop about once an hour. He didn’t know what they were for, and he wasn’t going to ask. The woman was a conversation-killing machine. Oh God, he shouldn’t think of her as a machine, that would definitely be offensive, at least to the ninety-three or so per cent of her that was human. God, now he thought of it, were there any other bits of her that were mechanical? How much until you were technically a cyborg? Another for the list of questions he couldn’t ask. It wasn’t that the woman was unfriendly – if anything, it was the opposite. She smiled a lot, in fact, frankly, far too much. There was a certain level of cheerfulness that was downright creepy, and she had exceeded it. Nobody was that happy, and anyone who pretended otherwise was either secretly miserable, completely unhinged from reality, or both. 

He turned onto Promenade Road and looked down again. He just realised what this reminded him of – Star Wars! Wasn’t there a scene where Luke Skywalker was tinkering with his own hand like that? Wilson looked up and slammed the brakes on – just in time to stop them slamming into the back of a cement truck whose driver had stopped to contemplate a road sign. 

“Woah!”

“Oh God, sorry!”

Agent Dove looked around on the floor. “I think I lost a screw there.”

“Ehm, I can pull over if you like. See if we can find it?”

“It’s a sweet offer but I never pull over for a screw while I’m working.”

In a part of Wilson’s brain, he was aware that she had probably just made a joke. Unfortunately, she made it at the same time as she did one of those weird slow blinks, which freaked him out. The correct human response required of him in this situation was at least a courtesy laugh. Instead, he just gave her an open-mouthed look. Someone behind them honked their horn and, cheeks burning, Wilson turned his attention back to the road. 

A BMW pulled around them, its driver unable to waste another valuable second in his incredibly important day waiting for Wilson to start moving. The red-faced man behind the wheel was so busy that he held the phone he was talking into in one hand while flipping them the bird with the other. Wilson watched him drive off and hit the speed bump slightly too fast, resulting in the satisfying scraping of expensive suspension coming off the worse with karma.

“You want to pull that a-hole over?” asked Dove.

“Nah, we’ve got somewhere to be.”

“Back home, we’d be shooting his tyres out.”

Wilson laughed too hard at this. He was only sixty per cent certain it was a joke, but he was overcompensating having let the last one sail by without taking a whack at it. 

He pulled out past the cement truck and continued driving.

“So, what are you packing?” she asked.

“Excuse me?”

“Hardware-wise?”

“Oh right,” said Wilson. “We don’t actually carry weapons most of the time.”

“You are kidding me? What do you do when you need to shoot somebody?”

Wilson shifted in his seat. He was aware that he was obliged to defend the honour of the Gardaí, but he wasn’t sure from what.

“I mean, we have access to guns. We can carry them if we’re apprehending a suspect, or if we’re dealing with gangs, terrorism, that kind of thing.”

He could feel Dove shaking her head. Then he heard a clicking noise as she reattached her arm. 

“That dude in the Beemer that just went by – what’d you do if he pulled a gun on you?”

“Well, duck, for a start.”

“And then?” 

That had been Wilson’s attempt at a joke. Clearly the humour barrier went both ways.

“I can put in a call, get an armed response.”

“So you ring somebody, and they send you a gun?” Her tone was incredulous. 

“No. They send out a team of people, all with guns.”

“To what? Protect our dead bodies? I mean, no offence, but you guys are insane.”

“Well, we feel the same about the American attitude to guns.”

“Yeah, I bet. Everybody hates a gun until they need a gun. I’m glad I’m packing.”

Wilson glanced over at her. “You don’t mean now?”

There was a second of a delay. “No.”

Wilson took the third exit on the roundabout and then looked over at her again. “Seriously, I mean, you’re in Ireland. You’ve got no right to carry a firearm here.”

“Sure.”

“So you aren’t?”

“I said no, didn’t I?” 

Wilson pulled the car into a parking space in front of the offices of Sláinte Ferries. He put on the handbrake and turned to look properly at Dove. “Seriously like, my boss would freak out if she found out you had a gun.”

“Are you saying you want to frisk me, Detective?”

As she said it, she gave him the biggest of her smiles and her left eye winked. He wasn’t sure it was a movement that had been entirely intentional. The eye may have been going solo. Was it a nervous tic, or was she hitting on him? His brain froze in terror and he gawped at her open-mouthed, unable to think of a single thing to say.

After a moment, she grabbed her handbag from the footwell and exited the car. 

This was going really well.


CHAPTER TWENTY



Brigit checked, double-checked and triple-checked the door of the office to make sure it was locked. 

She could still remember her excitement when MCM Investigations had first moved here. Their first office, a single room over the Oriental Garden restaurant, had only lasted for four months. They had outgrown it in many ways, not to mention the fact that the torture of smelling Chinese food for twelve hours a day had meant she’d put on half a stone. She’d heard that story about employees in a chocolate factory being allowed to eat as much as they liked in the first month, but it had never made much sense to her. The theory was they would soon get sick of chocolate. That had not been her experience with food. She would have been dead within a fortnight, being rolled out by Oompa Loompas singing a valuable lesson.

This office was decidedly fancier. She’d had to talk Paul into it, back in the days when they were still talking. It was just off Christchurch, which, while not exactly Grafton Street, was a pretty serious real estate neighbourhood all the same. To be fair, it had been a sound business decision at the time. The increase in their workload had more than justified the higher rent. After the Skylark Affair, as the press had dubbed it, the phone at MCM Investigations had been ringing off the hook. They had needed somewhere to meet clients, because they actually had clients – lots of them. In fact, they had the weird problem of having too many. Brigit had perhaps been overly keen to start, accepting anyone who required their services and was willing to pay. She learned her lesson after the infamous “Mrs Geoghan’s Cat” incident, which had resulted in Phil being accused of catnapping twice, not to mention having to get rescued from a tree by the fire brigade. It had finally emerged after a chat with a neighbour that the reason the cat was so hard to find was that Mrs Geoghan had reversed over it in her car and nobody had the heart to tell her. After that, MCM had tried to stick to finding humans or, at least, finding out what certain humans were doing, which invariably turned out to be other humans they weren’t married to.

Brigit stood back and quickly scanned the windows. They were locked, for all the good that would do in the “war of the eejits”, as she had taken to calling the on-going situation with the Kellehers. The meeting with Paul had not gone well. She had hoped that a kick up the arse might have made him cop himself on, but if anything, it had had the opposite effect. The meeting with the Kellehers had gone even worse, and MCM Investigations was now staring down the barrel of oblivion via litigation. Despite it essentially being his fault, she was having a hard time getting angry at Bunny. He hadn’t been himself over the last few months, although, to be fair, dangling someone off a balcony – that had been very Bunny. 

She turned and walked around to the back, where the only vehicle present was her own car. It looked rather pathetic, battered and scraped as it was, sitting in a puddle that reflected neon flashes from the taxi company and takeaways on Thomas Street. She’d been meaning to get a new one, but she couldn’t quite bring herself to do it. This car had great sentimental value, and it was also free of that guilty feeling from picking up the monthly scrapes, scratches and prangs that came from driving in Dublin. She wouldn’t be able to relax driving a new car; she had no idea how everyone else kept them looking so neat.

Since the incident last year, one of the few things Brigit had made time for was self-defence classes. Every Monday night without fail she was down at the dojang on Harcourt Street. She had taken to taekwondo like a duck to water. They’d had to move her up two ranks. Most women were nervous of hurting someone, but not Brigit. As a nurse, she’d seen plenty of pain and, thanks to her less than stellar career in romance, there were more than a few people she didn’t mind the idea of inflicting it on.

As she neared her car, she heard sudden footsteps behind her and an unexpected voice.

“Brigit?”

Her instructor, Sharon, would have been proud. She reacted fast. The leg sweep took her assailant clean off his feet before he knew what hit him. It felt different when it wasn’t somebody slapping down onto a crash mat. A satisfying woof of wind came out of him as he hit the tarmac. 

She stood over him, gripping her keys between her knuckles, ready to permanently ruin his enjoyment of 3D movies. 

Anto Kelleher lay there with his hands out. “I surrender! I surrender!”

Brigit let out the breath she realised she had been holding in. “Jesus, Anto. What the hell are you doing sneaking up behind a woman in a car park?”

“I wasn’t sneaking. I saw you coming out and I ran up to try and catch you. You’re not answering my calls.”

“Yeah, because you tricked me into coming to a meeting where I got served with a summons.”

“I swear I didn’t know about that. I know how it looks, but honestly, I didn’t.”

“Yeah, well, I’m pretty sure my lawyer would suggest not talking to someone who is currently suing me.”

“Good news on that front, I’m not suing you. I have left the employ of Kelleher Brothers Investigations. Permanently.”

Now that her heart rate was slowing from the high-speed techno beat it had been keeping, she was able to take a better look at him. He had a split on the left side of his bottom lip and bruising around his right eye. “What the hell happened to you?”

“I’ve just come from a family meeting. Put it this way: my brothers weren’t wild about my decision to leave the company. The family Christmas is going to be fun this year. If I promise not to do anything as aggressive as saying your name again, can I get up?”

Brigit nodded and Anto pulled himself to his feet.

“Let me have a look at you.” She put her hands gently on the side of his face and then turned it so it could catch the light. “Jesus, they did a bit of a number on you.”

“Ah, you should see the other guy.”

“Got a few good shots in yourself, did you?”

“Actually, no. And the one I did get in might have actually improved Vinny’s ugly mug. It’d be hard not to.”

Brigit had never been a fan of beards, but his did feel very nice in her hands. It was very soft. She wondered if he used some kind of conditioner on it. 

She quickly pulled her hands away. “You need to put something on that lip.”

“What did you have in mind?” He said it with a twinkle in his eye.

“Behave yourself. I know three other moves I’ve not used yet.”

“I’m sure all your moves are impressive.”

“Shut up and come inside.”

She started to walk back towards the office with Anto following behind her.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE



Brigit cradled the phone against her shoulder as she rummaged through her bag. She had definitely had tissues earlier. She was pretty sure she was coming down with the cold she seemed to get every Christmas. 

“So,” continued Nora Stokes, “I had a chat with Siobhan Doherty, Harrison’s barrister.”

“Right,” said Brigit, “and how was that?”

“As expected, is probably the best way of putting it.”

“What’s the second-best way of putting it?”

“She wants everything. She reckons they’ve got a bulletproof case and that if this goes to court, they’ll win.”

Brigit didn’t find tissues but she did find the two Christmas cards she’d been carrying around for a week that she still hadn’t managed to put a stamp on and send. “Is she right about that?”

“This thing is a process and we need to see things through. It’s important that we stay calm.”

“Oh fuck.”

“What?”

Brigit dumped her bag on the floor. “You don’t sugarcoat anything, Nora, and you’re sugarcoating this. That’s a really bad sign. How screwed are we?”

“As things stand? Totally. Look – they’ve made a proposal. It’s a terrible proposal. I don’t want you to take this deal but I’m legally obliged to at least explain it to you.”

“OK.”

“They’ve said that they’ll take the whole company – lock, stock and barrel. Name. Client list. Everything.”

“Harrison wants to own the company? Why the hell would he want to own the company?”

“I don’t know, but he seems serious about it. Maybe he figures that he’s already a dick, so he might as well be a private one. You would also not be allowed to set up in business against it for ten years. All that, plus eighty grand.”

“Christ.”

“I told you, they’re just trying to scare you.”

“It’s working.”

“How are things going with trying to get evidence on this creep?”

Brigit pushed a few strands of her hair back out of her eyes. She was going to need a haircut soon, if she could ever find the time. “I’ve got Phil exclusively doing surveillance on Harrison, while I’m trying to cover the rest of the cases we have single-handed.”

“Any luck?”

“Nah. Last I heard from Phil, there was nothing new to report.”

“I see.”

“Ehm…” Brigit hesitated. She knew she was going to have to give this update, but she had been kind of dreading it. “Now, I don’t want you to overreact, but Anto Kelleher came to see me last night.”

“The big hairy bastard. How did that go?”

“Well, I sort of leg-swept him.”

“Oh my God, you mad bitch. I think I might be in love with you.”

“Stop it. He surprised me and I…”

“Kicked his arse!”

“It wasn’t like that. He’d come to apologise. He said he’d had no idea his brother was going to pull that stunt at the meeting. He has left the company – in fact, they literally came to blows. He had a black eye and stuff.”

“Ohhhhhh, interesting.”

“I’m only telling you this because he doesn’t agree with all that’s going on. He wants to help us.”

“He wants to help you.”

“Would you stop. I’m telling you this as my lawyer.”

“And as your lawyer, I am telling you to slap a saddle on that bronco and ride him off into the sunset.”

“Seriously, Nora, stop it! You’re being unprofessional.”

“Says you. Your detective agency throws people off balconies. I wouldn’t go casting stones. So where did all this happen?”

“In the car park out back.” Nora gave a dirty laugh so loud, Brigit had to pull the phone away from her ear for a second. “It wasn’t like that. We went back into the office.”

“Oh, did you?”

“Just so I could put some ice on his swelling.” Brigit instantly regretted her choice of words. She had to shout over the “awooga” siren noise Nora was making down the line. “On his eye. On. His. Eye!”

“Sure,” said Nora. “You swept him off his feet and then you did a bit of Florence Nightingale while you tended to his wounds.”

“I was a nurse, you know.”

“I do. Did you keep the uniform? Some men go mad for that.”

“You’ve got a one-track mind, d’ye know that?”

“I don’t, actually. I am just tragically fascinated by your love life because, anaemic though it is, it is still infinitely more interesting than my own – which currently consists of the thirty-four minutes I get on the bus into the office every morning with whatever steamy e-book I have on the go. By the way, side note – have your bosoms ever heaved?”

“What?”

“In all these books, there’s a crap-ton of heaving bosoms. Do they just mean breathing, d’ye think? I mean, I’ve occasionally had to heave one of them out of the way while I’m sorting the washing, but I’m pretty sure that’s not what they’ve meant. Anyway, sorry, back to you.”

“It’s alright, I am finished.”

“Oh no you’re not.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Tell your extremely young and attractive Auntie Nora the other bit.”

“What other bit?”

“You are a dreadful liar, Conroy. You know what other bit.”

Brigit went silent for a minute. “Alright, well, just so we can, y’know, work out our next move and all that, I am meeting him for lunch on Thursday.”

After about thirty seconds of sound effects intermixed with frankly shocking language from the very best legal representation she could afford, Brigit hung up the phone. She guessed it might well be several minutes before Nora noticed.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO



Bunny opened the door and stepped inside, kicking a couple of pieces of post on the carpet to the side as he did so. He threw his keys down on the side table, on top of a neat pile of unopened correspondence. He didn’t remember doing that. It wasn’t the fact the letters were unopened that was strange – he generally only opened the post when someone banged on the door or the lights went out – but since when had he started to pile anything up neatly? 

He moved down the hall into the front room, the plastic bag containing milk, a Pot Noodle and a packet of chocolate Hobnobs bouncing against his thigh as he did so. Everything looked much the same as it always did. Not for the first time, he thought about getting himself another cleaner. Ever since Mrs Byrne’s back had started to act up, he’d been without one. Initially, it’d felt rude to go looking for somebody else. She had assured him she’d be right as rain in a week. Always in a week. That was a good six months ago now, and the place could do with a serious dusting. He could do that himself, of course. But he wouldn’t.

He stopped in the middle of the room and looked around. Something was off. Nothing was missing or anything, but still… The place felt strange, like everything had been shifted a millimetre. He wasn’t one for any of that feng shui bollocks, but the air felt different.

He had only been gone a few hours. He’d gone up to the Liberties to deal with that thing, then he’d dropped into O’Hagan’s for a couple, then he’d walked back out to Cabra. It was a fairly long walk – a couple of hours with his gammy foot – but he still liked to do it. He liked to feel the city around him. After all these years, there was a comfort in that. Plus, he needed the exercise. Those were the two reasons he’d give if anyone asked, but there was another one too. He had nowhere else to be, nothing else to do. That was the truth of it. Private detective work didn’t interest him; he’d no stomach for following randy little shites about while they were trying to get their holes, or proving somebody was actually able to walk fine since falling off a ladder. He was a copper, same as he’d always been. When they’d taken the badge away from him, they’d taken his purpose too. He still handled things that needed to be handled, like the thing with Horse, but it wasn’t the same. 

All the way home, the feeling had been there, gnawing at him. The feeling that eyes were on him. He kept noticing people noticing him. And he was sure he was seeing motorbikes more often than usual. It didn’t help that Zayas kept trying to engage him in conversation. He tried to ignore him, push it away. It was all in his head. He just needed to calm himself down and everything would be fine. 

He walked a couple more steps towards the kitchen and stopped again. He looked at the shelves containing his videotape library. Every All-Ireland since 1982 and every Cork match from the Munster final onwards. He’d been at most of those games in person, but he’d always paid one of the lads from the team to come in and record it for him. He’d never trusted the timer on the video. Of course, these days, they didn’t want you to have a video any more. It was an outdated technology, a bit like himself. He’d had to haul it to three different places to get it fixed the last time it had died on him. He didn’t trust some digital box to store his matches. One day the thing could just forget everything on ye; he’d seen something in the paper.

He looked at the tapes again. They were out of order. They were never out of order. The football and the hurling were mixed together – he never did that. 

He dropped the shopping bag and started pulling out tapes at random. They were all still there, but where was all the dust? Someone had touched his stuff.

He turned and ran out into the hall and up the stairs, grabbing the hurley that’d been sitting beside the door. His heart was pounding. He looked at the clock on the wall as he climbed the stairs: 9:22. His watch said the same. The clock was always slow. He hadn’t fixed it, had he? It didn’t seem like… He wasn’t sure. 

Zayas sat at the top of the stairs, smiling down at him. “Are you OK, Detective? You look a little pale.”

“Shut the feck up, you!”

He swung his hurley at the space where nobody was, walloping the side of the bannister and knocking a chunk off of it for his troubles. He slowed his breathing and walked into the bedroom. Everything looked as he had left it. A pair of his Y-fronts lay in the middle of the floor, looking in need of a wash – or better yet, burning. They’d seen better decades. The bed was unmade, as it should be. One of the wardrobe doors was open. Had he left it like that? He probably had. C’mon now, he told himself. Get it together. 

He looked over at the far side of the bed. That’s where she had slept. 

His heart caught in his throat. 

The picture was gone. It had been on the bedside cabinet.

He moved around the bed, his grip tightening on the hurley. 

As he passed the corner of the bed, he saw it, lying face down on the floor. It could have just fallen over, he supposed. He leaned down and picked it up. A crack now ran down the front of the glass – snaking between himself and Simone. He sat down heavily on the bed and ran his finger up and down the broken glass. Then he looked at her, smiling back at him from the past. 

Bunny drew in a deep breath and let it out again, a hitch catching in his throat. “I think I’m fucking losing it, love.”

In the background, he heard a dead man laugh.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE



Paul opened the passenger door of the Ford Fiesta and got in. 

“I got you a tea.”

Phil Nellis looked confused. “What are you doing here?”

“Maggie was missing you.”

“What do you mean, Maggie was— Agh!”

Phil jumped in shock as he glanced in the rear-view mirror and noticed a German Shepherd smiling back at him from the back seat. 

“How did she get there?”

Paul gave him a confused look. “What do you mean? I opened the back door like three seconds ago and she hopped in.”

“Right. Yeah. Sorry. I was focused on my surveillance.” That was the freakish thing about Phil’s unnerving ability to focus – you could ask him to watch a door and that’s exactly what he would do, even if the building fell down around it.

“Seriously though, you can’t be here. Brigit said you can’t be here. Why are you here?”

“I told you. The dog missed you and I brought you a tea.” Paul held out a cardboard tray containing two takeaway cups of tea. “It’s still relatively hot. The bloke in front of me was having an argument about the correct temperature for coffee. The fella behind the counter said that it couldn’t be actually boiling for health and safety reasons and the dude said it was ‘political correctness gone mad’. Said it was the logical conclusion of the country having a gay Taoiseach. Then a woman threw a cup of tea over him. Lucky for him it wasn’t boiling. People get very angry in queues, don’t they?”

“Yeah, well…” Phil stopped himself. “Ah no, you’re doing that thing where if you talk about something long enough, I forget the thing I was going to talk about. What are you doing here? And don’t go into another long story about tea.”

Paul took his disposable cup out of the cardboard carrying tray and placed it carefully on the dashboard. Phil was very particular about his Auntie Lynn’s car remaining clean. “Alright, look – I came here to apologise.”

“I knew it,” said Phil. “Cats and dogs can have babies.”

“What? No. We had that discussion months ago. How are you still on about that?”

Phil Nellis, as well as being possessed of his own Nellisian brand of logic, had a freakish memory. He seemed to remember everything, just not in a useful way.

“I’m telling you, I saw a thing on the Internet.”

Paul removed the lid to blow on his tea, effectively having an exasperated sigh without being rude. “No, it’s not about the cat and dog thing. Remember we googled that?”

“Pah. Ye can’t go trusting the Internet.”

“But that’s where you said you saw this thing about—”

“A kippy. Cross between a kitten and a puppy. I came up with the name myself.”

“You’ve not figured out a name for your own baby yet, but you’ve come up with a name for a non-existent animal?”

“Says you.”

“Says Google.”

“Ye can’t trust them. It’s all run by the Russian mafia now.”

Paul was getting that feeling he knew all too well, like he was falling down a bottomless pit of sheer Philness. Time to redirect.

“No, I’m not here to apologise about the cat and dog thing. You’re still wrong about that.”

“Panda on the moon?”

“Again, there’s no evidence.”

“I’ve seen a picture.”

Paul took a long drink of reasonably warm tea. Phil looked suspiciously at his and did the same. 

“Right, let’s try this again. I’m here to apologise about getting you involved in the thing with the Kelleher brothers, and also for shirking my responsibilities, and sending Bunny to take care of the Harrison job as well…”

“Yeah, that screw-up looks like it’s going to destroy the company and put me out of a job, right before I’m about to become father to a baby that I’m pretty sure hates me.”

“Right,” said Paul. “Although not the last bit. The baby doesn’t hate you. Babies don’t hate people, they’re babies.”

“Every time she hears my voice, she kicks. I’m going to have to buy a helmet if she keeps doing that when she’s out of there.”

“Phil, I’m telling ye, your baby does not hate you. You’re just nervous is all, because it’s your first one.”

“Christ,” said Phil, looking up at the roof. 

“What?”

“D’ye think she’ll want to have another one? Will we have to keep going until we get a good one?”

“Phil, have you been sleeping much?”

“Not really. I mean, the last three days, I’ve been following this Harrison fella eighteen hours a day, and then when we’re in bed, I spend a lot of time looking at Da Xin’s belly, trying to think of nice things to say to it so it won’t hate me.”

Now that Paul took a good look at him, Phil did look more than a little wired. 

“How are you staying awake?”

Phil picked up a can from the compartment in the door. It was yellow and green. “I got a load of this East German energy drink from One-Eyed Barry. Very good for focus.”

Paul looked at the can. The product appeared to be called Yackbac and all the other writing was in foreign. Paul hadn’t done much languages in school. “Ehm, Phil... East Germany isn’t a country any more.”

“Ah yeah, where’d you find that out? Google?”

“How many of these have you had?”

“About a dozen.”

“Right.”

“Today.”

“Today?! Holy shit, Phil.”

“They’re fine. I mean, they make your wizz smell like petrol, but apart from that. You soon get used to the taste.”

“What does it taste like?”

Phil gave Paul a confused look. “Well, petrol, obviously.”

“Right,” said Paul, “I’m going to split duty of following Harrison with you.”

“Oh no, Brigit said you were under no circumstances to be involved in this.”

“Look, I already apologised, didn’t I? And you do need the help.”

Phil seemed to consider this. “Well, Da Xin does have a doctor’s appointment this afternoon. Auntie Lynn said she’d take her, but—”

“Go,” said Paul. “I’ve got this. Now, what’s Harrison been up to?”

“Nothing much, to be honest. He’s been staying in those apartments over there since the wife kicked him out.”

“How did you find him?”

“I watched his old house. I figured he’d turn up and beg the wife to take him back. Sure enough, he did.”

Paul nodded. “That was pretty clever.”

“Not on his part. She turned the hose on him. Then I followed him back here. He’s also been sacked of course; her da owns the company he worked for.”

“What an idiot.”

“Hang on a sec,” said Phil. “Come to think of it, how did you find me?”

Paul pointed into the back seat. “Maggie.”

“Really?! Wow!”

Paul sighed. “No, Phil, not really. We set up that Find My Friends app on our phones, remember?”

“Oh yeah. Anyway, I’m not sure how much good it’s going to do us, following Harrison. I think he expects it. I’ve hung back but he’s looking around a lot.”

Paul nodded. “Yeah. I’d imagine his lawyers and those Kelleher pricks have told him to be squeaky clean.”

“Yep. Pretty hard to catch somebody being a dick if they know you’re trying to. Thing is, though, if we don’t get proof that this fella isn’t really afraid of water and heights and shagging and all of that, then it’ll be us who are totally screwed.”

Paul looked out the window towards the apartment again. “Yeah. How the hell are we going to do that?”

“I dunno,” said Phil, “but we’d better think of something pretty damn fast.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR



Donal Martyn threw back a couple of tablets, chased them with a gulp of water, then slammed his palm into his chest and belched loudly. 

“Forgive me. We had the work Christmas do last night, feeling a bit worse for wear. There were a lot of drinks. Some of them were on fire.”

Detective Wilson nodded. Sitting beside him, Agent Dove just smiled and blinked slowly. Wilson didn’t see her do it, but he saw the slightly disconcerted look on Martyn’s face. He was fast realising that everyone found her alarming. 

They had spent most of the morning in the offices of Sláinte Ferries, chasing down the one lead they had. Wilson didn’t need Martyn to tell him it had been their office Christmas party the night before; the evidence was ample. The staff that had made it in had spent the morning moving around Wilson and Dove like zombies – albeit zombies who smelled like a wino’s arse and looked like they might break into tears at any point. Wilson couldn’t help but feel that it unfortunately confirmed every stereotype of the Irish that Agent Dove probably had. At one point, a woman called Sophie who had been helping them check back through records, had picked up a bin and thrown up into it, before finishing the sentence she had been in the middle of. The conversational vomit was a new one on Wilson, although he had to admit it certainly served to accentuate whatever point you were making.

“So,” said Martyn, as he wiped a hanky around his rather large, sweaty face, “how can I help you?”

Normally, the interviewee sweating was a sure sign of heightened nerves. In Martyn’s case, however, Wilson felt pretty sure he would be sweating regardless of them being here or not. He was a touch on the morbidly obese side; his massive gut strained against his shirt and the arms of his office chair. It also appeared now, as Wilson looked more closely at him, that he’d only shaved the left side of his face. Like he’d started and then forgotten to finish, or just couldn’t be arsed. 

“We’re looking into a case from 1999,” said Wilson. “We were told that you might be the one to talk to.”

“Right, how so?”

Wilson took out the photocopy of the sailing manifest that they’d found. “This is from the 1am boat on the tenth of December 1999 from Dublin to Liverpool. It lists a Daniel Zayas.” Wilson pointed at the line that had been highlighted. Martyn leaned forward to look at it, his office chair groaning in agony as he did so.

“Right, yeah.”

“The problem we have is, Mr Zayas was found buried in the Wicklow Mountains last week, so we’re rather confused as to how he ended up on that ferry?”

Martyn leaned back. “I’ve no clue. It’s a long time ago now. To be honest, I’m having a hard time remembering me own name after last night.” He gave a half-hearted laugh that quickly died when he realised nobody was joining in. 

“At the time, you were working as the head purser on the Saint Joseph ferry,” continued Wilson, “before you moved into your current role in the office.”

“Yeah, I mean, I swapped about. I couldn’t tell you exactly when.”

Wilson gave him a thin smile. “If you look, you signed off on the manifest at the bottom there.”

Martyn leaned forward again and the office chair once again groaned in protest. “Right, yeah. That’s me.” A drop of sweat from his brow plopped onto the paper. 

“We were just wondering, how do you think a dead man could end up on a manifest like that?”

Martyn looked up and licked his lips. “I dunno. I mean, let’s be honest, the ferries aren’t exactly the most secure mode of transport in the world. With the free travel between here and Britain, it’s not like we have big passport checks and all, like at the airport. Although with the Brexit, who knows? That’s going to cause all kinds of hassle, let me tell ye. It’s going to be an absolute nightmare, the Brexit.”

“It’s just Brexit.”

“What?”

Wilson shifted in his seat, aware he was doing it again. “It’s just ‘Brexit’, not ‘the Brexit’. Not that it matters.”

“It does matter. It’s going to cause no end of hassle. Nightmare.”

“Anyway,” said Wilson, trying to pull them out of this diversion of his own creation. “What worries us is that adding somebody onto a ferry’s manifest would be an excellent way of pretending that they had left the country when they hadn’t.”

Martyn sat back. “I’m not sure I like what you’re implying, Detective.”

“I’m not implying anything, Mr Martyn, I’m just asking. With your experience, help us understand how this could happen.”

“Well, there’s lots of ways. Maybe somebody else travelled on this fella’s passport. Or maybe it was him, and then he came back? I mean, maybe the paperwork is missing on him coming back over on another ferry. Or he could’ve come into Belfast and come down. We’re not responsible for border security, y’know, although Lord knows, after the Brexit…”

“Yes,” said Wilson, “but could it be possible, theoretically, for a member of staff to add someone to a manifest?”

Martyn’s collection of chins wobbled as he emphatically shook his head. “Absolutely not, that’d be a firing offence.”

“Actually, it would be fraud. But if somebody wanted people to think that Mr Zayas had left the country, that’s the kind of thing they might do, isn’t it?”

“I suppose, but… if that man is listed on the manifest, then he was on the ferry, or at least someone with his ID was.”

Wilson lowered his voice. “Look, Donal – sorry, can I call you Donal?”

He nodded.

“Donal. We’re not bothered about who might or might not have added a name, OK? What we want to know is who asked them to do it. That is the person we’d really like to talk to. Do you see what I’m saying here?”

“I’m telling you, I’ve no idea how that name got there.”

He leaned forward and pounded his chubby finger on the sheet of paper for emphasis. Wilson could have sworn that there was a cracking noise in the chair’s groan this time, like it couldn’t take it anymore. 

“OK,” said Wilson, “fair enough. I just want you to do me a favour, Donal, and take a long, hard think about this. You” – Wilson stopped himself and rephrased – “a person, at the time, wouldn’t have known what they were doing, or why, when they added that name to the manifest. We can look past that. But now it’s a murder investigation and this is serious stuff. The penalties for holding stuff back from a murder investigation…” Wilson sucked air in through his teeth and shook his head, in the ‘well, it’s the parts’ way that mechanics have before dropping a massive bill in someone’s lap. 

“Look,” said Martyn, “I can’t help you here. It was eighteen years ago. If that piece of paper says he was on the ship, he was on the ship. If you need anything else, you’re going to have to take it up with the company’s lawyers.”

Wilson put his hand into his inside pocket and pulled out one of his business cards. “OK, well, if you think of anything, anything at all—”

“You have a lovely family, Mr Martyn.”

Wilson and Martyn both turned to look at Agent Dove. It was an odd non-sequitur. The small-talk section of the interview had been about five minutes ago; Wilson had been all set to leave. Agent Dove had a broad smile on her face again. She pointed at the picture sitting on the shelf behind Martyn’s desk. In it, Martyn stood with his tiny wife and three obese children. They collectively looked like they could make an all-you-can-eat buffet’s owner break into tears just by walking in. 

Martyn turned to look at it, as if his family being considered lovely was news to him. The chair made a different, if equally pained squeal as he did so. “Well, yes, of course. I mean, thanks. That’s a couple of years old now. John is off to university this year and Sharon is doing the Leaving Cert.”

“Really? Wow.” 

Wilson was fairly certain Dove didn’t even know what the Leaving Cert was, but she still acted massively impressed. “You have a sister too, don’t you?” 

Martyn turned to look at Dove again, suspicion now writ large across his face. “I… yes, I… how do you know that?”

Dove blew right by the question. “She lives in Sunriver, Oregon, doesn’t she? An absolutely beautiful part of the world. Have you visited? I hear the fishing is to die for.”

Martyn held his mouth open for a second, his large tongue washing around his teeth. “No,” he said. “Kathy comes home every few years but we’ve not been over yet.”

“Right. Well, I guess her and Pete are kept pretty busy with the landscaping business and all. She does the books for him, I saw on their website. Their son Fiachra helps out at the weekends too – a real family business.”

Martyn looked at Wilson, who shrugged. He was none the wiser on where this was heading. 

The smile remained fixed on Dove’s face as she reached down and pulled a can of Diet Coke from her bag with her prosthetic arm. “Do you mind if I have a drink before we go? I’m parched.”

“Sure.” Martyn sounded like he hadn’t been less sure of anything in his life. He was looking at the metallic hand now; you couldn’t not. It just drew your basic human curiosity. Agent Dove cracked the can open, produced a straw from inside her jacket and placed it in. 

“I knew a guy once. He had a landscaping business, a lot like the one Kathy and Paul have. It was going great until one day – BAM – the IRS took an interest.” Dove carefully took a sip of her drink. “Full audit. Sorry, do you know who the IRS are? They’re our tax people in the States – mean SOBs.” She said it with a smile and then took another sip and blinked one of those slow blinks. “Caught him doing a couple of jobs cash in hand, fucked him royally in the ass. I mean hard. He ended up going to prison.”

Martyn looked at Wilson again, his eyes wide. “Is she trying to intimidate me?”

“Oh heavens, no,” said Dove, the smile still unmoving on her face. “Just a little chit chat. His wife got deported – back to, y’know, wherever. Daughter ended up turning tricks on street corners, last I heard. Real shame, she was a sweet kid.”

Martyn stood up. “I’d like you to leave.”

“And I’d like you to sit down and tell us the truth right fucking now.” Dove’s tone didn’t change; it was the same as when she had asked about his family.

Martyn rubbed his hand across his chest again. “I can’t be dealing with this. You can call our lawyers if you want to—”

“Oh, I won’t call anyone’s lawyers. But I will walk out that door and make a phone call. One phone call. That’s all it’ll take. Hey, don’t worry about it. Maybe your brother-in-law is the only landscape gardener on the planet to put everything through the books. He probably doesn’t have a team of dirt-cheap Mexicans working for him illegally. Maybe it is just him, with little Fiachra at the weekends. ICE will find out. You know the ICE, right? Immigration and Customs Enforcement. They make the IRS look like the fucking Smurfs. They skull-fuck people just for fun.”

Dove was the most unnerving swearer Wilson had ever seen. It was like hearing Mary Poppins threatening to stab some toerag.

Martyn leaned heavily against the desk, rubbing his hand up and down his sweaty face. He looked like he was about to be sick.

“Your sister, her husband, little Fiachra, they could all go to prison. Fiachra probably wouldn’t get much time, but it depends where they put him. One call and he’s in with some of the worst scum on earth. I mean real trash. Imagine how sweet little Fiachra will be when he comes out of there? Assuming he does.”

Dove turned to Wilson. “Am I saying that right? Fee-ca-ra?”

Wilson nodded. 

“Such a beautiful language you have. It has a wonderful lilting quality, doesn’t it?” She looked back to Martyn. “I want to know who asked you to put a dead man on your manifest. I also want to know if they asked you to help sneak a woman out of the country. She’d have been thirty-one at the time, African American, about five-foot-three. Her name was Simone Delamere but I’m sure she would have been travelling under something else. I want to know all of this, and I want to know it now – or else I go out that door and make the one and only phone call it’ll take. So, Mr Martyn, I want you to think long and hard about the next words that come out of your mouth, as they will have a significant effect on lots of people’s lives.”

Martyn said nothing. His face appeared to have gone even redder and his lips were clenched together so tightly that the skin around his mouth was turning white. He leaned on the desk and looked across at Dove like he was building up to saying something momentous.

As it turned out, the momentous thing could best be described as “Annnggghhh”.

He clutched at his chest and fell backwards, causing his long-suffering office chair to collapse under him, sending him sprawling onto the floor.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE



“Here, mister. Excuse me, mister.”

“Phil, don’t!”

Paul and Phil had been watching Jacob Harrison for four days. Four uneventful, extremely dull days. They had split shifts to keep an eye on him pretty much around the clock, Paul taking 6pm to 6am and Phil the early shift. That afternoon, Paul had shown up a few hours early, mainly because all he had in the flat for company was the dog, and Maggie wasn’t much of a talker. The heating was also rubbish and, combined with the need to keep windows open due to Maggie’s vicious canine farts, it meant it was permanently freezing. To be fair, her presence meant that the MCM Investigations surveillance truck was now also freezing, but on the upside, the smell wafting out of the back window did put people off trying to buy an ice cream. It turns out a big sign saying “Go away, we do not sell ice cream” was utterly ineffectual, if not actually counterproductive in stopping people asking, but nobody wanted to buy an ice cream off a truck that smelled like a bad case of the trots. 

“Here, mister,” repeated Phil.

“Oh, for God’s sake.” 

Phil, between his permanent state of pre-fatherhood stress and his comedown from going cold turkey from energy drinks from a country that hadn’t existed for thirty years, wasn’t sleeping much. Instead, he was watching an awful lot of late-night TV. He’d seen one programme where a supposedly smart professor fella from Oxford or some such had talked about how we might all see colours entirely differently. It was called Is My Blue Your Blue? Phil had been outraged – blue was blue. Paul had made the mistake of trying to explain what the professor had presumably meant, namely that each individual’s perception of the colour spectrum could be entirely different. 

The man walking by the van pulled out his earphones. “What?”

“What colour is that postbox?”

“What?”

“What colour is that postbox?”

“What does it look like? It’s green, ye dozy prick!”

Phil turned triumphantly to Paul. “See, it’s green. You and your ‘It might look blue to that fella.’”

“I was speaking hypothetically.”

“Well, I was just speaking to the actual bloke, and he said it was green. That’s because it is green. Green is green. My great-grandad didn’t fight in the War of Independence so that a hundred years later, some Open University spanner from Oxford could start telling us that green isn’t green.”

Luckily for the state of Paul’s mental health, Jacob Harrison chose this moment to emerge from the doors of his apartment building.

“Hello,” said Paul. “Old ‘Shagger’ Harrison is on the move!”

“Yeah. That’s a nice, definitely green blazer he’s got on there too.”

It was. For the past few days, on those rare occasions when Harrison had put in an appearance at all, he’d been wearing sweatpants and a hoodie. They’d observed him answering the door to a pizza delivery, two Chinese deliveries and an Indian. He had disappointingly failed to even attempt to have sex with any of those people. He’d been unshaven and, on at least one occasion, his clothing had shown evidence of the last takeaway while he had been paying for the next one. So it was with some excitement that Paul noted that he was now freshly shaved, smartly dressed and walking with a sense of purpose. In other words…

“He’s looking like a man looking to get laid!”

Normally, following a suspect who was on foot while you were in a vehicle would be a problem, but luckily the traffic was just warming up for rush hour so it rarely moved much faster than walking pace. They followed him down the Adelaide Road until he eventually took a right into a pedestrianised shopping area. Wordlessly, Phil hopped out of the van and continued the follow on foot, while Paul turned the corner and, after a frustrating ten minutes of circling, managed to nab a space just as a Tesco delivery van was pulling out. 

He was about to text Phil his location when the passenger door opened and Phil got back in. 

“Well?”

Phil shook his head. “Nah, he’s not up to anything.”

“Shit.”

“He’s just gone for a massage.”

Paul’s head snapped around. “Really?”

“Yeah.”

“Grab the camera bag. Which building is it? If we’re lucky there might be a window we can get an angle on.”

“What are ye talking about?”

“Phil, it might be a ‘massage’ massage.”

Phil gave Paul a blank expression, a look he had entirely mastered.

“Y’know, it might have ‘a happy ending’.”

“What? Like when the boy gets the girl?”

“Yeah, something like that. Let’s go.”

“What about Maggie?”

Paul looked into the back of the van. Maggie was fast asleep, doing that weird twitching thing she did. In normal circumstances, people say it looks like a dog is chasing cars in their sleep. In Maggie’s case, it could be anything. From what little Paul knew of her past, Maggie had been a police drugs dog until she had somehow consumed some LSD. Her behaviour since, if one was being really diplomatic, could be described as ‘erratic’. Paul had made the mistake of buying a lava lamp for his new apartment; she had stared at it for three days solid and growled every time he tried to turn it off. Then she’d smashed it and drank the contents.

“Probably best to leave her,” Paul said. “She doesn’t like being woken up.” This was true, it being one of the many things that could put Maggie in one of her moods. One of these moods could often result in nightmares, mostly for whoever was unlucky enough to have put her in the mood in the first place.

Paul and Phil weaved through cars to get to the far side of the street. Paul could feel the adrenaline surging through him. “This could be it, Phil, we might finally have the bastard. We catch him at it, the case collapses, the Kelleher brothers are vanquished and Brigit will see that I was right.”

“Don’t get excited, Paulie.”

“Why not?”

“Well, things just never work out that well for us.”

“You’re such a pessimist. I’m telling you, after wading through all this shit, I think we’ve finally got to the gold!”

“Ah, but what if what you think is gold is actually only your perception of the colour gold and it’s actually an entirely different colour?”

“Shut up, Phil.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX



Twenty-four minutes later…

Paul limped as quickly down the alleyway as he could, with Phil walking alongside, keeping an eagle eye out behind them for any signs of pursuit.

“All, I was saying was…”

“Phil, I don’t want to talk about it.” Paul winced. His hip was bloody killing him.

“I’m just saying…”

“What did I just say?”

“Where we went wrong…”

“Didn’t I just say I don’t want to talk about it?”

“You stink, by the way.”

“Likewise.” Paul looked at his watch. The last twenty-four minutes had not gone well…

Manny’s Massage was on the second floor of a building, above a shop called Eclectica, part of a relatively small shopping complex. There was also a convenience store, a chemist, a couple of clothing stores, a German restaurant, an interior designer and a chandelier shop. Beside the chandelier shop was a unit to rent. Paul wondered what had been there that had proven less popular than chandeliers, German cuisine and whatever it was Eclectica sold.

They scouted around but quickly determined that the only entrance to Manny’s Massage appeared to be through the shop.

They huddled quickly. 

“Right,” said Paul, “leave this to me. We need to get up there, and then I can bust in and get a picture of Harrison in the act.”

“What act?”

Paul ignored the question. He didn’t have time to explain to Phil the different interpretations of what a massage could consist of, particularly pertaining to which body parts were being “relaxed”.

The bell above the door of Eclectica tinkled as Paul entered. After a moment, he heard it tinkle again. He winced internally. He hadn’t told Phil specifically not to come in with him, which meant he had.

As he walked towards the counter, Paul noticed a beaded curtain to the right, behind which was a flight of stairs. This meant that the woman behind the counter, who had long white hair and an unnerving, spacey grin, must be some kind of receptionist. Her facial expression put Paul in mind of someone who had been constipated for a week and for whom the levee had just blissfully broken. She gave off a vibe of exhausted ecstasy. Eclectica was unlike any shop Paul had ever been in, mainly because it seemed to specialise in selling stuff that no other shop would sell. It had a lot of things made out of beads or bamboo, and some pottery that had that authentic, not-quite-able-to-sit-flat-on-a-table look to it. It was an artisan shop, according to the sign on the wall, although that sign appeared to also be for sale, so it was hard to trust. They also sold incense, pebbles and wind chimes. As far as Paul could figure out, the wind chime had been invented specifically for deaf people who really hated their neighbours. In that regard, it was also the most useful thing in the shop. What do you get the person who has everything? Pebbles, apparently. 

“Hello,” said Paul.

“Greetings,” said the woman, with hands placed together and a bow. She was speaking in that sort of posh, stoned voice that only exists in films for women who appear out of nowhere to pass on expository information. 

“Lovely place you have here.”

“Blessings on you.”

“Yeah. Likewise. I was wondering, can I get up to the massage place through here?”

“You may, yes. If you have an appointment.”

“Ah, I don’t. Could I go up and make one?”

The woman shook her head. “No. You have to ring to get one.”

“I see. Have you got the number?”

The woman took a card from beside the register and, with her head bowed, held it out to him in both palms.

Paul took it, throwing in a bow in return, as he felt it was expected. “And is it, y’know, full service?”

“Oh yes.”

Paul looked at the woman closely. It was hard to judge much from her face. He guessed she might maintain the same contented expression if she was on fire.

Behind him, Paul could hear Phil colliding with something. If he broke it, Paul was not paying for it. 

“OK, so I’ll ring up and make an appointment then,” said Paul.

“Namaste.”

“Yeah. Thanks.”

Paul then went outside, closely followed by Phil. 

“Do you reckon it’s money laundering?”

“It must be,” said Paul. “Nothing else makes sense.”

“They’ve got a bottle of water in there that contains essence of rocks. Is that not just sand?”

“I dunno,” said Paul, who had fished out his mobile and was dialling the number on the card. 

On the third ring, someone answered. “Greetings, Manny’s Massage.”

He recognised the voice and turned to look in the window of the shop. The white-haired woman behind the counter was now on the phone.

“Hi, I’m the guy who was just in your shop.”

“Oh. Hello.”

She gave him a happy wave through the window. 

“Yes. Hi. I was wondering if it would be possible to book myself in for a massage?”

“I’m afraid we’re very booked up. The only gaps in the diary are for emergency massages.”

“But this is an emergency.”

“Oh dear, I see. We only really provide that service for customers of the shop.”

“Right,” said Paul, opening the door and re-entering. “So, if I bought something, then I would be a customer.”

“Yes.” The woman was still talking into the phone, despite the fact Paul was now standing in front of her. 

“Right.” Paul hung up the phone and looked around the shop. “Well then, I think I’ll get…” He picked up a smooth blue pebble from the display beside the counter. “I’d like to buy this.”

“Ah, an excellent choice. That will be sixty euros.”

“Sixty!?” Paul tried to keep the shock from his voice, but it was impossible. Not that long ago, he’d have lived happily for a fortnight on that much money. Now he was spending it on a pebble. 

“This is very powerful. It can be used to realign a person’s chakras.”

“Oh, that’s good. I do feel like me chakras are properly ballsed up,” said Paul, as he handed over all of the money he currently had in his wallet. 

“Would you like a bag?”

“Sure.”

“That’s another three euros.”

“What? Is it a bag for life or something?”

The woman gave him that smile again. “Better than that. It is a bag for many lives. It has been woven by hand and blessed in a Hindu temple by a blind woman called Sharona, who many believe to be a prophet.” As she said this, the woman popped the stone into a bag that was just big enough to carry a reasonably sized pebble. Resisting any and all ripostes about prophets and profits, Paul fished three euros out of his pocket and handed them over.

“Gracias,” said the woman, who appeared to be fluent in bullshit in several languages.

“So,” said Paul, taking the proffered bag, “can I make an emergency appointment now?”

“Oh no, I’m afraid Manny is seeing the last client of the day now. You’ll have to ring back tomorrow.”

Paul gave the woman a long, hard look. “Really?”

“Yes, but do come back.” The woman reached across and placed her hand on Paul’s chest. “I can sense you have a lot of tension.”

Plan B, which Paul had quickly decided on, involving finding their way around to the back of the shops. There was a large metal gate on which was hung a rather stern ‘keep out’ sign, leading into a back yard where four cars were parked alongside a couple of dumpsters.

Paul and Phil looked up at the windows. 

“How do we figure out which one it is?” said Phil.

“Hmmm.”

“You could try chucking your pebble up at the windows, see who looks out?”

“Don’t be daft, Phil, that would give us away.” Plus, Paul was hoping that he could possibly return the pebble and get his money back. Sixty euros was, after all, sixty euros, and blue wasn’t even his favourite colour. 

Paul looked at the windows again. “That one!” It wasn’t the most Sherlockian of deductions, but he was quite proud of it. Five windows on the second floor had lights on, but only one of the rooms appeared to be illuminated by a soft diffuse light with a pink glow to it. He’d never been in anything that could be termed a boudoir, but he’d seen them in films, and he was pretty sure they were big into mood lighting.

They moved one of the dumpsters to below the window and clambered on top of it, but even with Phil’s six-foot-six height, they couldn’t reach the window. Paul had then managed to convince Phil to boost him up. They needed to do it quickly. Paul was aware they were somewhere they weren’t supposed to be, with no good reason to be there and that the clock was against them. Paul didn’t want Harrison to get away due to him being “prompt” in the activity he was hopefully currently engaged in. 

Paul took his phone out and then put his foot into Phil’s cupped hand. 

“One, two, three!”

In one fluid motion, Phil lifted Paul skyward, and he was able to grab onto the window ledge with his free hand. 

“Wait, wait, wait,” said Paul in an urgent whisper, as he thumbed his phone to open the camera. “Take your time.”

“That’s easy for you to say. You’ve not got a face full of crotch.”

“Wait!” Paul looked at his phone to confirm the camera was working. “OK, go!”

With Phil boosting him up fully, Paul was able to get his head and chest above the windowsill. What he saw was a muscular man in a T-shirt two sizes too small for him – Manny, presumably – performing acupuncture on a naked man lying face down. There was no sign of any hanky-panky.

While what Paul saw was disappointingly mundane, the same couldn’t be said for Manny. From his perspective, a man had just appeared outside his second-floor window. This caused him to scream in shock. 

And this caused Jacob Harrison to scream, as the man who had been carefully sticking needles into him for twenty minutes suddenly stuck one in very un-carefully. 

All of this screaming caused Paul to scream – and to press the photo button on his camera. The flash went off, reflecting against the window glass and blinding him slightly. This caused him to wobble. 

This wobbling and the chain reaction of screaming caused Phil Nellis to scream and wobble. Phil was a man who constantly believed that the sky was about to fall, and for once he was proven correct. Paul started to fall sideways. Phil followed after him, trying to somehow regain control, before gravity got the best of them both. All this resulted in was Phil effectively launching Paul into the open dumpster beside them, which belonged to the restaurant. Apparently the sauerkraut was not selling as well as hoped. 

Phil had then fished Paul out of the dumpster and they had beaten a very hasty retreat. Luckily, Manny must have been too distracted dealing with his bleeding client to give chase. Paul was only able to hobble, as his hip was killing him. He had landed hard on the pebble in his pocket.

As Phil and Paul came around the corner to where the van was parked, they were confronted by an unwelcome sight. Kevin Kelleher, his hand in a bandage and a smug grin across his face, was leaning on the bonnet of the van. 

“Howerya, lads? Any chance of a 99?”

“Not for you,” said Paul.

“Yeah,” added Phil, “the machine broke yesterday.”

Paul looked at Phil, who shrugged. “Well, it did.”

“So,” continued Kelleher, “did you have fun following Mr Harrison while he was getting acupuncture? He’s trying to deal with some issues he’s been having with his back, stemming from being dangled off a balcony.”

Kelleher pushed himself off the bonnet, exaggeratedly dusting himself down. “You lot are a joke. Do you really think Harrison can’t keep it in his pants for a few weeks?”

“Well,” said Paul, “he doesn’t have the greatest of track records in that area.”

“Still, though, you’re following him, we’re following you. What a fun little game we’re playing. By the way, I have an agreement with Mr Harrison and his solicitors that when he eventually owns your sorry business – as scant consolation for the mental hardship you’ve caused him – I’m going to buy it off him, for a very fair price. The reason I bring that up is that I’m a bit concerned with the sorry state of this vehicle I’m about to own.”

Kevin Kelleher ran his finger along the side of the van and tutted. “Filthy. I think it needs a thorough clean, inside and out. Luckily for you, my brother Vincent and I are also shareholders in a mobile car valeting business.”

As he said this, Vincent, the monobrowed monolith of the Kelleher clan, appeared from behind the van, holding a hose. Paul moved a couple of steps to the right, and saw that the hose was running from the back of a blue van parked behind theirs.

“Complimentary jet wash. Just to show there are no hard feelings.” Vincent gave what Paul could only assume he considered a smile as he pushed the hose in the gap of the partially open van window. “By the way, you should really close your windows properly. There’s a lot of nefarious characters around.”

“I wouldn’t do that if I was you,” said Phil.

“Wouldn’t ye? What are you going to do about it? Call the cops? What with one of you very closely resembling a peeping Tom spotted in the area? Or are you going to resort to physical violence? Go right ahead, you’ve not got your psycho partner with you now.”

Paul noticed that Kevin reflexively cradled his bandaged fingers.

“Actually—” began Phil, before being interrupted as Paul put a warning hand across him.

“No,” said Paul, “just let the man get on with it, Phil. We deserve this.”

Kevin laughed. “Too fecking right, and I’m going to enjoy it.”

“Not as much as I am.”

“Yeah, we’ll see. Vinny!”

“What?” responded Vinny.

Kevin Kelleher looked slightly exasperated. “What do you mean what? Turn on the damn hose.”

“Oh. Right.”

Vinny then duly turned a knob on the hose, and Paul could clearly hear water whooshing through it, into the MCM surveillance van.

There were quite a few things in this world that Maggie did not enjoy. She didn’t like being woken up. She didn’t like healthy food. As the last local election had proven, she really didn’t like politicians – their building, indeed their whole street, was very possibly going to be free from people trying to shake your hand and give you a sticker for at least the next decade, if not longer. The refusal to eat healthy food had of course resulted in her monumental flatulence problem, which was why the window had been open a crack. Paul would have left it open wider, but Maggie also didn’t like the cold.

But more than any of this, as Paul had found to his cost, Maggie hated bath time. 

A blood-curdling yowl issued from the back of the van and it started to rock violently. 

Paul and Phil each took a couple of steps back. This was definitely a situation where distance was preferable.

Kevin Kelleher suddenly looked a lot less pleased with himself. It was a credit to his rat-like survival instincts that he was halfway through shouting the word “run” when the window of the van exploded outwards and a mass of very wet and extremely unhappy dog landed on the pavement. 

What happened next was like a scene from a bad horror movie, with the Kelleher brothers running as fast as their legs could carry them, which was nowhere near fast enough. As they ran, Maggie bit at their heels. She leaped up and took down Vinny, before continuing after Kevin. 

“Should we stop her?” asked Phil.

“How?” said Paul.

They watched in silence as the Kelleher brothers screamed and yelped their way around the corner. 

Paul moved over and pulled the hose out of the window. “Right, wait for her to come back and see if you can dry this thing out a bit.”

“And where are you going?”

Paul pointed at the van belonging to “Kelleher Valet Services”. “I’m going to get the Kellehers some free advertising by parking that little beauty in a bus lane.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN



DSI Burns was aware that, at times, she came to conclusions about people too quickly. It was a flaw she had identified in herself while reading a management book called How to be a People Person. It had been an interesting discovery, not least because she was so rigorous about assembling all the facts in a case before coming to a conclusion. She was a big believer that instinct was a word lazy people had come up with to make guessing sound like something more impressive. 

It was with some considerable effort that she had, until this point, tried not to form a hard and fast opinion of FBI Special Agent Alana Dove. Yes, as soon as she had met her, DSI Burns had received a call from the commissioner, who’d told her that instructions had come from what he called “the highest level” to give her any and all assistance requested. That had pissed Burns off. She didn’t like anyone messing with her investigations, especially a foreign agency, but Dove was only the tip of that spear. She would have been sent here by her bosses and any copper knew that part and parcel of the job was being put in positions you didn’t want to be in. Burns still remembered the day, as a young Garda on the beat, when she had been forced to put the cuffs on a young woman who had fought back against her abuser. The job defined you, but at the same time, at certain points, you and the job could vehemently disagree. As old Sergeant Murphy had said at the time, we can’t just enforce the laws we agree with. 

So no, DSI Burns didn’t dislike Dove because of the job she had been sent here to do. The prosthetic arm was disconcerting, but it was, of course, not a reason to dislike someone. In fact, when she thought about it, it was pretty impressive that Dove had managed to succeed in her career despite such an obstacle. She didn’t even dislike her for the fact that, at any given time, Dove appeared to be wearing more make-up than Burns owned. She did wonder if the creepy slow blink thing was because of the sheer weight of mascara her eyelids were required to lift. But no, DSI Burns was not going to hate someone for shallow aesthetic reasons. Now, though, she had a damn good reason to hate FBI Special Agent Alana Dove and she was going to embrace it with all her heart.

She opened the door to her office. “Agent Dove, please come in.”

Dove had been waiting outside for twenty minutes while Wilson gave Burns a full debrief on what had happened on their trip to Sláinte Ferries. 

Agent Dove strode past Burns and sat down beside Wilson, who shifted nervously in his seat. As Burns closed the door, she noted that the woman also wore too much damn perfume. She’d have to open a window after this.

Burns walked behind her desk and sat down.

“OK, Agent Dove. Detective Wilson has brought me up to speed with what happened.”

“Yes, and may I put it on record that he should be commended for his actions in performing CPR on the gentleman who collapsed. I believe his speedy response may have helped save a man’s life.”

Dove turned to Wilson and gave him one of her massive collection of wide smiles. Wilson nodded nervously, as though he wasn’t sure if such a commendation was like winning a free trip on the Titanic.

“Noted,” said Burns. “Although it does neatly bring us to the fact that you nearly killed a man.”

“Excuse me?” 

“I don’t know how it works across the Atlantic, but here, we try not to induce heart attacks in interviewees. It’s a health and safety thing.”

“I don’t think we can be held responsible for that.”

Wilson didn’t say anything, but his facial expression screamed that he felt he definitely shouldn’t be part of the “we” here.

“You threatened an innocent man’s family!”

“With all due respect, Superintendent, I did not.”

“You told him—”

“I pointed out the powers of two US government agencies. That is merely information. By definition, an innocent person has nothing to fear from the law. Unless you are trying to cast aspersions on the integrity of American law enforcement? Or you are trying to suggest this gentleman’s family is engaged in unlawful activity?”

DSI Burns rolled her eyes. “Cut the crap, Dove, that nonsense isn’t going to work on me. You were strong-arming the man and you nearly killed him. Need I remind you that you have absolutely no legal jurisdiction here? We involved you in this investigation as a courtesy, a courtesy which you have abused.”

“I fail to see how—”

“You went into the interview with extensive knowledge about the man’s family.”

“Fail to prepare, prepare to fail.”

DSI Burns snatched up the stress ball from her desk so quickly, Wilson actually flinched. It gave a disconcerting squeak, like a distressed woodland creature, each time she squeezed it. She was not unaware of that fact. “So we’re calling this a success then, are we?” Burns started squeezing the ball under the desk. It had been a long day, in a long week. “Dove, I want you on the first flight home. We will continue this investigation without your ‘help’.” 

Agent Dove’s face registered alarm – or at least the parts that were capable of doing so.

“But, you can’t—”

“The hell I can’t. I’ve already spoken to my bosses. Keen as they are to play nice with our American cousins, nobody wants the headlines if this man dies.”

“Ehm…” Both women looked at Wilson in shock; they’d mostly forgotten he was there. To be fair, he looked more than a little surprised to find himself speaking. “The hospital did say he was expected to make a full recovery, guv.”

“Yes,” agreed Dove. “And it was the man’s third heart attack. I mean, clearly he needs to look at his lifestyle.”

“And how do you know that exactly?”

Dove didn’t say anything.

“Wilson, did you know that?”

Wilson shifted about again. “No, boss, I didn’t hear anyone mention it at the hospital, but then maybe I…”

Burns refocused her gaze on Dove. “Just to be clear, private information about Irish citizens is exactly that: private. If I get even the slightest hint that you’re obtaining information illegally, then you will not be flying home. In fact, I’ll be seeing to it that the state provides you with free room and board for one to three years.”

“I heard that from one of the doctors at the hospital.”

“Really?”

Burns glanced at Wilson, who shrugged. “She could have done, boss. I mean, they would’ve been checking records and stuff.”

“Speaking of information,” said Burns, “would it be fair to say, Agent Dove, that you haven’t been sharing all of the information pertinent to this case with us?”

“There is confidential information that I am not at liberty to divulge.”

“Bollocks.”

Agent Dove looked confused. “I don’t understand what—”

“Bullshit, does that make more sense? We are running a murder investigation here and it is absolutely not your job to decide what we do and do not need to know. In fact, withholding information pertinent to a murder investigation is called obstruction of justice in this funny little backwater, and we take a fierce dim view of it.”

Dove said nothing.

“Apparently, right before he nearly joined the choir immortal, you started asking the interviewee questions about an individual that my officer had never even heard of. You expect our cooperation but you leave us in the dark.”

Agent Dove reached into her bag and produced a copy of that day’s Herald. She held it up to show the headline: “Wicklow Body is FBI Agent.”

“The problem we have, Detective Superintendent, is that you are captain of a very leaky boat.”

Burns’s unseen stress ball let out a dying wail and went mysteriously silent. Wilson leaned back in his chair as far as he could go. On an instinctive level, every fibre of his body was telling him that now was a good time to run. 

“You want to come in here and criticise us, after the day you’ve had? Right, that’s it. Wilson, drop Agent Dove to Dublin Airport and sit there until she gets on the first available flight to America.”

“You can’t do that.”

“Can’t I? You watch me. Have fun explaining to your bosses why you got booted out of the country. Don’t let the door hit you in the arse on the way out.”

Dove gave one of those slow blinks. An iguana! That was it! She knew the woman reminded her of something, and it had finally popped into her head. She’d seen them when she’d brought her nephews to Dublin Zoo last month.

“I apologise,” said Dove. “That was out of line.”

“D’ye reckon?”

“I am sorry. Clearly, we have gotten off on the wrong foot here. I appreciate all of the assistance and I should have been more forthcoming regarding the nature of our investigation. How about we start afresh?”

“OK,” said Burns. “Who is Simone Delamere?”

Agent Dove’s left eye started to twitch and wink rapidly. She opened her mouth and closed it again.

DSI Burns turned to Wilson. “Keep your receipts for the parking at the airport, it can be expensive. Wave the badge, I want you to walk her all the way to the gate and onto the plane.”

“I…”

“And ask one of the stewardesses if you can get one of those tiny packets of peanuts for me, I bloody love those.”

“Ehm, yes, boss.”

“Alright.” The tone of Dove’s voice suddenly changed, as if something had finally cracked. “But it doesn’t leave this room.”

Burns looked back at Wilson. “And one of those tiny cans of Coke they have. I think they remind me of going on holidays.”

“Fine.” Dove threw the newspaper she had been holding into her bag and then uncrossed and re-crossed her legs. “Simone Delamere is wanted for the murder of Alex Woolstencroft, a former partner of Agent Zayas, in New York back in 1998.”

“And what makes you think she was in Ireland? I’ve already run the name; she doesn’t appear on any database.”

“Zayas was here. We assume he came looking for her.”

“If he was here on an investigation, then—”

“He wasn’t.” Agent Dove shifted nervously. “We believe he was out for revenge. He had no interest in bringing Miss Delamere to justice. You can appreciate how agents turning vigilante isn’t an optic the Bureau’s wild about.”

“And you think this Delamere woman killed Zayas and the other unidentified body we found?”

“We don’t know,” said Dove. “That’s what I’m here to find out.”

As the silence stretched out between them, Dove’s left eye twitched out a staccato rhythm – and then she did another iguana blink. Burns wondered if she was trying to send secret Morse code messages. It might be her face begging for help to get out from under the make-up.

“Any and all information you have from here on out…”

“You’ll be the first to know,” said Dove.

“And for the love of God, try not to kill anybody.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT



Brigit shook the rain off her umbrella and pushed open the door of O’Hagan’s pub. For a Wednesday night, it was reasonably busy. A screen on the back wall was showing some football match or other. From Brigit’s limited experience, there was always football on. 

As she walked in, she caught the eye of Tara Flynn, the owner, who raised her eyebrows and nodded her over. 

“Brigit, right?”

“You’ve a great memory.”

Tara smiled. “Ah, trick of the trade. The punters love it when you remember their names. Makes ’em think they’re drinking in Cheers or something. One sec.” Tara topped up a pint of Guinness that had been settling and walked it down the bar to a man in an ill-fitting grey suit. “There you go, Patrick. Four euros ninety-five, please.”

The man smiled at her and handed over a five-euro note. “Cheers. Keep the change.”

“Much obliged.” Tara moved back down the bar towards Brigit and rang it up in the register, flipping the five-cent coin neatly into the tip jar beside the till. “At this rate, I’ll be able to afford that dream holiday by 2045.”

Brigit smiled back. “So, have you seen Bunny?”

Tara nodded. “I have. He’s in his office.” Tara noticed Brigit’s confused expression. “By which I mean the snug in the back bar.”

“Brilliant, thanks.”

Tara raised her hand to stop Brigit from walking away. “Is he… alright?”

“How do you mean?”

“Well he’s… he’s not been himself.”

Brigit could see the worry on Tara’s face. “How so?”

Tara leaned in. “Well, look, I wouldn’t say anything normally, but what with you working together and all and that business last year…”

O’Hagan’s had been the last place Bunny had been seen before he’d been knocked out and kidnapped. To be fair, Brigit guessed O’Hagan’s was the last place Bunny had been before almost everything happened to him. He appeared to be rather keen on the place. 

“It’s just…” Tara paused, trying to find the right words. “He’s been really jumpy, if you know what I mean.”

“Has this just been recently?”

“Mainly, yeah. Between you and me, I’ve known him a long time, and since the thing last year – and God knows that would’ve killed most men – he’s been a bit… different. I mean, you wouldn’t know it unless you knew him well. He’s still bigger than life and twice as bad, but I think it’s more for show. It’s like he’s doing what’s expected.”

“Right.” Brigit felt awkward, not least because she once again realised that for all they’d been through, she didn’t know that much about Bunny.

“Everyone has their ups and downs,” continued Tara. “I remember back when I’d only started here, around the time his partner died, that was tough.”

Brigit nodded. She didn’t want to admit that she had no idea what Tara was talking about. 

“It’s just that now, well…” She looked pained, like she was crossing some line she didn’t want to cross. “He’s, y’know… talking to himself a bit. Maybe just talking out loud. I mean, I do that too, it’s not a big deal, only…”

A man in a leather jacket walked up to the bar, waiting expectantly.

Tara stopped, seemingly running out of road. “Ahh, d’ye know what, don’t mind me. I’m probably overreacting.”

“No. Thanks. I appreciate the heads-up. Is it around this way?”

Tara nodded. “Yep.” She moved off to serve the man in the leather jacket and Brigit made her way around the bar. On the other side, about a dozen high tables with similarly high stools were dotted around, mostly occupied. At the back of the room, boisterous laughter erupted from a group of seven or so men in suits. 

Brigit looked around; she couldn’t see Bunny anywhere. There were a few booths over by the wall and she glanced into them: a canoodling couple; three lads playing a board game; no Bunny. 

“Are you alright there, darling?”

Brigit glanced briefly at the man with the goatee who had addressed her. “I’m fine, just looking for someone.”

“You’re in luck, so am I!”

Brigit gave him a tight smile. The corner booth appeared to be empty, save for a couple of dead pint glasses. She turned to head back the way she’d come. 

“C’mon, let me buy you a drink?”

“No, thanks.”

The goatee bounced into her path, a smile on his face. “I won’t take no for answer.”

“Yes, ye feckin’ will!”

Brigit turned at the voice. There at the door of the gents’ stood Bunny, still in the process of doing up his fly. 

“What business is it of yours?”

Brigit moved quickly to intercept Bunny, putting her hands out. “Bunny, there you are. I’ve been looking for you.”

He looked over her shoulder. “That gobshite bothering you, Conroy?”

She gave a laugh. “Nothing I can’t handle.”

Behind her, a voice made a remark that sounded a lot like “Mad old fucker”. 

“What was that?!” Bunny asked in a tone of voice that was very keen for an answer. 

Brigit moved directly in front of him. “Don’t mind those eejits. You go sit down, I’ll grab us a drink.”

She gave him a smile and a gentle push back towards the corner booth. “Go on, I’ll be over in a second.”

With a grumble, Bunny turned and started walking away. Brigit turned back to the bar, giving the group of suits a dirty look as she did so. She noticed Tara had now moved around to this side of the bar, her eyes flickering between the group and Brigit.

Brigit gave her an “everything is fine” smile as she walked over. “Can I get a white wine, please, and Bunny’s usual.”

“No problem.”

Tara disappeared to go and get the drinks. 

“If ye like, you can buy me a drink.”

Brigit glanced up to see the goatee standing beside her, grinning.

“I’ll pass.”

“Bit tight, are ye?”

“If you like, I’ll see if they have mints.” 

Out of the corner of her eye, Brigit could see the wattage on the grin being turned down considerably. “Alright, just having a bit of banter. No need to be a bitch about it.”

Brigit turned at him and smiled. “OK, dipshit, here’s the thing. First time was fine, nobody minds that, but if a woman doesn’t respond to your first attempt at ‘banter’ then leave it alone as it means she is not interested.”

The goatee went to speak. 

“No, shut up and listen. I do not want to talk to you, I’ve made that pretty clear. Yet here you are, while your gormless mates look on, getting in my personal space again, and now you just referred to me as a bitch. I’m not one, but I can be, so listen to me very carefully: either turn around and piss off back over there right now or we’re going to have a problem. Believe me when I say I would be more than happy to deal with you, but the thing is, if I do that, it’ll escalate. You remember that gentleman I’m with? You’re probably thinking he’s some old duffer, and you’d be right. He’s a lovely, sweet man, albeit one with a spectacular penchant for violence and an incredibly low tolerance for people being rude. So, if I dealt with you, he’d get involved, even though I wouldn’t want him to. Then, you and the rest of the accounts department over there are suddenly in the kind of situation you’re not prepared for. You might think you’re handy, maybe you’ve been in a couple of fights before. Believe me, that’s like thinking that having lifted a couple of rocks will prepare you for being right in the centre of a meteor shower. You’ll spend the next few months trying to figure out what happened. It’ll haunt your thoughts. It’ll give you nightmares. So, for your sake, don’t speak, don’t even look in my direction again, just turn around and piss off like a good lad. Alright?“

He went to speak. 

“Shush.”

She waved him away. With an expression on his face like he’d just been given an unexpected rectal exam, the goatee departed. 

Brigit turned back to the bar, surprised to see Tara standing there. “Well, you just earned these on the house.” 

Brigit walked towards the snug, trying not to notice that Bunny seemed to be talking to someone who wasn’t there. She placed the drinks down on the table, plonked her bag down and started taking off her coat.

“Here we are.”

“Everything alright, Conroy?”

“Yeah, course,” she replied with a smile. “You know me, Bunny, well able to take care of myself.” She sat down and picked up her glass. “Cheers.”

Bunny clinked his against hers in response and they both took a sip. While doing so, she had the chance to take a proper look at him. He looked old. Old in a way he hadn’t before. It wasn’t like he’d ever been a picture of rude health, but this was something else. As long as she’d known him, Bunny McGarry had always been overflowing with life. Suddenly, he was starting to look like a bad reproduction of himself. 

Brigit put her glass down. “So how’ve you been?”

“Grand.”

“You sleeping OK?”

Bunny shrugged. “Y’know, as well as ever. Man of my age, I have to pee at odd hours.”

“Ah, that’s just God’s way of getting you some exercise.”

They smiled awkwardly at each other.

“I’ve been trying to ring you.”

“Ah, yeah,” Bunny ran a hand through his hair. “Sorry about that, not been paying much attention to the phone.” Bunny looked over her shoulder. “D’ye see that bloke in the leather jacket?”

Brigit turned around to see the man Tara had been serving at the far side of the bar. “Yes.”

“He’s been following me.”

“Has he?”

“Yeah, he’s one of them. I clocked him this morning, only he had shorter hair and a beard.”

Brigit turned to look back at Bunny. “Shorter hair?”

Bunny nodded, still watching the man as he took a seat facing away from them and pulled out a book. 

“Maybe you’re mistaken. He looks like he’s just looking for somewhere quiet to read his book away from the interminable soccer.”

“Ha, right, yeah. That’s what they want you to think.”

Brigit looked back at Bunny. There was an edginess to him that she didn’t recognise. Bunny was a lot of things, but never edgy. He was the person that made other people nervous. 

“Are you… are you alright in yourself, Bunny?” 

He turned his eyes to her again. “Yeah, why wouldn’t I be?”

“Just with the thing that happened last week.”

Bunny gave her a panicky look. “What about it?”

“We’re in a spot of trouble. Jacob Harrison is suing us.”

Bunny’s expression turned to one of genuine confusion. 

“Jacob Harrison? You dangled him off a balcony?”

“Oh, that prick. I was just teaching him a lesson.”

“Well, I’m afraid he’s suing us, and it’s not great, to be honest.”

Bunny’s eyes lit up. “Is that this thing?”

He rummaged around in the pocket of his ever-present long black sheepskin coat, which was bundled up on the seat beside him, and produced a crumpled letter. He handed it to Brigit. “Is this to do with that?”

She flattened it out on the table. It was essentially the same summons the company had received but addressed personally to Bunny. “Oh, for God’s sake, Bunny, yes. Why didn’t you talk to me about this?”

“Ah sure, it’s only a load of old bollocks.”

“It’s not, Bunny, it really isn’t. We’re in the shit here. This could take down the whole company.”

Brigit instantly felt bad for the harshness of her tone. Bunny looked down at the table, suddenly seeming smaller and older. “Sorry. I didn’t think. I was… y’know. A lot going on.”

Brigit placed her hand on top of his. “It’s OK. The thing is, you’ve got to be careful now. I had a meeting with Nora Stokes about it. She reckons the Kelleher brothers might try and follow you, get evidence of you having, well, a tendency to be violent.”

“Right.”

“Look, we’ll sort it out. Harrison is full of crap and we’ll get proof. I just need you to lie low. Can you stay home for a couple of days?”

“I’m not staying there. They’ve been there. It’s not safe.”

Bunny again looked past her into the bar. He was really starting to freak her out. “Who are they?”

Bunny looked back at her. “Never mind, Conroy. ’Tis all ancient history.”

“You seem really stressed, Bunny. Maybe you should have a chat with someone.”

Bunny barked a humourless laugh. “Oh, believe me, I’ve plenty of people to talk to. Too many, in fact.”

As his eyes were drawn once again to the bar behind her, Brigit moved her head to get into his field of vision. “Hey there, Bunny. This is me, remember. We’ve been through a lot together. I’ll…” She stopped talking for a moment as a wave of emotion welled up inside her. She took a deep breath. “I’ll always remember, you and me, in that room. That nightmare of a room. I was there for a few minutes, you were there for ten days. Nobody could come out of that unscarred, Bunny. There’s no shame in admitting it.”

Bunny pulled his hand away from under hers. He seemed agitated now. “Leave it, Conroy. I’m alright. It’s just… I’m having a bad week. Don’t worry about me. I’ll stay away from you, don’t worry.”

“No, I didn’t mean that, Bunny. I just meant lie low while we sort this Harrison thing out.”

“Right, right. Yeah, good, yeah.”

Bunny grabbed his coat. As he went to leave, Brigit stood up.

“Jesus, Bunny. Sit down and talk to me, would ye? Whatever’s wrong, whatever problem you have, you know I’ll always be there for you. We’ve been through a lot. Let me help you.”

Bunny quickly put his coat on then placed his hands on Brigit’s shoulders. “Conroy, you’re a great girl. Can you do something for me?”

“Anything, Bunny. You know that.”

“You and Paul, take care of each other and stay well away from me, alright?”

“Don’t be—”

“Please, Conroy. It’s the only thing I ask. Whatever happens, just know, I had good reasons and I did what I thought was right.”

“You’re scaring me now, Bunny.”

Then he did something he had never done before. He hugged her, hard.

“I’ve got to go.”

“Bunny. Wait.”

He rushed past and was out the door before she could say another word. 

She looked around the bar again. Goatee and his friends had departed and only a few tables were occupied. Brigit watched as the guy in the leather jacket was joined by a female friend. As they kissed hello, Brigit stared at the door Bunny had disappeared through, into a bitter Dublin night.


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE



Detective Wilson pulled the car up in front of the hotel and put on the handbrake. 

“Right so, I’ll pick you up at seven thirty in the morning.”

“Great,” said Agent Dove. “And Donnacha…” She’d never used his first name before; it sounded weird in her accent. “I want to thank you for your help today. I know I put you in an awkward position with your boss.”

“No problem.” He turned to look at her. She appeared to want to talk and it would be rude not to. 

“No, you were really great. And thank you for not mentioning the gun.”

“Wait, you really have a gun?”

“No.” Then she winked. It could have been a ‘wink’ wink, or one of her array of ‘twitchy’ winks. Wilson had no idea.

“Seriously though, if you have a gun, I am going to have to—”

“The restaurant in the hotel is pretty good, how about I buy you a thank you dinner?”

If she was trying to throw him off balance to make him forget the gun thing, it was working. She was now beaming a disconcerting smile at him. She really did have enormous eyes. It was like looking into the eyes of one of those bunny rabbits that had make-up tested on it.

“Ehm, no, thanks. I’ve got a microwaveable dinner in the fridge and it goes off tonight.” Even as he said it, he was aware it sounded weird. 

“Right. How about you just come up for a drink?”

“Ahh, I’m driving and y’know…”

“Just a quickie then.”

“Ah, I’d love to but, y’know, I’m a police officer. Wouldn’t look good, me sitting around in a hotel bar, drinking.” Again, that sounded odd – ‘Eskimo freaks out at the sight of snow’ odd.

Dove moved a little closer. “Well, you could come up to my room.”

Wilson licked his lips. He wasn’t trying to be sexy; his mouth was just very, very dry suddenly.

“Alcoholic!” He said it with the kind of fervour you’d normally expect from a shipwreck survivor who had spotted a plane. “Alcoholic,” he repeated, and then realised that he might need to say more than that. “I’m a recovering alcoholic, so, y’know, I have to stay away from the booze. The demon drink. The Devil’s thingy. I’m on those ten steps.”

“Twelve.”

“Yeah, not made the last two yet. One day at a time. Straight and narrow. Just say no. Like yer man on Grange Hill. Did you have that in America? Probably not. Doesn’t matter. Anyway, no drinkies for me. But thanks all the same.”

Wilson was aware he was babbling. 

“OK,” said Dove. “How about you come up and don’t have a drink then?”

“Ehm. Like, y’mean…”

She placed her hand – her prosthetic hand – on his knee. “To be clear, Detective Wilson, I am offering you full-on, no-strings-attached, no-holds-barred, anything-goes, sweaty, dirty sex.”

“I have a girlfriend,” said a high reedy voice that Wilson was only dimly aware had come from him. 

“That’s OK.”

“OK,” said Wilson, before adding, “Thank you,” because his mother had brought him up properly. The thought that Dove was about her age popped into his head and he really wished it hadn’t.

Dove’s face formed into a frown, which was a bit like watching a slow motion landslide. “I see. It’s the arm, isn’t it?”

Wilson didn’t think he could have felt more embarrassed, but there it was. “Oh God, no, definitely not. No, no, no. Love the arm, it’s a great arm. Dead sexy. Always, always been a big fan of technology. I have the latest iPhone.” His mouth now seemed to be working entirely independently to the rest of him. “I’ve also got one of those Alexa things in the bedroom, you can tell it what to do for you. Y’know, voice activated. Great bit of kit.”

“Do you like to be in control in the bedroom?”

He tried to laugh. It came out like a duck choking.

“Well then, you’ll be pleased to hear that this little beauty” – her left hand stroked the prosthetic right – “actually comes with a couple of attachments that’ll rock your world.” The prosthetic hand had now moved off his knee and was slowly making its way up his inner thigh.

Agent Dove started to blink. By the time she was halfway through it, Wilson was out the door of the car. He threw a wave over his shoulder and walked across the road, nearly getting run over by an irate cyclist for his trouble.

It was only when he was a good couple of hundred yards away that it occurred to him that he’d been driving the car he had just abandoned. He considered leaving it. The hotel would probably get upset. He could call a friend? Maybe he could report it stolen?

He took a deep breath and tried to calm himself. 

After a minute, he returned to find the car empty, surrounded by three hotel employees.

“Sorry, lads,” said Wilson, producing his ID. “I was just, y’know, chasing a suspect.” Then he hopped in and drove quickly away. He had a long night of cringing in embarrassment ahead of him and he wanted to get going on it as quickly as possible.


CHAPTER THIRTY



DSI Burns slurped a mouthful of tea and flipped over to page forty-six of an eighty-seven-page document that had seemingly been written with the express wish of breaking the reader’s will to live. She had the monthly budget meeting in an hour and she had long since realised the finance department’s penchant for burying significant budget alterations in the weeds of a report. Burns couldn’t categorically decide what it was that had pushed her into a career in law enforcement, but she was damn sure it hadn’t been a desire to see more spreadsheets.

There was a knock on the door.

“Come in.”

DS Moira Clarke popped her head around the door. “Got a second, boss?”

“Not really, but…” DSI Burns stopped herself and looked up properly. “Christ, sorry. Let’s start this conversation again and I’ll pretend to be an actual human being. How was your… niece’s wedding?”

“Aunt’s funeral.”

“Shit. Sorry.”

“It’s alright, you didn’t kill her.”

“Sorry for your loss.”

“Yeah. It’s tough. No idea what we’ll do for a source of casual racism at Christmas dinner this year.”

“Ah.”

“In her defence, she always made a fruitcake.”

“Oh, well that’s nice.”

“You didn’t have to eat it. Even harder to stomach than her politics. The dog got it out of the bin two years ago, ninety per cent sure that’s what killed him. I don’t know if you’ve ever had to cook a turkey while simultaneously digging a grave, but it is quite the festive treat, let me tell you.”

“OK. Well…” Burns looked down at her report. 

“Right. Sorry, boss. I’m rambling. I just wanted a word about the Zayas case.”

“OK.”

“I had an idea yesterday, y’know, when we found out about this Simone Delamere woman.”

“Right.”

DS Moira Clarke looked embarrassed. Technically, she didn’t actually work cases. What she did was run the incident room, and she did so brilliantly. Unglamorous as it was, modern police work was all about resources and nobody handled them better than Moira Clarke. Apparently, there was some story behind why she didn’t go out into the field anymore, but Burns had never considered it her place to ask.

“Any ideas you have, Moira, fire away. I’m all ears.”

“Well, I thought that, y’know – my daughter, Vanya – big singer. Loves singing. Cannot stop the kid singing.”

“Right.”

“Drives her brother mad. Even when she’s doing her homework, she just can’t stop herself.”

Burns tried to remain patient. Clearly this was heading somewhere, although she couldn’t see where just yet. “And?”

“Well, if this woman was a singer in the States, even if she was trying to keep a low profile, she might still, y’know, get the urge.”

“Makes sense.”

“So I put up a thing on this jazz forum, y’know, where anoraks argue the toss with each other for hours on end about everything and anything.”

“And?”

“Someone remembered her. At least, I think so. Says a black woman called Simone used to sing in a bar called Charlie’s. The guy doesn’t know when, exactly, or—” 

“Moira, you’re a bloody genius.” DSI Burns snatched up her phone. “Come in and sit down.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE



Wilson eased the car back into the space and turned off the engine. It had been an awkward drive over, although thankfully it had been mercifully short. This morning was the first time Agent Dove had been in his car since “the incident”, as neither of them was referring to it, because they both appeared to be denying anything had happened, or rather hadn’t. Dove had texted the next morning to say she was getting a cab into the office as she wanted to get an early start, and for the two days since then, there had always been some other reason for them to not need to travel together. 

Wilson felt bad. He was a good-looking guy, after all, and he knew women went mental for the Irish accent. She may have misinterpreted his natural charisma for signals that he definitely hadn’t been sending. 

Dove, for her part, had carried on like nothing had happened. One of the advantages of her plastic fantastic face was that it probably made hiding emotions easy, seeing as it severely limited the capacity to express them in the first place. 

“OK then,” said Wilson, “just to remind you, as agreed, I take the lead here.”

Dove nodded. “Okey-dokey.”

Prior to their departure, DSI Burns had issued some very clear directives in this regard. Thankfully, Donal Martyn, the ferry guy, was recovering well, but she had been very clear that if another interviewee ended up in the hospital, there would be hell to pay. Agent Dove would only be allowed to attend the interview on the strict understanding that she did not speak. Dove had agreed to it – in that overly cheerful way she had that felt like sarcasm. It was impossible to be sure.

Wilson was nervous, as the investigation had spent the last few days on wild goose chases. Dove had followed up on the US side to see if they could get a DNA match on the unknown male who was buried with Zayas, but they had come up with nothing so far. They had tried all the big hotels in Dublin and Wicklow, hoping to find where Daniel Zayas might have stayed, under whatever pseudonym he had been using. It had proven impossible. The records were basic and the few members of staff who had been working at the same hotel eighteen years ago had, unsurprisingly, no recollection of a particular guest checking in or out. Similarly, all searches for Simone Delamere had proven fruitless. Black women may not be the norm in Ireland, but they were hardly so unprecedented an occurrence that people would remember her nearly two decades later.

That was until DS Moira Clarke had her brainwave. Wilson was slightly embarrassed; he should have thought of that.

It took them a few minutes to locate Charlie’s. The neon sign that pointed down the cobbled alleyway was turned off, making it almost unnoticeable. They descended down a few steps to an old battered door with three Chubb locks. It was closed but Wilson could hear music, incongruous upbeat dance music to be exact, blaring out. 

He knocked on the door.

Then he knocked louder.

Then he pounded.

A tall blonde woman in a tracksuit, her hair pulled back in a bun so tight it looked painful, flung the door open and glowered at them. “What? We are closed. Can’t you see the sign?”

She pointed to a window where there was no sign and then wrinkled up her nose. “Who stole the fucking sign?”

Wilson took out his ID. “I’m Detective Donnacha Wilson, National Criminal Bureau of Investigation.”

The woman pulled a face like he had just exposed himself. “Ah, fuck this bullshit. That guy grabbed my ass, motherfucker. I gave him slap, no big deal. His nose was broken before he come in. I have witness.”

“We’re actually here to speak to the owner, a Mr Noel Graffoe.”

“Oh. You have search warrant?”

Wilson raised an eyebrow. “We don’t need a search warrant. We’re not searching the place. We just want to ask Mr Graffoe a few questions.”

She thought about it for a second and then stepped back. “Come in. I get Noel.”

Wilson took a seat at a table in the centre of the room. The whole place smelled heavily of disinfectant, but not enough that it felt clean. The furniture was mismatched and worn, the tiled floor stained in so many places that its original colour was tough to ascertain with any certainty. Beside the small bar was a tiny stage, almost entirely occupied by an immaculately well-maintained piano. You could see yourself in its shiny surface. It was the only thing that shone in the whole place. It probably looked even nicer with some mood lighting and when the music wasn’t what sounded like the Venga Boys having a mental breakdown.

As Wilson sat, Dove wandered around, looking at the various pictures of what Wilson assumed were famous jazz musicians. She didn’t strike Wilson as a natural jazz fan, but then, the idea of Dove doing anything “normal” was hard to fathom. 

An elderly, white-haired man, wearing a cardigan, appeared from the door behind the bar, followed by the blonde in the tracksuit. As he walked towards them he twitched violently. “Yada, bollocks.”

Wilson wasn’t caught off guard by the Tourette’s. They had spent several hours that morning trying to find out as much as was humanly possible about the bar and its owner.

“Svetlana, turn that crap off will you?”

The blonde woman stood behind the bar and pouted. “I listen to your music.”

“Yada!” Twitch. “I pay you to.”

She reached across and begrudgingly silenced a phone that had been sitting on a set of speakers on the bar. She then proceeded to do a very unconvincing attempt at cleaning the bar while earwigging.

Wilson stood and extended his hand. “Detective Donnacha Wilson, and this is FBI Special Agent Alana Dove.”

Dove waved as she continued to move around the room, admiring the photographs. 

“FBI? Really? Yada. You’re a long way from home.”

Dove said nothing in response. Noel and Wilson sat down on opposite sides of the table.

“Does she speak?”

Wilson gave him a smile. “I do most of the talking.”

“How enlightened. Yada! Mother! Mother! Motherfucker! What can I help you with?”

Wilson looked around. “This is a great place you’ve got. How long have you owned it?”

“Best part of thirty years. If you and the FBI are looking for somewhere to have your Christmas party, you’ve left it late.”

“Ha, no. We actually wanted to—”

“Yada. Sorry, does she sit down at all?”

Noel turned and looked pointedly at Dove, who smiled and moved across to sit beside Wilson. 

“So,” continued Wilson. “I was wondering if you knew a woman called Simone Delamere?”

Noel’s face twitched vigorously, whatever that might mean. “Yada. No.”

“You sure? Black lady? American?”

Noel twitched again and then shook his head. “Nah. I’ve a terrible memory and I don’t normally work the bar.”

“Maybe this will help.” Wilson took the photograph of Simone Delamere out of his inside pocket and passed it across the table. Noel glanced at it. “Yada. Nope. Nothing.”

“Right.” 

Noel slid the picture back. 

“The thing is, we have it on good authority that she worked here about eighteen years ago.”

“Nope.”

Wilson paused meaningfully as he looked at Graffoe. “Technically, I appreciate she might not have been ‘on the books’, as they say. We’re not worried about that.”

“What are you worried about?”

Wilson paused. “This is a murder investigation.”

“Yada. F— fff— fuck. Fuck. This woman is dead?”

Wilson paused. Graffoe was difficult to read for the exact opposite reason to Dove. Usually, micro-expressions could be interpreted to see if someone was lying or under undue stress. Dove had none; Graffoe had far too many. 

“No. We have no reason to believe that Miss Delamere is dead. We just need to talk to her.”

“Sorry. Can’t help you.”

Wilson left another gap. “Mr Graffoe, do you want to take a few moments to reconsider your answers? I think you do know this woman. Like I said, this is part of a murder investigation. The sentences that can potentially be imposed for perverting the course of justice in this country are frankly draconian.”

Graffoe laughed. “Fuck off, sonny.”

“Also, using insulting language to a Garda office—”

“Yeah,” said Graffoe standing up. “Good luck making that stick on a Tourette’s sufferer. Membership has its privileges. Asshole! Asshole!” After he barked the last two words, Graffoe smiled. “I’m almost eighty with a prostate the size of your head and blood pressure that you normally only find in a fire hose. Don’t try and intimidate me, sunshine…”

“I wasn’t.”

“Sure you were. You want to talk to me, my lawyer is Louie Dockery. I assume you know the name?” 

Wilson did. Everybody in law enforcement did. 

“Lucky for me, he’s a big jazz fan. Word of advice, don’t try and intimidate somebody my age with prison. The idea of being in a small room with a toilet beside the bed is frankly heavenly. Now off you pop.”

Wilson and Dove walked up the alleyway in silence. 

“Well,” said Wilson, “that went well.”

“Oh, I don’t know,” replied Dove. “While you were having your chat, I was enjoying the decor. Especially the picture of Simone Delamere that was in that collage above the bar.

“Right. Well, I guess we’d better go and give Mr Graffoe’s barrister a call then.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO



Bunny took a nip from his hip flask and placed it back in his coat pocket. It was a cold night now; it felt like it might snow. He needed gloves. He’d had gloves. What had happened to his gloves?

Zayas sat on the garden wall outside the row of redbrick Georgian houses. “Out for a walk, Detective?”

“Ara shut up, ye dead prick.”

Bunny looked at the garden path leading up to the steps. His foot was killing him now, and he leaned on his hurling stick for support. The walk here had been filled with memories. They had made it together many times, he and Simone. He had come here on a few occasions since Simone had left – or, rather, he’d been summoned. Sister Bernadette was not someone you said no to. It had been several years since the last time, though. They had not left things in the best of states. Still, they needed to know.

“Ah yes, Detective, coming to warn your co-conspirators. Very wise.”

“Would you ever fuck off!” He said it with real venom and then turned at the exclamation from an elderly lady who had been walking one of those tiny little dogs down the pavement. “Oh God, sorry, I didn’t mean to…”

She rushed by, pulling the dog away from Bunny as she went.

Zayas clicked his tongue in disapproval. “Drunk and disorderly. How unbecoming, Detective.”

Bunny rubbed a hand across his face. Since the call from Noel, he had gone to the pub to find some peace. A few drinks to steady his nerves, give him time to think. The Gardaí had been in Charlie’s, asking questions about Simone. Noel had said there’d been an FBI agent too. Said they’d been talking about murder. So he’d decided to walk out here, to the home of the Sisters of the Saint. It had seemed like a better idea at the time; he wasn’t so sure about it now.

He steadied himself and took a deep breath. Sister Bernadette did not approve of drinking. Bernadette did not approve of many things.

He opened the gate and started to walk down the path. They’d put a load more flowers in since he had last been here. Repainted the door too. He rang the bell and waited.

“Are you going to ask them to hide you, Detective? They have a history of protecting murderers, after all.”

“I’m getting royally fucking sick of you, y’know? Just piss off.”

“You can’t get rid of me, Detective, and you know why. Your own mind isn’t on your side anymore.”

“I wish you weren’t dead. I’d fecking love to kill you again.”

“Hello?” The voice came from behind the door. Female. Nervous.

“Howerya. I was looking for Bernadette, please.”

“There is no one here of that name.”

Bunny took a step back and looked around. He hadn’t gone to the wrong house, had he? He looked in both directions. No, this was it. This was definitely it. 

“Is Sister Assumpta there then?”

“No. I don’t know that person either. It’s just me. I mean, it’s just me and my husband. He’s here as well. You have the wrong address.”

Bunny moved towards the peephole. “Look, it’s OK. It’s me. I’m Bunny McGarry. Ask the sisters. I’m OK. I’ve helped with a few things. I’m – I’m one of the good guys.”

Bunny tried to ignore the sound of Zayas’s laughter.

“Why’ve you got a weapon?”

Bunny held up the hurling stick. “It’s not a… I just carry a hurley about. It’s…”

“Look, go away, or I’m calling the guards.”

“I am the…” Bunny stopped himself. He wasn’t. Not any more.

“You sound drunk. Go home.”

“No, look… You’re one of the Sisters of the Saint. I know it’s all…” Bunny put his fingers to his lips. “It’s all hush-hush. That’s fine. I get that.”

Bunny turned at the sound of a throat being cleared behind him. An elderly man was standing there, eyeing him suspiciously. “Is there a problem here?”

“No,” said Bunny. “No problem. I’ve just come to talk to the sisters. I’m not… I’m not…”

“A couple of old nuns used to live there, but they moved out about seven years ago.” “But… sure, I was…” Bunny thought about it. Could it really have been that long? “D’ye know where they went?”

The man shook his head. “No. I think you’d best be off now, don’t you?”

Bunny nodded, feeling embarrassed. “Right, yeah, sorry.” He stopped and turned back towards the door. “Sorry about… Sorry.”

The older man stood to the side and waved him down the path. Bunny limped away. 

“Oh dear, Detective. Are you embarrassing yourself?”

“Feck off, ye…”

“What was that?” asked the man.

“Nothing,” said Bunny. “Sorry. Merry Christmas.” 

“Yes. Goodbye.”

Bunny limped off down the pavement, back towards town. Once he’d gone about a hundred yards, he dipped his hand into his pocket without conscious thought and withdrew the flask. It was nearly empty. He unscrewed it and, with a swift jerk of his head, knocked back the last of it. He grimaced as the whiskey burned through him. He belched and got a sting of heartburn.

Then he saw it again. The motorbike. He’d noticed it more and more over the last few days. It seemed like it was there every time he turned around. The rider would pretend not to be watching him, but he was always there.

Bunny started hurrying towards it. “Come ’ere, you.”

The rider was holding his phone in his hand and looked like he was texting – or pretending to. He was parked outside a row of three shops just down the road, beside the traffic lights. This time, he was in a leather jacket and leather biker trousers or whatever you called them. Yesterday he’d been dressed as a courier. 

Bunny stepped between the parked cars, jumping back as a vehicle swerved to avoid him as it headed down the Rathmines Road. There was a plaintive honk as the driver drove on. 

Bunny looked both ways and then hurried across. He could see the biker looking at him now. 

“Come ’ere, you. I want to talk to ye.”

The biker put his phone into his jacket and placed his hands on the handlebars. Bunny was maybe thirty yards from him now. He tried to run towards him. A loose paving stone snagged at his foot and he stumbled forward, but managed to right himself without falling. 

Then he looked up to see the rider kicking the bike into life. 

“No! Wait!”

The bike was onto the road, speeding past him. Bunny tried to get in front of it, flag it down, but it went by too quick. The biker didn’t even look in his direction. 

Bunny stood on the road behind it, waving his hurley. 

“Come back, ye fucker, come back. Face me!”

A horn honked loudly. 

Bunny turned to see a shaven-headed man with his head out the window of his car. “Get out of the road, ye mad old bastard.”

“Yeah, alright. Alright!”

Bunny moved aside. There were people looking at him now. A couple on the far side of the street. A man putting his bins out just down the road. And there. There she was. The woman. 

He’d seen them all over the last few days. The tall man. The short man. The woman. They always looked different, of course. They’d have goatees sometimes, different coloured hair. She’d been pregnant once, after having a pram the day before. Now she had neither the bump nor the buggy. She was wrapped up in a thick brown winter coat and a bobble hat, but it was her. She was coming out of the takeaway on the corner. He hurried towards her.

“You. It’s you.”

She stopped to look at him and then started to hurry away. 

“Wait. No. Who are you? Why don’t you just talk to me? I know you know. I know you know.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE



“Wakey, wakey.”

The first thing he noticed was the stale taste in his mouth.

The second thing was the pounding in his head.

The third thing was the smell. That was different.

The first two things were old friends, but the smell… It was a mixture of body odour, piss and disinfectant. That was the new part, the disinfectant.

He clenched his eyelids tightly closed against the harsh light.

“C’mon, get up ta fuck!”

A boot pushed against his back.

Bunny tried to turn his body, but the moulded plastic bench he was sleeping on wasn’t exactly spacious. With a yelp, he fell the eighteen inches onto the lino floor. His coat, which had been bunched under his head for a pillow, fell on top of him.

“Good God, man, look at the state of ye.” 

Bunny pushed the coat off himself and opened his eyes to see a familiar figure leaning casually against the wall. He looked around and realised where he was. Oh dear.

Taighe Fitzgerald had been a desk sergeant at Pearse Street for as long as anyone could remember. So long, in fact, that it was quite possible he’d always been standing there and they’d simply built the station around him. It had been a few years since Bunny had seen him, and the time hadn’t been that kind to Taighe. But then, seeing as Bunny was in a heap on the floor, he was in no position to judge. Taighe’s black hair had thinned in some places and greyed in others, and his paunch had expanded. There were a few more lines around his eyes too. You’d have called them laughter lines if anyone had ever seen him laugh.

It had been a while since Bunny’s last visit, but the holding cells hadn’t changed much. Previously, if he had slept in one, it had always been with the door open. He had also, no matter how much he’d had to drink, remembered how he got there.

“Howerya, Taighe, good to see ye.”

“I wish I could say the same.”

“I love what you’ve done with the place.”

“Oh yeah, we’re all mod cons now. Wi-Fi access and lattes. It’s like Starbucks.”

“Thanks for having me.”

“Get up off the floor, would ye?” There was an unmistakable look of disgust on Taighe’s face as he said it. 

With difficulty Bunny dragged his bulk back up onto the bench. He had to pull his trousers up too. His belt was gone. His shoes also sat in the corner, laceless.

Bunny rubbed his hands up and down his face, then scratched at his beard, trying to will himself back into some form of life.

“Sorry if I was any trouble.”

“Trouble? Trouble, he says. Do you remember much of last night?”

Bunny stared at the linoleum floor for a few seconds. “I’m a bit vague on a few of the finer points.”

“Well, let me fill you in. Two uniforms responded to a call of a mad man ranting and raving up on the Rathmines Road. Chasing after some poor terrified French tourist, here for a bit of Christmas shopping. Accusing her of following him. From what I hear, she was actively trying to get away from him.”

Bunny tried to recall it, but no memories came back, save for a flash of a woman’s terrified expression as she looked at him in horror.

“I can…”

“Then, when the two Gardaí tried to calm the man down, he assaulted them.”

Bunny closed his eyes and leaned back, feeling the cool of the wall against his back. “Oh shite.”

“Yes. A broken nose and a sprained wrist.”

Bunny looked up at the ceiling and immediately regretted doing so. He was betting the cleaners hadn’t looked up there in quite some time.

“Bunny, look at me.”

Bunny turned his head back down and looked at Taighe. 

“No bullshit. Are you OK?”

“I…” Bunny looked over at the metal toilet in the corner, considering how best to answer the question. “I’m going through a bit of a rough patch.”

“Rough patch? They were all set to have you sectioned. They were looking for a doctor willing to take the call when someone recognised you and I got the shout. I told them to hold off.” The volume of his voice dropped a notch. “I’m not sure that was the right thing.”

Bunny looked back at him. “Honestly, I’ll be OK. I just overindulged in a few Christmas drinks. Lost the run of myself.”

“Are you sure you don’t want to go somewhere for a few days? Rest up? There’s no shame in it. I can have a word. Make sure you’re taken care of. You know we mind our own.”

“Honestly, I’ll be fine. A shower and a bit of proper kip and I’ll be right as rain.”

“Anyone else did what you’ve just done, they’d be up on charges.”

Bunny opened his mouth and closed it again. He lowered his eyes to the floor, the smell of sweat and shame coming off him filling his nostrils. 

“As it happens, the broken nose belonged to John Doyle Junior, son of John Doyle, aka Ditty Doyle.”

“Christ, I walloped Ditty’s young fella?” The memory of a young kid sitting on his lap at a Christmas party many moons ago flashed into his mind. Bunny had been Santa Claus for the kids’ parties for several years in a row. It had been great craic. 

“You did,” replied Taighe. “He’s none too pleased with you, but nobody’s going to press charges.”

“Tell him I said sorry.”

“Which one?”

“Both of them, I guess. Everyone.”

Taighe placed a cardboard cup of tea down on the bench beside Bunny. “Who can I call to come get you?”

“No need,” said Bunny, picking up the tea.

“There is.” Taighe said it in such a firm voice that it stopped the tea on its way to Bunny’s lips. “To be honest, Bunny, the way you were carrying on – it’s touch and go me letting you walk out of here as it is. I’m not doing it unless you give me the name of someone who can come and pick you up.”

“Gringo.”

“What?”

“G…” The word died in Bunny’s mouth. 

Taighe leaned in and placed a hand on Bunny’s shoulder. “Bunny, Gringo is gone. You know that, right?”

Bunny nodded quickly. “Course I do, don’t be daft. I was only, y’know, messing.”

“Right. Yeah.” Taighe gave him a long, hard look.

Bunny gave him the only name and number he could think of and Taighe left him alone with a weak cup of tea and a strong sense of shame. 

“Oh dear, Detective. This is a bad look for you.”

Bunny closed his eyes and lowered his chin to his chest. “Oh, for… Could we not do this now?”

Zayas laughed. “Ah, don’t you want to play anymore? You were so much more fun last night. And besides, this is excellent practice for you. Incarceration is undoubtedly in your future.”

Bunny tried to hum to himself.

“They know who I am now, and they know about Simone. They were at Charlie’s bar. It’s just a matter of time before they find out about you.”

“Just piss off.”

“A few people know about your little gun, don’t they? The murder weapon. Who did you show it to? All those nights drinking, you probably told a lot of people.”

“You’re not real.” Bunny opened his eyes to see Zayas leaning against the wall, in the same spot Taighe had been.

“No, I’m not. I’m just your mind’s way of telling you what you refuse to think about, Detective. Forget the gun. What did Gringo do with my wallet after he left you that night? That’s the first big question, isn’t it?”

Bunny hummed more loudly to himself. He hadn’t realised it until now, but he was humming “Auld Lang Syne”. 

“That’s not the really big question though, is it? No. That’s not the one that scares you. In all of this, you’ve never really cared much about yourself. So noble in that way.”

Should auld acquaintance be forgot?

“You know what they’re after, don’t you? Those shadows just out of reach. They’re not coming for you, are they? They’re coming for her. Maybe they think that if – ha, sorry, when – you get arrested, she’ll come back. Explain what happened. Then she’ll go to jail, or… Well, whatever was chasing her will find her, won’t it? Eighteen years running and she gives herself up, to save you.”

And never brought to mind…

“That’s your thing, isn’t it, Detective? Being that knight in shining armour. But you’ll have failed. Failed utterly to protect her. Your one job. The one woman you ever truly loved.”

We’ll take a cup…

“Then there’s the even worse option: they arrest you and she doesn’t come back. You were just convenient. A useful idiot to protect her. She left you so easily back then, and it’ll be just like she’s doing it again, only worse. It’ll be like it’s happening every day. Every day in that cell, you will know, know for certain, that she never loved you. That will be your real punishment.”

Of kindness yet…

“That’s why you can’t keep me out. Because to close me out is to close out that whole time. Getting rid of me means getting rid of her. And all she left you with is your sad little memory.”

“Shut up, shut up, shut up, shut up!”

Bunny’s right fist flailed out and punched the wall where the dead man stood. He felt the crack of bone as it thumped into the plaster. 

He let out a yelp of pain.

“Are you alright in there?”

Bunny cupped his hand to his chest and tried to regain control of himself. “Yeah, I’m fine. Just stubbed my toe.”

The mocking laughter cascaded around him.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR



Paul felt like crap. 

Last night, the boiler in his flat had packed in. After leaving several messages on the letting agency’s emergency number, which nobody seemed to be picking up, he had put on a couple of layers of clothing and huddled up under his duvet.

That had lasted all of fifteen minutes before a German Shepherd, who didn’t like the cold any more than he did, had dragged the duvet off the bed. After something that could be described as a negotiation-cum-fight, they had both slept under the duvet. Or rather, one of them had slept while the other spent the night dreading the next funky eruption from the other one’s arse. 

Paul had called the letting agent; they had been both insincere in their apologies and half-arsed in the assertion that something would be done about it as soon as possible. He had then popped in to see them in person, with Maggie in tow. They had suddenly become very sincere in their apology and entirely arsed about their desire to get the boiler fixed. Maggie may have been a massive pain, but she did have her uses. 

When she had eventually come back from chasing off Kevin and Vincent Kelleher after their ill-judged attempt at flooding the van, she had proudly presented him with what looked a lot like the arse out of a pinstriped suit. He was guessing the Kellehers would be giving Maggie a wide berth from now on. 

After their trip to the letting agents, Paul had intended to drop into Phelan’s for a pint and to enjoy their heating. He and Maggie had been just outside the door when he’d received the text from Phil, saying he needed to see Paul at the office right away. Paul had texted back that he wasn’t allowed in the office, but Phil had assured him that “the boss”, as he annoyingly called Brigit, wasn’t there. Phil had been very insistent, and Paul had the inkling that he might have had an idea. Phil’s ideas were a lot like children: they could be wonderful or a nightmare, but regardless, you couldn’t leave them on their own for very long, or bad things would happen. Despite the biting cold, and over Maggie’s protestations, Paul had diverted to the offices of MCM Investigations.

As Paul reached the door, Mr Wilkes from the architect’s office downstairs gave him a dirty look. The reason for this wasn’t hard to figure out. The theme tune to Titanic appeared to be blaring from the upstairs windows. Paul gave him an apologetic shrug as he pushed through the door and headed up. 

Phil Nellis was standing in the middle of the room, which looked as though a tornado had just passed through it. Furniture was turned upside down, filing cabinets were emptied out and all of the computer equipment was piled in the corner. In the centre of the room, the A1 flipchart so beloved by Brigit stood on its easel. 

“Jesus, Phil,” said Paul, loudly enough so that he could be heard over Celine Dion warbling away. “What on earth are you up to?”

“Hello, Paul. Just doing a bit of spring-cleaning. Rocking out to some tunes. You know how I love my music.”

Phil flipped over the first page to reveal a sheet on which he had scrawled, in big red pen, “PLAY ALONG. BOSS SAID TO SEND BACK SECURITY SYSTEM.”

“Right. Yeah,” said Paul. “Celine Dion is dreadful though.” 

The boxes that had contained the six-grand security system, which Paul had to grudgingly admit may have been a mistake, were piled up in the opposite corner to the computers.

“I think Celine Dion is very underrated,” continued Phil, before flipping to the next page. 

“MAN SAID I COULDN’T SEND BACK IF NOT BROKEN – SO I WAS IN PROCESS OF BREAKING IT.”

“I think she sounds like a goose being played like a set of bagpipes.”

Phil flipped the page again. 

“BOSS SAID YOU WERE AN IDIOT FOR BUYING IT.”

Paul rolled his eyes. Only Phil would take the time to write that out. He rolled his finger to indicate Phil could move this along.

“That is very unfair,” said Phil, probably in defence of Celine.

Phil flipped the page again.

“ONE BOX HAD THIS IN IT.”

Phil reached his hand back onto the desk and picked up a Dictaphone. Paul looked at it, then down at Maggie, before looking back at Phil and shrugging. 

Phil looked at the Dictaphone and then rolled his eyes. He put it down and picked up something else, holding it out for Paul to see. It was a piece of kit only slightly bigger than a Dictaphone, but a tad more sophisticated. The name on the side told him it was a Federation RX46 Surveillance Detector. To be honest, Paul didn’t actually remember buying it but, while he would never admit this, he had ordered the whole security system while a tad drunk.

“No!” said Paul, as the realisation hit. Then he tried to remember the last thing Phil had said in the fake conversation. “Bryan Adams is also from Canada.” 

“Yes,” said Phil. “He is.” As he spoke, he held the RX46 up to the light in the ceiling. Paul could see the bar of lights on the front stretch from green to red. Phil nodded his head. He then moved across the room and put it down beside a plug socket. Again the lights filled up.

“Canada is home to over fifty-five thousand species of insects,” continued Phil.

Paul reached across for the marker and flipped onto the next page, which was blank. “WHY DID YOU NOT JUST TEXT ME THIS??”

Phil read it and took the pen out of Paul’s hand. 

“Ehm, that’s a lot of insects,” said Paul, because he had to say something.

“Yes. Yes it is.”

Phil wrote under Paul’s note: “GOOD POINT!”

Paul resisted the urge to wallop him. Instead, he grabbed the pen back and scrawled another note. “THERE COULD BE CAMERAS TOO?!!”

Phil looked around the room, as if seeing it for the first time, his mouth gawping open. He then pointed at the flipchart, where he had already written “GOOD POINT!”

“Right,” said Paul. “I’m going around the corner for a bacon sandwich.”

Maggie barked, the conversation having finally moved onto something that interested her.

“I should probably stay here. The boss wanted me to do some filing.”

Paul clenched his fist and pointed at the door emphatically. 

“But I can finish that later.”

Celine Dion finished singing about her heart going on, and the song restarted again. Paul guessed Phil must have had it on a loop. From the floor below, Paul heard the previously mild-mannered Mr Wilkes hit breaking point. “TURN THAT SHITE OFF!!!”


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE



Bunny raised his face to the bright winter sun, low on the horizon, and took in a long, deep breath. 

“Are you alright?” asked Paul.

“I’m grand, Paulie, thanks for coming to get me out. Sorry for the hassle.”

“No problem. So where are you off to now?”

He looked around them and then locked onto Neary’s pub opposite the station. “Pint?”

It had the same down-in-the-mouth decor that you could find in a hundred other places. It was a proper old fellas’ pub, with a telly up in the corner for the football and the implication of cigarette smoke hanging in the air, even though the ban meant smoking indoors hadn’t been a reality for years now. Two men in their seventies sat at opposite ends of the bar, both reading the same newspaper, in a race to see who could make it last longer. 

Paul took his change and then walked back to the table, laying down his Heineken and Bunny’s Guinness. Bunny was engrossed in watching a wind-up toy chicken jerkily walk its way across the table.

“What’s that?” asked Paul.

“I found it in a box of cornflakes there a few weeks ago. I’ve had it in my pocket ever since. Keep meaning to give it to some kid but never managed to.”

Bunny lowered his head down to table level to watch the chicken moving towards him. “Look at the determined look on the little fella’s face though.”

“OK.”

Bunny sat back up. “Feel a bit sorry for him. He can’t sense the inevitability of his fate.” The wind-up chicken walked itself straight off the side of the table, snatched up by Bunny before it could fall to the ground. “Bit of a metaphor for life really, isn’t it?”

“Well, you’ve managed to make that child’s toy pretty depressing.”

“Sorry,” said Bunny, shoving the toy back into his coat pocket with an embarrassed smile before raising his pint glass with a slow reverence. “Cheers, Paulie. Down your leg.” 

Paul took a sip of his own drink and placed it down. He fidgeted nervously. “So, ehm, what happened last night then, Bunny?”

“Ah, it was nothing. I had a few too many is all.”

“Right, course.” Paul picked up a beer mat and started slowly twirling it around in his hands. “Only, that sergeant fella said you were, y’know…”

“No, I don’t. What did he say?”

Paul rubbed his left hand around the back of his neck. “Well, just that you were a bit, ehm… well, ‘unhinged’ was the word he used.”

Bunny shrugged. “Sure, you’d know better than anyone, Paulie, I was never the most hinged to begin with.”

“Yeah, but…”

“How’re things with you and Brigit?”

Paul took another sip of his pint, trying to catch up with the change of direction. “Well, y’know, it’s complicated.”

“Do ye love her?”

Paul nearly spilled his pint. “What? That’s a bit of a personal question, Bunny.”

“Do you love her?” he repeated.

“It’s not that simple.”

Bunny clamped his hand onto Paul’s upper arm, his eyes filled with an intensity that Paul had never seen. “Listen to me now, ye cloth-eared gobshite. It is exactly that simple. Take it from one who knows, it’s the only thing that matters. Everything else is just bullshit.”

“Jesus, Bunny, calm down.”

Bunny’s grip on his arm tightened. “I’m telling you, sort yourself out. Stop being an idiot and talk to the girl. Life gives you very few chances and, believe you me, if you mess this one up, you’ll spend the rest of your life regretting it.”

“Relax, would ye? You’re hurting me.”

Bunny looked down at his hand and then immediately pulled it back, as if surprised to discover what it was up to. “Sorry, Paulie, sorry. It’s been a bit of a long night.”

Paul rubbed his arm. “Don’t worry about it. Although, seeing as we’re being brutally honest here – seriously, what the hell happened? Yer man said you lost the plot at some French woman.”

Bunny picked up his pint with one hand and scratched at his beard with the other. “Ah, it’s not… it’s not what it sounds like. I think, maybe… somebody might have been following me.”

“They probably were,” said Paul. “It’ll be the fecking Kelleher brothers, trying to get evidence of your… behaviour… for the case.”

“It’s not those eejits.”

“Seriously, I bet it is.”

“Is this the same Kellehers we’re talking about? I remember them as kids. They come from the Clanavale Estate. It was one of my first beats in Dublin. I remember young Vinny getting his head caught in the railings outside the post office one time and they’d to call the fire brigade to get him out. When they turned up, Kevin has his head stuck in the railings too. Apparently, he was taking the piss out of his brother and got stuck as well. Those Kellehers?”

“They’ve grown up now, Bunny. That Kevin Kelleher is a devious prick. They were involved in that thing, y’know, when Brigit’s arsehole of an ex took those pictures of me. They were the ones he hired to help him with that.”

“That was them?”

Paul realised he had never filled Bunny in on this. Bringing Bunny into a situation was very much the nuclear option and, angry as he had been, he’d tried to avoid it.

“Yes. That’s the reason for this ongoing thing between us.”

“Ah, right. Brigit mentioned something. I’ve not really been paying much attention. D’ye want me to go and sort them out?”

Paul’s face flushed. “Oh God, no – definitely don’t do that, Bunny. Promise me.”

“Alright, fair enough.”

“I was just saying, they’ll be trying to get evidence on you for this Harrison fella’s case, so them following you would make sense.”

Bunny finished taking a long swig of his pint and put it down. He looked around the bar and then lowered his voice. “I’m telling you, it’s not them. The Kellehers wouldn’t be smart enough.”

“You say that, but Phil just discovered they’re bugging our offices.”

“What?”

Paul nodded vigorously. “We’ve got this gizmo that checks for listening devices and that. Phil did a sweep and discovered the whole office is bugged.”

“Seriously?”

Paul nodded again. “I’m just trying to figure out if we can use it against them.”

“Hmmm. Yeah.” Bunny looked over Paul’s shoulder towards the frosted glass window. 

“You alright?”

Bunny stood up suddenly. “I’ve to get a move on, Paulie. Thanks for your help with… y’know.”

“Sit down and relax, would ye? You’ve only had half your pint.”

Bunny shook his head. “No, I can’t. I’ve to…” He took two steps towards the door and stopped, then turned back. He extended his right hand towards Paul in a handshake. 

Paul took it with a look of confusion. He noticed the swelling on the middle knuckle. “What happened to your—”

Bunny placed his hand on Paul’s shoulder and lowered his voice. “Paulie, I need you to promise me something.”

“Alright.”

“From here on out, whatever happens, I need you to stay away from me.”

“What?! Don’t be daft.”

He squeezed Paul’s shoulder.

“Please, promise me. Just know that, whatever happens, I did what I thought was right.”

“You’re scaring me now, Bunny.”

“Don’t worry about me. I need you to sort out this thing with the Kellehers, alright? Show ’em they’ve messed with the wrong company.”

“Don’t worry, Bunny, I’ll handle it.”

“Good man. I knew I could count on you.” Bunny gave Paul a pat on the shoulder. “You take care of yourself, and remember what I said about that girl. Sort it out.”

“Right. Yeah.”

Before Paul could think of anything else to say, Bunny had disappeared through the door and into the mid-morning hustle and bustle.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX



Brigit took a sip of her water and placed the glass back down. She looked around, checked nobody was looking and gave her blouse a quick scan. Italian had been a brave choice for lunch. As far as she was concerned, it was an entire national cuisine designed with the explicit intention of causing droppages. She had a quick scan of her boobs. No spaghetti, well done me. She had maintained the air of glamorous aloofness she was going for.

She felt guilty, nervous and annoyed. The reason she was annoyed was that she had no reason to feel guilty or nervous. 

She was just out to lunch with a friend. Lunch was lunch. People ate lunch all the time. Dinner was the meal of flirtation and seduction, everyone knew that. Lunch was the meal of the casual catch-up. You had to eat something during the middle of the workday anyway – you might as well do it with someone else. It was essentially multitasking. Breakfast – well, if you were eating breakfast with an adult member of the opposite sex, it was one of three things: you had a tremendously high-powered job where the breakfast meeting was a thing; you were in a long-term relationship with that person and your schedules happen to match up; or you’d just had sex with that person. Having sex and not having breakfast seemed somehow vaguely slutty. Shit! Brigit noticed that her date – no, definitely not date, lunch partner – had just come out of the gents and was heading back to their table. She needed to stop thinking about sexy breakfast. She also needed to stop feeling guilty. She was single. There was no reason she couldn’t have lunch with a man. Again, lunch was only lunch and Anto Kelleher was just somebody she knew. Alright, he wouldn’t get kicked out of sexy breakfast in bed for leaving crumbs but that didn’t mean anything. Why on earth should she feel guilty about Paul? How long were you supposed to wait for a grown man to grow up? 

Anto smiled at her. “Miss me?”

“That depends. Did you wash your hands? If not, I’m sending you back.”

“I did.”

“Then sit down.”

He did and he gave her a smile. 

“You smile a lot. I don’t trust it.”

“Sorry, can’t I just be happy?”

She picked up her glass of water. “You’re unemployed. You shouldn’t be that happy about anything.”

“Oh, I dunno. I’m thinking of becoming a tramp – like one of the good ones. You know, the ones with the tied hanky on a stick who go around whistling.”

“Well, you’ve got the beard for it.”

“Thanks. They always look so happy though, don’t they?”

“That’s because they don’t exist. You only ever see them on telly. You try wandering about Dublin whistling a happy tune at near freezing, you’ll quickly lose your hanky.”

Anto picked up his glass of water. “Ahhh, why’ve you got to go and step on my dreams? You heartless cow!”

He said it with a twinkle in his eye. He was very good at the twinkle.

Brigit cleared her throat and leaned forward slightly. “What are you going to do for work now?”

“I was thinking gigolo.”

“Is that one of those Italian string instruments?”

“No, it’s…” Anto stopped when he saw Brigit’s grin. “Oh, ha ha! Actually, I was just talking to a buddy of mine out in Clontarf. He’s got a painting business. Might be looking for somebody.”

“Would you be happy doing that?”

Anto shrugged. “Anything is better than working with my brothers. I couldn’t take another minute of that. Kevin has taken to leaving me threatening voicemails.”

“Really? Are you worried?”

Anto shrugged again. He wasn’t half bad at the shrugging either. “Ah, not really. It’s not like I was any good at the private detective business, and I’d no interest in any of their dodgier activities.” Anto leaned in closer. “Actually… I wanted to talk to you about that. I’ve been thinking. Kevin has a safe in his apartment. I know because I was there when he got it installed. He keeps certain files there. I think it’s where all the stuff about their dodgier clients is kept.”

“What are you suggesting?”

Anto glanced around. “I’m just saying, they’re not playing fair, so why should you? It’d be the simplest way to get them off your back.”

“So, what? I break in and steal it?”

“No.” He gave her a cheeky smile. “I’m saying we break in and steal it. You get rid of my brothers and I get a little revenge. What’s not to like?”

Brigit shook her head. “I’m not a criminal.”

“No,” said Anto, “but they are. When in Rome.”

Brigit gave him an appraising look and then decided to throw him a curveball. “So, what are your plans for Christmas?” 

He shrugged again and picked up his water glass. “I don’t know. Can’t go home for it, so… not much. What about you?”

“I’ll be back to Leitrim but possibly not until the morning of.” 

Usually, she would have been home for longer, especially in the last couple of years. Since her mum was gone, Brigit hated the idea of her dad being alone at this time of year. Then, earlier this year, something truly unexpected had happened. The widower Conroy had found himself a lady friend. Her name was Deirdre; she was from a town a few miles away and a widow herself. Brigit had gradually noticed how more and more of Deirdre’s stuff seemed to be in their house now. Brigit was happy, because her dad seemed happy and that was all that counted. Still, although she would never admit as much, it felt weird – another woman being there in Ma’s place. They had never discussed it; her dad just wasn’t set up for the big emotional explanation. It wasn’t in the DNA of the Irish male of his generation. All that mattered was that he was happy. And Brigit would still be there for the dinner and a couple of nights after. 

Through all of this, with MCM Investigations crumbling around her ears, it had dawned on Brigit that now Dad was fine and looked after, there was precious little holding her here. Maybe she could finally head off and see the world? Get a fresh start.

Anto cupped his hands around his mouth. “Earth to Conroy.”

Brigit came back from staring at the future. “Sorry, I was miles away.”

“I was just saying – how’s about you come over to mine on Christmas Eve then and I’ll cook you dinner?”

“Sure.”

Brigit gave Anto a wave and headed up the stairs towards the office. As he’d walked her back, he’d mentioned his brother Kevin’s safe again, but Brigit had moved the conversation on. Breaking and entering in order to get evidence against the man trying to bring them down felt like crossing a line. 

Speaking of crossing lines, she had agreed to dinner – the meal of seduction – and not just any dinner either, dinner at his place, where presumably there would be a bed. Not that its use was on the cards, but it would be there. 

She opened the door of the office to find Phil standing in reception, his hands on his hips, looking at her like a disapproving maiden aunt. Behind him stood her flipchart.

“What are you up to?” asked Brigit. 

“What am I up to? What am I up to? What are you up to?”

Despite herself, Brigit blushed. “Mind your own business, Phil.”

“Do you know who he is?”

“Yes. He’s Anto Kelleher.”

Much to Brigit’s confusion, Phil looked horrified. “He is?”

“What’s it to you, Phil? He doesn’t work with his brother anymore. He’s on our side now. Have you ever even met him?”

“No, but I recognise him.”

“Look, I’m not talking about this. It’s none of your business.”

Phil looked around furtively. “Alright, yeah. Fair enough. But there’s something else.”

“What now?”

Phil leaned across and pressed a button on his keyboard. The unmistakable opening bars of the theme tune to Titanic started up. 

He stood beside the flip chart and said in a deliberate voice, “Have I ever told you how much I enjoy the music of Celine Dion?”

Before she could respond, they were interrupted by a broom handle thumping against the ceiling downstairs. “Seriously, turn that shit off!!!”

Phil turned over the first sheet on the flipchart.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN



DSI Burns looked up from the report she was reading as there was a knock on her office door.

“Come in.”

The door opened and Wilson leaned in. “You wanted to see us, boss?”

“Oh yes, come on in. Take a seat.”

Wilson came in, with Agent Alana Dove following in his wake. 

“Before I forget, Wilson, seeing as you’ve got that university education we’re all so proud of, can I ask you to do me a favour?”

“Of course, boss.” 

“Could you explain to Detective Gilsenan the difference between the words ‘rouse’ and ‘arouse’. It’s only one letter but it really is crucial.” She held up the document she had been reading. “He’s inadvertently made his report on that assault in Maynooth into soft porn. I’d explain it to him myself, only, technically, that’d be an inappropriate conversation in the workplace.”

“Yes, boss.”

Burns looked over at Agent Dove. She was wearing the same disconcerting smile as always. No matter how many times Burns found herself in a room with her, it didn’t become any less unsettling. She would probably be an excellent interrogator, assuming she didn’t induce a heart attack, of course.

“Speaking of a bit of word play. Agent Dove, are you familiar with the phrase deus ex machina?”

Dove shook her head. “No.”

Wilson leaned forward. “It is a phrase taken from the Greeks. Attributed to Aristotle, it denotes…” Wilson stopped when he noticed the look on his boss’s face. “Oh, sorry, chief. You meant that as more of a sort of a rhetorical thing, didn’t you?”

“What does mansplaining mean, Wilson?”

“It means I’m going to shut up and only speak when spoken to, chief.”

“That sounds like a very good idea.” Burns returned her gaze to Agent Dove. “So, where was I? Oh yes, deus ex machina. As Aristotle here was about to point out, it means a solution appearing out of nowhere to resolve a problem. You know the sort of thing: Superman flies around the world so fast that he manages to turn back time. Doctor Who realises his sonic screwdriver has another setting he forgot about. A squad of marines just show up out of nowhere. You get the idea.”

Dove nodded. She was good. She knew enough to let somebody get where they were going. Wilson could learn a lot. 

“Or, say, if you’re investigating an eighteen-year-old murder case and then suddenly, magically, out of nowhere…” Burns opened her drawer and pulled out the evidence bag contained within. “The victim’s wallet turns up in the post.”

She had received it that morning. Sergeant Moira Clarke was tasked with opening the NBCI’s post. While it seemed like a job beneath her rank, it never ceased to amaze how much potentially useful stuff there could be in the mountain of crap. Amidst all the death threats, random abuse and letters from nutters claiming their cat was stealing from them, there would be the occasional badly spelled account of what really happened in some murder. A lot of your hardcore criminals wouldn’t be seen dead talking to the Gardaí, but they’d be more than happy to anonymously rat out a rival or colleague in a letter. Often the spelling and penmanship were appalling, but then, a lot of the criminal fraternity hadn’t paid that much attention in school. The last letter they’d written had probably been to Santa.

Burns placed the bag on the desk. It contained a brown leather wallet that was remarkably well preserved for its age.

“Said wallet contained six hundred and forty quid in old Irish punts, two hundred dollars and four credit cards in three different names, which is rather interesting in itself, don’t you think?”

Dove finally spoke. “Yes, yes it is.”

Burns pulled a piece of paper from her drawer, written in the meticulous hand of Moira Clarke, who had documented the wallet’s contents, being careful not to interfere with any forensic evidence.

“There was also a card for a plumber in New York, a picture of a woman wearing frankly not enough clothing, three receipts and a membership card to the ‘Golden Triangle’ gentleman’s club, which I’m guessing isn’t filled with many true gentlemen. It also contained a small key – oh, and three condoms, flavours multiple, ribbed for her pleasure. Thoughts?”

“That is unexpected.”

“Yes,” agreed Burns, “it most certainly is. Oh, I forgot one thing.”

Burns picked up the other evidence bag from her drawer and held it up in front of Agent Dove. “To confirm, does that appear to be Agent Zayas’s FBI ID?”

Agent Dove leaned forward and stared at the card. “It certainly seems to be. If you like, I can get it and the wallet overnighted to our lab in—”

“No, thank you. It’s evidence in an Irish murder enquiry. It’ll be staying here.”

“But with all due respect, our lab has some of the most sophisticated techniques in the world.”

Burns put both of the evidence bags back into her drawer. “I’m sure. Well, while our labs consist of two lads with a bottle of talcum powder and a magnifying glass, they’re still getting first crack.”

“I didn’t mean to imply…”

“Yes,” said Burns. “I’m sure. I think we’re missing the bigger picture though, don’t you? Do you know in my twenty-one years in the Gardaí how many times a perfectly preserved piece of evidence – in an evidence bag – has turned up in the post?”

“I can’t imagine…”

“None. Zero. Zilch. It has never happened. And in that time I’ve received several anonymous confessions, a couple of non-anonymous confessions and not one but three pictures of a gentleman’s special little friend. One of which, by the way, we successfully IDed as part of an investigation. My point is, seeing as this investigation has taken yet another unusual turn, I’d like to revisit our earlier conversation. Have you told me everything I need to know regarding this case?”

“Absolutely.”

“No offence, Agent Dove, but I don’t believe a word that comes out of your mouth.”

“I’m sorry to hear that, Detective Superintendent. I have nothing but the highest respect for you.”

Burns gave Dove a stern look. If she was attempting to take the piss, she had an impeccable poker face.

“OK.”

“In the unlikely event that your lab doesn’t come up with anything from the wallet…”

“Then yes, we will discuss other options. However, I’ve got a sneaking suspicion that we will get a result. Somebody has gone to what appears to be a great deal of trouble to preserve this wallet for eighteen years. Assuming it isn’t from some serial killer who’s living with his mammy with an attic full of skulls, the sender is either taunting us or trying to point us in somebody’s direction. I’m not wild about any of those options. Could you give me a moment to speak with my detective, please?”

Dove nodded. “Of course.”

Burns stood and watched Dove through her office window as she walked back across the office to the desk opposite Wilson’s.

“I wouldn’t trust her as far as I could throw her.”

“Yes, boss.”

“Has she done anything unusual?”

Burns watched as Wilson shifted nervously in his seat. “I mean, not as such, no boss.”

“What does that mean?”

“It’s just, well… she’s weird, isn’t she? I mean with the arm, and the face not really moving thing. Everything the woman does is a bit weird.”

Burns looked down at Wilson and then opened the drawer and took the two evidence bags out. “I want you to take this over to Doakes at the Technical Bureau, alone. Tell him it’s from me and I want it treated as highly sensitive. Explain what’s going on and that I would like this ASAP, and I really do mean ASAP.”

“Yes, boss.”

“And he only talks to you or to me. Nobody else.”

“Yes, boss.”

“We are going to give this gift horse a long, hard look in the mouth – and then we’re going to look up its arse too, because I neither like nor trust this.”

“Yes, boss.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT



In his dream, Paul was standing on a cliff side looking down at the waves as they crashed against the rocks. The wind fired raindrops like tiny bullets into his face. 

Bunny sat beside him on a deckchair. He was wearing a one-piece swimming costume and sipping a pink cocktail with an umbrella in it. 

“Ye should’ve talked to the girl.”

The wind whipped viciously around Paul. As he looked down, he noticed he was naked. Of course he was.

“I did,” shouted Paul.

“My hole ye did. Not really. It’s easier to fight someone you hate than say something to someone you love.”

Paul knew he was in a dream. Paul almost always knew, every time he dreamed, that he was dreaming. Unfortunately, it never meant he could control the dream or force himself to wake up from it. 

“It’s not like that.”

“It’s exactly like that.”

The ground started to give way beneath his feet. 

“You’ve been too busy thinking only of yourself,” shouted Bunny, as the wind howled. “What about her? And me? And that Nellis eejit, come to think of it?”

“I’m just… I was…”

“Yeah – doing everything by yourself. You don’t need anyone.”

The mud sucked at his feet as the cliff began crumbling into the sea. Paul tried to grab at the ground behind him, but his fingers couldn’t gain purchase. As the ground tumbled away, the waves and the rocks rushed up to meet him. 

The last thought in his head was how foul the sea breeze smelled. 

Then he awoke, in a different kind of nightmare. Beside him in the bed lay Maggie, her foul breath wafting into his face.

“Oh Jesus,” said Paul, sitting up with a start. “What have we discussed? No dogs in the bed.”

Maggie gave a low growl. She had agreed to no such thing. 

“You are, you are…” Paul looked at the bedside clock: 1:12 am. He was having a hard time forming a sentence. Somewhere in the background, there was a pinging noise. “Seriously, get out of my bed.” Paul stood up, and then tugged at the duvet. Maggie stayed resolutely on the bed. “That’s it, no more drink for you after 6 pm. It makes you feisty.”

She barked. In the background, there was another pinging noise.

“What the hell is that?”

It wasn’t the notification noise for a text message, and his laptop was set up to give a Homer Simpson belch when an e-mail arrived.

Ping. There it was again.

Various parts of Paul’s brain were gradually beginning to wake up. The part that held extremely important facts sprang into life, somewhere between the bit that wanted to go back to sleep and the bit that wanted to take a pee. It alerted him to what website he had left open before going to bed. 

Paul rushed from the bedroom, or at least tried to. What he actually did was walk two steps and then wallop his left big toe into the side of the bed at an agonising velocity.

Two minutes and a considerable amount of high-grade and ultra-sincere swearing later, he hobbled to the laptop on the sofa. He tapped the space bar and the screen came alive. The messages appeared in a chat box in the right hand corner of the screen.

“Hello sexy.”

“Great to hear from you.”

“You look like just my type!”

Yes! thought Paul. It was past 1 am and he’d finally got a man horny.

Two days ago, a thought had struck him. For most of the previous week, he had been going over the same questions in his head. How on earth were they going to prove that Jacob Harrison, the scuzzy, philandering piece of crap who Bunny had dangled off a balcony, had not lost his ability to be a scuzzy, philandering piece of crap? That’s what this lawsuit came down to, after all. They had to prove that Harrison hadn’t been left permanently psychologically scarred, unable to get his end away – not to mention his supposed fear of water and heights. The problem was, Harrison and the Kellehers would have to be complete morons not to realise that Paul and Co. were looking for just such a way to catch Harrison out. It was like trying to rob a bank in broad daylight when they knew you were coming. 

That was when Paul had had his big idea.

After a bit of digging around, he had found a way to contact Samantha Parkes, the woman with whom Harrison had been having an affair. She had been initially very frosty – until she had realised that Paul’s interest was primarily in causing Harrison pain. Then she had warmed up considerably. It was her who introduced Paul to the Beautiful Unicorn dating site. Its tagline was “Where the elite come out to play” – although from a quick scan, it seemed fairly clear that “Horny horses sow their wild oats” would’ve worked equally well. You could put up pictures of yourself or have an “incognito” profile – the trick being that the incognito ones cost fifty euros a month, while the ones with pics were free. But first you had to make it past the “gatekeepers of gorgeous”. That’s right, they only let the best-looking people in. He assumed they went with the name “Beautiful Unicorn” because “Third Reich Singles” was already taken. Every time he looked at the website, Paul felt like he needed a shower. 

Still, he had been accepted in an hour. Or rather, “Rebecca” had. To be accepted in this age of so many Photoshop fakers, you had to submit a ten-second video of yourself saying hi while holding up a recent newspaper. For this, Paul had called in a rather big favour. Rebecca was real alright, in the sense that she was Tina, the niece of Jacinta, the landlady of Phelan’s pub. Seeing as she was studying acting, Paul had managed to pitch the whole idea as an acting job of sorts. And a paid one at that. He had then had a very careful conversation with Jacinta about exactly what her niece would be helping him with. It was made exceedingly clear to him that, should he upset her in any way, Paul’s body would never be found. While this wasn’t ideal, he had limited options when it came to hot women in their twenties who would do him a favour. 

So Rebecca had been born – and accepted into Beautiful Unicorn about an hour later. Paul had then spent a couple of days receiving e-mails from men that, frankly, made him want to become a lesbian. 

You could send out winks, but Rebecca had been very selective. She had sent out only one. 

It was 1:12am and Cyrano deCaddyshack, the incognito profile that Paul knew belonged to Jacob Harrison, had messaged him back. Harrison must not have been able to sleep. He had checked in on Beautiful Unicorn and, lo and behold, he seemed keen on the lovely Rebecca. No doubt flattered by her wink.

Now the fish was on the hook, Paul had to slowly reel him in – using all of his feminine wiles.


CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE



DSI Susan Burns prised open a couple of the slats on the Venetian blinds in her office and looked out. “They say it might snow later on.”

“Yes, so I hear,” said Dr Denise Devane, who was sitting on the opposite side of her desk. “That will no doubt cause chaos on the roads.”

Burns turned away from the window and pulled out her own chair. “Have you got far to go this evening?”

“No. I’m staying in Dublin. I’m on call.”

Burns raised an eyebrow. “Really? I thought seniority would get you out of that.”

Devane shrugged. “All of the others have young families, so…”

“Right, yeah.” Burns felt suddenly awkward. Devane wasn’t known for being terribly forthcoming and it was starting to feel like they had strayed into uncomfortable territory. “I’m supposed to be heading out to Maynooth. My brother and his wife have this Christmas Eve party every year. For reasons beyond my understanding, I’ve had to go out and buy a deliberately awful Christmas jumper. The roads will no doubt be a nightmare, between snow and idiots trying to set the land-speed record to get home for last orders.”

“Yes. Do be careful, Superintendent.”

It was the kind of thing everyone said in conversation, but when the person saying it was the primary point of contact for road fatalities in the country, it did send a shiver down the spine. You could see how Dr Devane didn’t get invited to many children’s birthday parties.

“So,” said Burns, turning to the pad in front of her. “How are we set prior to the holiday shutdown?”

“Well, the autopsy has been completed on that Finglas shooting, as requested.”

“Yes, I saw that. Thank you.”

“The thing in Galway will be done for the twenty-ninth.”

Burns nodded. “That’s fine. I got an update from the local team this morning. They think that could be wrapped up today anyway. The alibi has holes you could drive Santa’s sleigh through.”

Devane nodded. “As for your bodies in the mountains, the records the FBI sent us seem to confirm it is indeed Agent Zayas. We’ve still had absolutely no luck identifying the other one, I’m afraid. We sent the shot to my associate at NABIS, the specialist ballistics lab in the UK, and they confirmed that it is consistent with a derringer, of an older design.”

“Right. I don’t suppose it is possible to narrow it down any more than that, is it?”

Devane shook her head. “From what they’ve said, it is essentially an antique. Most of what are known as derringers haven’t actually been made by a specific company. The name essentially denotes a type of gun that in the late nineteenth century any gunsmith with a bit of knowhow was making. They’re all individual pieces.”

“Great.”

“Well, on the upside, if you do acquire a potential murder weapon, they’d have a good chance of matching it up, despite all of the time that has passed, because the weapons are so individual. Of course, I’m sure the chance of you getting hold of a murder weapon so long after the fact would no doubt be slim.”

Burns twirled a biro in her fingers. “Oh, you’d be surprised. The victim’s wallet just appeared out of nowhere yesterday.”

“Really?”

“Yes.”

“It wasn’t buried in the plot. My team dug eight feet to either side in line with procedure.”

“No, nothing like that. I got it in the post. It came in an evidence bag, in pristine condition.” 

Devane looked confused.

“Exactly,” said Burns. “In all your years, have you ever known evidence to fall from the sky like that?”

“It does seem a tad suspicious.”

“To say the least. I don’t like—”

The phone on Burns’s desk started to ring. She recognised the number. It was the Technical Bureau.

“Speak of the Devil. Let’s see what Doakes has come up with.” He was the best of the techs, so much so that his boss, DSI O’Brien, had brought up repeatedly how Burns should not request him in preference to other staff. She always agreed, but did it anyway. 

She picked up the phone. “DSI Burns.”

Devane gestured towards the door to ask if she should leave, but Burns shook her head.

“Susan, it’s Mark O’Brien here.”

“Oh, hello, Mark.” Crap. Looked like she was in for another earful for playing favourites. 

“Is this some kind of a joke?” He sounded really pissed.

“Sorry, I know I shouldn’t put things directly to Doakes but—”

“What? No, I mean that’s correct, you should not, but that isn’t why I’m ringing. Is this your idea of, I don’t know, some kind of a Christmas wind-up?”

“Mark, I honestly have no idea what you are talking about.”

“Because if it is, I think it is in very poor taste. Never mind the waste of resources, there’s also the—”

Burns cut him off. “Mark. Could you explain what you’re actually angry about? Believe me, if anyone from my team has been wasting your teams’ time, rest assured, I will deal with it severely.”

When he spoke again, O’Brien at least sounded mollified. “This wallet we received yesterday?”

“Yes.”

“Well, it does have prints. Between the plastic pane and a few of the cards, we have been able to recover one full and two partial sets of prints.”

“OK,” said Burns, waiting for the other shoe to drop.

“The full set matches the prints for Agent Daniel Zayas that the FBI sent us. The other two appear in our elimination file.”

Burns started to get a sinking feeling in her stomach. “I’m getting a weird sense of déjà vu here.”

“Yes,” said O’Brien, “As am I. If this is someone’s idea of a joke, can I remind you how long we spent giving evidence for the enquiry into—”

“Mark, just tell me what you found.”

The edge in her voice stopped him dead. 

“Very well. One set of partials matched up to DS Tim Spain, who died in 1999.”

“Right.”

“And the other set belong to his then partner, retired Detective Sergeant Bernard ‘Bunny’ McGarry.”

“You are shitting me. Bunny McGarry?”

Burns looked across the table at the shocked face of Dr Denise Devane. 

It wasn’t much more than a year ago that McGarry’s fingerprint had been found on a note in the pocket of a murder victim. He had briefly been public enemy number one, until, much to the Garda Síochána’s embarrassment, it had emerged that he was being set up and had in fact been kidnapped and kept captive for ten days. 

Two minutes later, after a rather terse phone call wherein each side assured the other that this wasn’t some sick joke, Burns slammed the phone down. 

She closed her eyes and rubbed her fingers into her temples. She could feel the mother of all migraines coming on.

“Merry fucking Christmas.” 

Devane flinched as Burns let out a roar.

“Moira, get me Wilson, now!”


CHAPTER FORTY



Bunny sat down heavily on the bench. A white and brown pigeon, uniquely coloured amongst its primarily black and blue brethren, strode purposefully towards him and gave an inquiring look.

“I’ve nothing for ye.”

This earned Bunny a side-eyed glower.

He opened the carrier bag. “Well, unless you fancy half a stale baguette?”

The pigeons swarmed before he’d even ripped off the first chunk. While it was always nice to be popular, it helped to be the only game in town. St Stephen’s Green was always thronged in the summer, but on a Christmas Eve barely above freezing, anyone that was there was only using it as the shortest distance between two points. Well, apart from the mad old one who was dancing around to no music on the far side of the park. She was doing it for no audience but God, which was just as well, because passers-by were pointedly ignoring her and all the pigeons were entirely focused on Bunny. He tossed out the last few chunks of bread and showed them his empty hands, like a blackjack dealer leaving the table.

“What is it with pigeons and stale bread? They’re mad for it. Them and the French. Of all I’ve seen in this world, nothing confuses me more than the feckin’ crouton. It’s a square of stale bread. Feckin’ lunatics.”

He glanced to his left. Simone was sitting on the bench beside him, as he knew she would be. A great plus of feeding the pigeons was that talking to them was one of the few socially acceptable ways of talking to yourself.

He leaned back on the bench. “D’ye remember that day we walked through here, arm in arm under an umbrella while it bucketed down with rain? Everyone else rushing by, us the only two people strolling.”

She said nothing.

“You said how you wanted to see it in the sun. We never did get our sunny day, did we?”

He leaned forward and rubbed his hands together. “D’ye know what pisses me off? After all these years, I never hear your voice. Even now, with all this. Zayas never shuts up, Gringo yaps away, yet your voice isn’t up here.” He tapped his finger against his temple. “And I don’t know why. Eighteen years now. Eighteen years. I can’t forget your face but for some damn reason I can’t hear your voice. Where’s the justice in that?”

He watched as a woman with long brown hair walked her poodle over the bridge. He recognised her gait. It was the same woman who’d had the pram, who’d been pregnant, who’d been French. Part of his mind was sure of it. Other parts of his mind didn’t want to engage with how that sounded. How did they get the dogs? The different hair and stuff, he got that, but how did they always have so many different dogs to walk? She didn’t look directly at him; they never did. They were very good at this, whoever they were. 

Bunny looked down again at the pigeons, now in three clusters around the main chunks of bread, with the odd small one trying to catch crumbs on the fringes. He watched as they ripped through it. “Have ye ever really looked at pigeons? I mean close up? Everyone thinks they’re these harmless things, but look at ’em go, ripping into that. All I’m saying is, if they were six feet tall instead of six inches, people would be running away screaming, in fear of their lives.”

The phone in Bunny’s pocket vibrated. He took it out and looked at the number, then pressed the button to send it to voicemail. “Brigit – again. Herself and Paulie are trying to get hold of me all the time. Keep leaving voicemails pretending they’re not worried about me. I need to keep this away from them, whatever happens.”

He put his hand into the inside pocket of his sheepskin coat and pulled out his wallet. At the back, in its own little pocket, was the note. Her note.

My dearest Bunny,

This is the hardest letter I have ever had to write. I’m so sorry about Tim. I know you will have done everything in your power to try and save him, just as you did for me. Please don’t beat yourself up about it. You can’t save everybody, but I do so love that you try. 

I have tried and tried to think of a way around it, but the reality is that my past is always going to keep coming after me. I’m sorry I dragged you into it, and I can’t in all good conscience continue to do that. With every fiber of my being, I’d love to stay with you here for the rest of my days, but it wouldn’t be fair. You’re a good man and you deserve better than this. 

Please don’t try and find me. I hope you get what you truly deserve in this life. Thank you for giving me the happiest time in mine, at a time when I thought I could never be truly happy again. 

I love you,

Your Simone

He looked over at Simone and saw those eyes that made his heart ache. He looked away again, rubbing a finger into his own eye as the cold wind tugged at his coat. “D’ye know what? D’ye know what hurts the most? If you’d asked, I’d have gone with you. Y’know? I’d have gone anywhere with you. You could’ve just… But instead, I got a note.” He folded it carefully and put it back in his wallet. “It doesn’t matter now, I suppose. Water under the bridge.”

He watched in silence for a minute as the pigeons squabbled over the last of the bread. Once it had gone, they slowly began to disperse, still keeping a wary eye on him in case he was holding out on them.

“I keep going over it in my head. I could run, but I’m too old to start over. I could try and get ahead of it, but I wouldn’t even know where to start.” He raised his voice into a mocking lilt. “Oh yeah, them bodies, Your Honour, I killed them alright, but I’d good reasons. No, can’t really say more than that, you’ll just have to take my word on it. Scout’s honour, dib, dib, dib.”

He kicked his left foot out at a stone lying in front of the bench, sending it skittering across the path and earning him an admonishing look from one of the pigeons. 

He looked around him again. The woman with the poodle was walking back the other way now.

“Besides, it’s not just the law, is it? Either I’m losing my mind or there’s something else going on here.” He nodded his head towards the woman with the dog. “They’re not after me. They’re after you.”

Bunny was distracted from the dog walker by a large black crow landing on the opposite side of the path. It tilted its head and gave him an appraising look.

Bunny was suddenly possessed of the urge to try and hold Simone, the woman who wasn’t really sitting beside him. He knew it was stupid. He was aware it would be crossing another line, allowing his mind to fracture that incremental inch further. He had to hold on to what was real for as long as he could. 

“I want you to know, whatever happens, I don’t blame you. What happened in New York wasn’t your fault. You got forced into doing something you didn’t want to in order to save somebody else. You didn’t know that sleazy ex of yours would make a tape, and you did what you had to. You had to defend yourself from those monsters when they came for you. I don’t blame you for running, I… I just wish you’d have let me come with you.”

He watched the dog walker striding purposefully away, dog by her side, bag of shite held at arm’s length, swaying back and forth. “I keep thinking of this old Peter O’Toole film I saw years ago, The Lion in Winter, I think it’s called. He’s the King of England in it – one of the Henrys, I forget which one. There’s loads of them bastards. Anyway, speaking of bastards, he’s got all these sons because he’s been sowing the royal oats. Proper randy bollocks. He needs to get shot of them so he can marry this French bird and have new sons and heirs. So, the existing sons, they’re all locked in prison and Henry is coming to kill them. They know he’s coming. One of them says, ‘Don’t let him see you cry. Stiff upper lip and that.’ Then the other says, ‘You fool! How does it matter how a man falls?’ And the other fella says, ‘When all that’s left is the fall, the fall is everything.’” Bunny looked up at the heavy clouds hanging ominously overhead. “When all that’s left is the fall, the fall is everything.”

Bunny felt his phone vibrate in his pocket again. He took it out, about to send it to voicemail, when he stopped and looked at the number. It was a local Dublin number he didn’t know. He’d received a lot of calls in the last week, but it’d either been Brigit, Paulie or that lawyer woman, Nora, who was leaving increasingly annoyed-sounding messages. This wasn’t any of them. He answered it.

“Hello?”

“Hello. Hi, Bernard, ehm… Bunny. It’s, ehm, Denise, Denise Devane here.”

“Howerya, Doc, is everything OK? You sound a bit stressed out.”

“Yes, sorry. I’m… I’d sort of assumed in my head I’d get your voicemail. I’d not really thought through what I was going to say.”

“Are you alright? Do you need a hand with something?”

“No, I… Not this time. Thank you again for…”

He could feel her struggling for words. Most people who had worked with Dr Denise Devane would be surprised to hear her like this. She was always so assured.

“Look, Doc, don’t be worrying about that. Long time ago now. You’ve nothing to be thanking me for. Happy to help. Merry Christmas.”

“Right. Yes. Well… I want to help you, Bernard because… Sorry, this is hard for me. I’m making rather a mess of it. I had to walk all the way to Capel Street to find a phone box. You wouldn’t believe how hard they are to find these days.”

“I can imagine.” 

“You need to watch out. You are in trouble. They… I mean, when the bodies came in, when it was determined that a derringer…”

“Ah right. You’ve seen mine, of course. Right.”

“I didn’t… say anything. It could have been anyone’s. Lots of them about. Well, enough to be…”

“Sure.”

“There’s something else.”

“Don’t, Doc. Don’t say anything. I know what the job means to you. You’re about to cross a line and I don’t want to put that on you.”

“But Bernard – Bunny – you need to know.”

“I’ll tell you what, how about you tell me nothing? How about I guess, and if I’m right, you just hang up the phone? OK?”

Silence for a couple of seconds. “Alright.”

Bunny took a deep breath. “A wallet has turned up…”

Silence. 

He scratched at his beard. “And my fingerprints are on it.”

He listened to a couple of breaths, as if she wanted to say something – then the line went dead. 

He held the phone in his hand and looked at the screen.

“When all that’s left is the fall, the fall is everything.”


CHAPTER FORTY-ONE



“There’s no need to be nervous,” said Paul.

The three of them were standing awkwardly in the back of the ice cream van-cum-mobile surveillance unit of MCM Investigations. The three of them being Paul, Phil and Tina Phelan. Tina looked at Paul. 

“I’m not bleedin’ nervous. You’re bleedin’ nervous. You’d want to calm the fuck down. And what the fuck is that smell?”

Tina was twenty-five, five-foot-six and had the kind of look you could easily see in a Hollywood film pretending to be improbably attracted to pensioner Tom Cruise. She was drop-dead gorgeous. She had the face of an angel, the physique of an athlete and the mouth of an offshore oil rig worker. Being trapped in close proximity with her would make any hot-blooded male nervous. Her being the niece of Jacinta Phelan, landlady of Phelan’s pub, would make any sensible male’s blood run cold again.

Tina’s outfit consisted of high heels, a tight pair of leather trousers, a red leather jacket and a cream blouse. It was, in short, designed to be very distracting. The fact that it wasn’t distracting Paul in the least was an indication of just how nervous he was. 

“That smell,” said Paul, “is damp. This van was flooded a few days ago.” They had only just finished drying it out, or at least getting it as dry as it was going to get. 

“Well it’s absolutely fecking manky. Smells like somebody shat the bed. And what is the deal with your dog?”

Maggie was sitting in the corner, her nose about a half an inch away from the wall. She seemed to be having a staring contest with it. 

“We don’t have that kind of time. Right, Phil, have you got the mic?”

“Yep,” he replied, holding up a small microphone attached to a battery pack.

“As long as you’re wearing that, Tina, we can hear and record everything you say,” said Paul.

“And where am I supposed to bleedin’ shove that?”

Paul and Phil both looked at her, then hesitated, trying to find a way to suggest an answer to that question without appearing to be two men leering at a woman’s cleavage. It involved a lot of blinking.

Tina laughed. “I’m only joking. Youse two are priceless.” She took the mic from Phil and then stopped and looked at them both. “Well, turn around then.”

“Oh God.”

“Right, yeah.”

“Sorry.”

“Sorry.”

They turned around. 

When they turned back thirty seconds later, the mic and battery pack had completely disappeared and there was no trace of them about Tina’s person. It was the closest thing Paul had seen to actual magic in real life. 

“Right, let’s go over it again.”

“Ah Jaysus no, fuck that,” said Tina. “We’ve been over it all three times already. I’ve read through the chats you had with this knob-jockey on the website – ye little prick tease, Paulie.” Paul blushed. He had done what needed to be done to reel Harrison in. He had also felt like cleaning his eyes with a scouring pad afterwards. Tina gave him a playful slap on the cheek. “I’m supposed to woo him and get him talking about what he’d like to do to me and all that, so that you can prove he’s still a randy bollocks in court.”

“But don’t let him touch you.”

“No shit, Sherlock. My ma gave me that part of the talk about a decade ago, ye muppet. This arse-muncher aint getting his hands on the merchandise.”

“Right. OK. Good.”

This brought Paul to the tricky part. He had been unsuccessfully trying to find a way to say it for an hour now, and this was his last chance. 

“Also, Tina, ehm – just a little note. This guy is from like Blackrock or somewhere equally posh so, y’know, you might need to – not that this is a criticism or anything – but if you could just, y’know, maybe tone down the, ehm, y’know…”

Tina took a step forward, so that she was inches from Paul’s face, and then she softly pressed her finger to his lips. The voice that then came out of her made Paul realise that he’d had no idea what the term “soft and sultry” had meant up to this point in his sheltered life. 

“Shush, Paulie. If what you’re trying to say is that I need to personify a different approach, then I can do that.” She batted her eyelashes in a way that could undoubtedly cause car accidents. “Don’t you worry, I know how to make a man putty in my hands.”

There was a long moment of silence, eventually broken by Maggie farting. 

Tina’s voice then reverted back to being Tina’s voice. She punched Paul playfully on the arm. “Or in other words, ye cock-trumpet, I’m an actress, I know how to bleedin’ act, don’t I? Now, if youse don’t mind, I’ve a date.”

With that, she turned smartly and exited the van. 

Phil and Paul stared at the door she had just slammed.

“Bloody hell,” said Phil. “Did you ever wonder how women aren’t running the world?”

“Maybe they are and we’re too stupid to notice.”

“Do you think this’ll work?”

Paul sighed. “How do you rob a bank in broad daylight when they know you’re coming?”

“There’s no need to be nervous,” said Jacob Harrison. He was talking to his own reflection in the toilets of La Rochelle wine bar on Leeson Street. It being Christmas Eve, it was busy. The place was filled with people having a few scoops with the work crew prior to shooting off home to the relatives. It was so crowded, in fact, that he was currently using the disabled toilets, as it was the only place where he could get a bit of space. It was time to get his game face on. He checked his suit one last time, making sure everything was perfect. He pointed at himself in the mirror. “You’re a good-looking, charming guy and you deserve this. It’s been a shitty couple of weeks. It’s about time you got yourself a little Christmas present.”

He’d reserved a booth at the back for him and his hot date. Antoine, the manager, was an old friend. At least he was when the odd fifty-euro note was slipped his way. 

Jacob gave himself one more appreciative look in the mirror and strode out of the disabled toilet.

He quickly turned his swagger into a limp as he saw the woman in a wheelchair waiting outside, giving him the evil eye. 

“There’s no need to be nervous,” said Vincent Kelleher, “but…”

“But what? I don’t like ‘but’. You know how I feel about ‘but’.” Kevin was in one of his moods, Vinny could tell. 

He took a deep breath. “Look, Harrison has disappeared.”

“What the hell do you mean? I gave you one job.”

“It was just…”

“Forget it, I’ll handle it. You are utterly useless. Seriously, what the fuck are you good for?”

The phone went dead. Vinny put it down and looked at the various scraps of notepaper strewn about on the passenger seat beside him. The first flakes of snow tumbling down had been inspirational, giving him the germ of the idea that would form the centrepiece of his new collection. He’d show Kevin. He’d show them all. They’d all be laughing on the other sides of their faces when he was a rich, successful poet.

“There’s no need to be nervous.” Brigit looked at the big red door. Warm light was spilling out from the windows and onto the street. “Christ,” she said. “When did I start talking to myself? Like we haven’t got enough people doing that.”

Brigit had been trying to ring Bunny for the last couple of days but she had got no response. She had even dropped over to his house on the way home yesterday but there had been nobody in. It was starting to really worry her. It probably should have been worrying her more, but she had so much else to worry about these days, it was hard to fit it all in. 

Still, she was about to scratch one big itch that she had had for a very long time. By the end of tonight, a lot of things would be different, one way or another. She was all in.

She took a deep breath and reached up for the doorbell.

Before she could reach it, the door flew open to reveal Anto Kelleher, in a Santa hat and an honest-to-God apron with “Kiss the Cook” emblazoned across it. 

Brigit smiled nervously. “Hey, good looking, what ye got cooking?”

Anto wiggled his eyebrows and bowed low, a tea towel draped over his arm. “Well, m’lady, come into my boudoir and discover that for yourself.”


CHAPTER FORTY-TWO



Nora Stokes pushed open the downstairs door to MCM Investigations. 

“Hello?”

“Howerya.” A voice carried down the stairs. “C’mon up.”

Nora sighed. While she’d agreed to this, she had been half hoping he wouldn’t be here. She had better things to be doing on Christmas Eve, but work was work, and this had proven a difficult meeting to set up. She needed to get it done and dusted once and for all. 

Nora trudged up the stairs, her large bag of last-minute shopping whacking awkwardly against her shins as she did so. 

When she reached the top and pushed open the door, Bunny McGarry was sitting behind the desk in the reception area, his feet up on the table. His large black sheepskin coat was bunched around him against the chill. 

As he saw Nora walk in, he quickly stood up. “Sorry, can I give you a hand with that?”

She waved him away and dumped the bag beside the door. “It’s fine. It’s nice to finally meet you, Mr McGarry. I’ve been trying to do it for quite some time.”

“Yeah, sorry about that, I’ve been very busy. And sorry it’s so cold. I’ve not been here much. Can’t figure out how to turn on the central heating – or, for that matter, why the walls are covered in yellow paint.”

“If you like, we could do this around the corner at my office?”

Bunny looked around him in a way Nora found peculiar. “No, it has to be here.”

“Fair enough.”

Bunny indicated the chair opposite. “Please, take a seat. And thanks again for coming in, I know it’s a bad night for it.”

Nora sat down. “Ah, don’t worry about it. My mother is taking care of my demon child for a few hours. We’re having to keep a special watch on him as he threatened to try and capture Santa. We are concerned about potential booby traps.”

“Right. Yeah. Of course.”

Nora could tell when someone wasn’t paying any attention to her. “OK then, let’s get down to it. I need to run you through the accusations and then you can give me your version of events.”

“What?!”

Nora looked across the table. She had only briefly met Bunny once before, but there was a worn-out look to the man that she didn’t remember. His eyes sagged and his beard looked unkempt. He looked tired in a way that no night’s sleep, however good, could fix.

“The accusations made by Jacob Harrison against you.”

Bunny waved his hand in a dismissive gesture. “Oh that? No, forget about that.”

“But, that’s why I’m here.”

“I actually need your help with another thing. Did you bring the doo-dah?”

Nora gave him an exasperated look and then dipped her hand into her handbag and came out with her Dictaphone. “The recorder? Yes, I did, but I don’t understand why you—”

Bunny cut across her. “Press record. Please.”

Nora looked from Bunny to the recorder and then back again. “Could you—”

“Just. Please.”

Nora shrugged and pressed the red button.

“Has it got enough tape?”

“It doesn’t use tape. It’s digital.”

“Oh, right.”

Bunny looked around again and then cleared his throat. “My name is Bernard McGarry. Last week, the Gardaí found two bodies in the Wicklow Mountains that had been killed and buried there eighteen years ago. I killed them.”

“Fuck.” Nora reached forward and stopped the recording. “Are you out of your tiny mind? What the hell are you doing?”

“I’m making a confession. I want to leave a record.”

“No. No. No. I’m going to assume this is a joke as, if it isn’t… Oh God, let’s just call it a joke and—”

“No, it is no joke. I know what I’m doing. I just want to lay it all out now.”

“Seriously, Mr McGarry, we can’t do it now, but after the Christmas break, I can put you in touch with an excellent criminal lawyer. If you voluntarily go to the Gardaí and there’s extenuating circumstances, that’ll all go in your favour. But you need to handle this in the right way. You need—”

Bunny raised his hand for her to stop. “Look. I know what I’m doing. Believe me, the chances of this ever making court are slim-to-feck all. I just need to set out the facts and I need you to be a witness for me.”

“But…”

“Please.”

Against her better judgement, Nora leaned forward and pressed record again. 

As Bunny spoke, he splayed his fingers out on the tabletop in front of him and spoke in a calm tone. 

“One of the men was, I believe, called Daniel Zayas – although he had previously told me to refer to him as Mr Lopez. His ID said he was an FBI agent but I didn’t know that until after. The other lad was hired muscle, an English guy. Zayas called him Mr Frock but feck knows if that was his real name.”

Bunny paused. Nora wasn’t sure what to do, but after he glanced up at her, she decided to fill the silence.

“Why did… why did you kill them?”

“Because they had kidnapped a lady called Simone. Ehm, I knew her as Simone Watson but I believe her real name was Simone Delamere.”

“Was this a Garda matter?”

Bunny shook his head. “No. No other Gardaí but myself were involved. Well, my then partner, Gringo – sorry, Tim Spain – helped me, after the fact, but it was me who did all of the… y’know.”

“If this woman was kidnapped, why didn’t you go to the Gardaí?”

Bunny didn’t look up as he spoke. “Because she was wanted for murder in New York. We couldn’t… I couldn’t… This was the only way I could protect her.”

Nora lowered her voice. “What was she to you?”

Bunny glanced up briefly, his eyes wet. “We were together.”

“I see. Where is she now?”

“I won’t answer that.”

“Alright then.”

Bunny sat back and raised his voice. “The man Simone killed, it was self-defence. She got caught up in a thing…”

“What kind of thing?”

“It’s best not to go into that. She got caught up, through no fault of her own, and she was forced to defend herself. Then she had to run and she ended up here. In Dublin.”

“How did she get here?”

“I won’t answer that either.”

“Mr McGarry, if you really want to do this, it is important you’re as honest as you can be, straight off the bat.”

Bunny cleared his throat again. “I arranged an exchange with Lopez or Zayas or whatever the feck you want to call him. Simone for the tape.”

“Wait, sorry – what tape?”

Bunny shifted around in the seat again. “There was a videotape that Simone gave me for safe keeping. If it fell into the wrong hands, it’d be bad news for some powerful arsehole.”

“I see.”

“But before we could do the exchange, Zayas tried to kill me.”

“And you defended yourself?”

Bunny nodded. “I did, with what the Yanks would call ‘extreme prejudice’. I shot Zayas in the eye and the other fella, Frock or whatever, I stabbed him in the chest.”

“Right. Were they armed?”

“Oh God, yeah. They’d both got handguns. All I had was a knife, and this…”

Bunny shoved his hand in his pocket and came out holding something. Nora pulled away when she saw that it was a gun. A small, rather dainty affair, but a gun nonetheless.

“Jesus Christ.”

“Sorry, sorry,” said Bunny, quickly shoving it back into his pocket. “I didn’t mean to scare you. It’s just my derringer, a little one-shot thing.”

“And you held on to the murder weapon?”

Bunny shrugged. “Ah, it’s like a family heirloom.”

“Right.”

“I also still have the tape.” Bunny leaned back in the seat again and looked around. “Not here, like. I’ve stored it somewhere safe. Those two men were willing to kill for it, and I’m pretty sure others will be too. They’re coming for me. It’s a matter of time.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Call it a hunch. I’m going to go get it tonight, the tape. I think it’s about time that the whole truth came out. It’s time all the people standing in the shadows came into the light.”

Nora gave him a firm look. “Mister McGarry – Bunny. Are you sure you’re OK?”

Bunny gave her a sad little smile. “Define ‘OK’.”

“Maybe you should talk to someone about all this? I mean, y’know, like a…”

He stood up suddenly. “Anyway, thanks very much for your time.”

“Wait, where are you going?”

Bunny slapped his palm into his forehead. “Sorry, of course, I didn’t say. Eejit that I am. The tape is stored in a very safe location. Outside a town called Bandon in Sligo.”

“Right. Wait, hang on – isn’t that where?”

He nodded. “That’s right, yeah. That’s where all the stuff with the Fallons happened a couple of years ago. I moved it there.”

“Why on earth would you do that?”

“Ah, ’tis the arsehole of nowhere, nobody would go looking there. Besides, everything has to end somewhere, I figured it was as good a place as any.”

Nora stood. “Ok, can you just hang on for a few minutes? How about I call Brigit or Paul and we can talk all this through?”

“No, absolutely not. Whatever you do, don’t do that. They’re to be kept well out of this and they know nothing about it. I want to make that very clear.”

“OK, but look… Alright. Come on, sit down.”

Bunny opened the door. “I can’t, I’m afraid. I’ve to get going.”

“Right now?”

“That’s right.”

“But it’s Christmas Eve!” 

“Sure don’t I know. I’ve to go visit an old friend, tell him he’s on the naughty list.”

Before Nora could think of anything else to say, he was out the door. She reached the top of the stairs just in time to see the front door close. 

She leaned back against the wall and looked up at the ceiling. “Merry bloody Christmas!”


CHAPTER FORTY-THREE



“I don’t understand,” said Agent Dove, looking between DSI Burns and Detective Wilson. “Why can’t we bring this man in for questioning?”

“Because,” said Burns, “this isn’t the first time Bunny McGarry’s fingerprints have mysteriously appeared on a key piece of evidence in a murder investigation, and frankly this whole thing stinks to high heaven.”

“It’s déjà vu all over again,” said Wilson, to nobody in particular.

“So, you’re going to do nothing?”

“No,” replied Burns. “We – and I emphasise the ‘we’ here – are going to do nothing until Wednesday.”

“That’s in three days’ time!”

“I can’t fault your maths, Agent Dove. On Wednesday, I will ring my boss, who will ring his boss, and there will be some discussions, because this is a bloody minefield. There are only so many times you can announce someone as being public enemy number one and be wrong. I like my job, Agent Dove, and I intend to still have it by New Year’s.”

“Two people are dead!”

“Yes, and they’ve been so for eighteen years. Three days either way isn’t going to make that big a difference. To be clear, nobody is saying this lead will not be followed up, but it’ll be done carefully and by the book. Please pass that on to your bosses when you ring them to lodge your latest complaint. And by the way, I happen to know the commissioner takes a very dim view of anyone disturbing her Christmas. You should remember that when you start trying to shake this particular tree.”

“And what are we going to do in the meantime?”

“Honestly, Dove, that’s up to you. Personally, I’m already late for a party where I have to arrive wearing a hideous Christmas jumper, as otherwise I will be labelled as someone who is ‘no craic’. It’s hard to explain to a foreigner the social stigma attached to that label. Now, I would like to storm out, but seeing as we’re in my office and I need to lock it, could the two of you please bugger off and, y’know, have yourselves a merry little Christmas. I’ll see you both on Wednesday.”

Wilson shifted nervously. “Ehm, guv, I’m actually on leave until Sunday. Me and a few of the guys…”

He stopped talking when he noticed his boss’s facial expression.

“I’ll see you on Wednesday.”


CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR



Jacob Harrison stood at the bar, trying to not look impatient as he waited to be served. They only seemed to have two staff on, which was nowhere near enough to keep the drink flowing for this amount of customers. 

Jacob’s date was already ten minutes late. He glanced in the direction of the door again while trying not to look like he was looking. The problem with something that seemed too good to be true was that it often was.

At the bar beside him, a woman with long red hair had her phone strapped to her ear and a face like thunder. 

She spoke in an urgent whisper. “For Christ’s sake, Brian, where the fuck are you? You’re over thirty minutes late. You said you were coming. You said you’d made your choice.”

Harrison got caught looking at her and diverted his gaze quickly. When he looked back again, the redhead was off the phone, but she shot him a dirty look. Then she raised her hand with her empty wine glass in it. “Cheryl, same again, please, sweetheart.”

She was an attractive woman, Harrison thought – for her age, that was. He’d never been one to be attracted to the older woman. At a guess, she was four or five years older than him, but then, most women her age weren’t quite so well maintained. Even allowing for the kind of sucking in and propping up that seemed to be the mainstays of the older woman’s wardrobe, she was in very good shape. She had an arse you could bounce coins off, although the scowl on her face said she’d not give you change for a tenner. 

Shit. She turned to catch him looking again. 

She was opening her mouth to say something when Rebecca appeared beside her. “Hi, Jacob – or should I say Cyrano.” She giggled. “Sorry I’m late. Traffic was a totes mare.”

Damn. She was even fitter in person than her pictures had suggested. Jacob had learned to take twenty-five per cent off the hotness score, as everyone’s online pics were some form of lie. Not Rebecca. 

“No problem, hon. Lovely to meet you in person, finally. I’ve reserved us a booth just back there.” He casually waved behind him. “If you like, you can head back and I’ll get some drinks in?”

“Sure.”

“What would you like?”

“Anything bubbly.”

“Champagne it is.”

Rebecca giggled and walked by, giving his arm a little squeeze on her way past.

Harrison turned back to the bar. The redhead threw him a disgusted glance and then picked up the large glass of white wine that had just arrived.

Harrison turned to watch Rebecca make her way back to the booth. Yes! Get in! This was going to be a big night, he could feel it. Merry Christmas!


CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE



“Ahem!”

Brigit looked up guiltily from her phone to see Anto standing behind the kitchen counter looking pointedly at her. 

“Oh God, sorry, I was being rude.”

“Yes, yes you were. The man who is currently cooking you dinner – coq au vin, no less – was telling a hilarious story about his friend’s stag do and a duck, and you entirely failed to politely laugh at the supposed punchline.”

“Sorry, sorry, sorry. I’m a bit distracted.” She shoved her phone back into her bag. 

“Well, it’s your own loss. You’ll never know what happened now, and I’ll be honest, I have been saving my A-grade material especially for tonight.”

“I’m a tough crowd. Think of me as a challenge.”

He gave her a big smile. “Oh, don’t worry, Ms Conroy, I already do.”

She smiled and pushed her hair back behind her ear. “Your place is very nice.”

And it was. Unusually for a guy living on his own, it actually felt like he’d put a lot of thought into the decor, beyond “I need to get chairs”. It was simply decorated, but there were some nice pictures of skylines from around the world on the walls. New York, London, Dublin, Sydney and what she guessed was San Francisco. 

“Thank you very much. I have spent many a lonely night on that sofa watching property porn, so I’ve figured out a few tricks: warm earthy tones, throw cushions, somewhere to hide your PlayStation for when company drops around.”

“Impressive.” 

“Speaking of which,” he said, indicating the barely touched glass of white in front of her. “I don’t want to brag, but I’ve actually got more than one bottle of wine in the joint.”

“I’m sure, but I’m pacing myself. I’m driving and all, so…”

“Of course.” Anto took a lid off a pot and poked something with a fork, before turning a dial down on the hob. “Well, as you can see, I have an exceptionally comfortable sofa, so you are more than welcome to stay over.”

He said it casually. When he looked up, he saw Brigit with her phone in her hand again. “Right, that is it. Me and my exquisitely prepared coq are now officially offended. Are you expecting a booty call or something?”

“Sorry, sorry. Alright, well… look, I didn’t want to say anything, but fingers crossed, we might have found a way out of our Harrison problem.”

“Really?” Anto came around and leaned against the near side of the kitchen counter, snatching up his own wineglass. “How so?”

“Well, Phil has been keeping me in the loop. Do you know Phil? Phil Nellis?”

Anto shook his head. “I don’t think so.” 

“Sorry. That’s classic country girl that, assuming everyone from Dublin knows each other. He’s Paul’s oldest mate, sort of works for us now. He’s a nice lad, but a bit, well… I don’t want to say dim, that’s unfair. Odd? He has a very odd sense of logic to him but he’s a lovely fella. Has an incredible memory. Never forgets a face.”

“That’d be handy for an investigator, I suppose.”

“Anyway, long story short, Paul had a brainwave and he found the website Harrison was using. Like, the dating website.”

“Don’t tell me the horny cretin is still on it?”

Brigit nodded. “Apparently so. He’s out on a date right now with a girl Paul hired.”

“Really? Oh, that’s brilliant.”

“Hopefully. If they can get him saying stuff that indicates his ‘fear of sex’ might be cured.”

“Genius. Absolute genius.”

Brigit shrugged. “I’m trying not to get my hopes up. I mean, your brothers must be keeping an eye on Harrison. So the chances of this little ruse working…”

“Oh, you never know. Fingers crossed they’ve taken Christmas Eve off from being arseholes.”

“Hopefully. I sat down with our accountant again today. Between legal fees and the complaint Harrison put in to the Private Security Authority, trying to get our licence suspended, and how much that’s going to cost to fight, it’s looking like MCM Investigations might not be opening up again after Christmas.”

“Christ, it can’t really be that bad?”

Brigit nodded. “It really is. I feel like I’m captaining a sinking ship, where everybody else jumped overboard ages ago.”

“So, if this plan has to work, it’ll work. It’s Christmas. Miracles always happen at Christmas!”

“I hope you’re right.”

“I always am. Right you, come over here.”

Brigit stood up. 

“I am just going to nip to the little boy’s room and I need you to keep an eye on my coq for a minute.”

Brigit shook her head and smiled. “Did you pick this menu entirely so you could make that joke all night?”

“I’m not going to lie, that was a big part of it, yes.”


CHAPTER FORTY-SIX



Phil and Paul sat in the van, looking at Phil’s laptop screen, which was perched on the dash in front of them. The only movement on it was the graphic rendering of the sound wave as it recorded the conversation between Tina and Harrison. They were parked up around the corner in a loading bay on Hatch Street, opposite Cafe Sol. Near enough if needed, but far enough out of sight that Harrison wouldn’t see the van unless he really went looking for it. 

“Have you ever been to St Tropez?” they heard Harrison ask.

“No, I haven’t.”

“Oh my God, you simply must go.”

“I’m waiting for someone to take me.” Tina, aka Rebecca, giggled.

“Say no more. What are you doing for New Year’s?”

“Christ,” said Paul, “how many different ways in the last twenty-five minutes has this plank found to point out he’s got money?”

“Ah, at least a dozen. I wouldn’t mind if he actually did, but he’s unemployed and suing us. There’s no justice in the world.”

“No justice.”

“You’re not wrong.”

“I just repeated what you said.”

“Well, when you’re right, you’re right.”

“Excuse me a sec, J, I’m going to go powder my nose,” said Tina.

“Hurry right back, I’ll be waiting.”

“You’d better be.” She giggled again.

“Ah Christ, Paulie!”

“What?”

“We can’t listen to the girl go to the toilet, that wouldn’t be decent.”

“Relax.” Paul leaned forward and turned the volume down a couple of notches. “So how’s the missus?”

“Ready to pop. She’s due in four days. I just hope she doesn’t have it tomorrow.”

“Why?”

“Have you ever met somebody whose birthday is on Christmas Day? They’re always bitter about it. Only one present.”

“Well, it worked out alright for Jesus.”

“Did it? Going around turning water into wine all the time, dude clearly had a problem.”

“He only did that the once.”

“How come they’re always banging on about it then?”

Paul looked out the window as two blotto men in suits passed by, attempting to carry each other home. They were of an age to know better. One was singing, the other was crying.

“I think it was his first big miracle, wasn’t it? That and the loaves and fishes thing. The lad should’ve gone into catering. He would’ve cleaned up.”

“Loaves and fishes,” said Phil. “Is that not just basically fish fingers?”

On the laptop, they could hear a murmur of background conversation and what sounded like a stall door being closed.

“I’ve always wondered what goes on in the ladies’ toilets,” said Paul.

“Well you’re not finding out now, ye pervert.” Phil leaned forward and turned the sound down a couple more notches. “Do you think we’ve enough so far?”

Paul shrugged his shoulders. “I doubt it. I’m only guessing, but I think we need to get him specifically saying stuff about shagging. Offers and what not.”

“On a first date? Jesus. Who are these people?”

“Well, Phil, not everyone meets their missus over the Internet like you did.”

Phil pointed at the laptop. “These two met over the Internet.”

“Very different area of the Internet though. You were on the nicer end.”

Paul felt the phone in his pocket vibrate. He pulled it out and looked at the unknown number. 

“Who is it?”

“I don’t know.” Paul answered the call. “Hello?”

“Paul. Merry Christmas. Kevin Kelleher here, I just wanted to pass on season’s greetings to you and yours.”

“Ah, Kevin,” Paul said, while looking at Phil pointedly. “Lovely to hear from you. I hope you’re not bearing a grudge from my dog ripping the arse out of one of your lovely suits when she ran you off.”

“Oh not at all, Paul. I’ve got plenty of suits. In fact, I’ve a lovely new one on now. If you look out the right-hand window of your shitheap of a van, you can see for yourself.” 

Paul looked over. There on the far side of the road stood Kevin Kelleher, a wide grin on his lips. He waved. “It was a nice try and all, but did you really expect this to work?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Ha, sure you don’t. So when I go into La Rochelle around the corner, I won’t find our friend Mr Harrison with some floozy you’ve paid to throw herself at him. You were clever to find him through that website though, I’ll give you that.”

“How do you know that?”

“Lucky guess. Anyway, I’ve got old Jacob and his wandering libido on this tracking app I installed on his phone. He can’t go missing from me. Now if you’ll excuse me, I’ve to go inside and break up the happy couple.”

Having polished off the champagne, Jacob Harrison had moved on to the cognac, always his tipple of choice. He looked around the bar. The crowd had started to thin out as people drifted off home for the festivities. The redhead still sat at the bar, staring at her phone. Poor bitch. Looked like she was destined to be alone at Christmas. 

He watched Rebecca walking towards him, smiling as she sashayed around the tables. He noticed eyes following her. Who could blame them; she was stunning. He was going to have a very merry Christmas indeed.

She slid back into their booth, moving herself closer to him.

“So,” Jacob said, with a playful waggle of his eyebrows, “I have had a very naughty idea.”

“Yeah,” said a male voice, “I bleedin’ bet you have.”

Jacob whipped his head around. Kevin Kelleher was standing beside them. “Christ, Kevin. I wasn’t expecting to see you here.”

“Yeah, no kidding.” He turned to Rebecca. “The game’s up, love, grab your stuff and fuck off.”

“Excuse me?” said Rebecca.

“Jesus, Kevin, that was uncalled for.”

“Uncalled for? You fucking idiot.” Kelleher pointed an accusing finger at Rebecca. “You’ve been set up, you moron. She works for MCM. Didn’t I tell you that we’d be fine as long as you kept it in your pants for a few weeks? You weak little—”

“Jacob, I don’t know what he’s talking about. Who is this guy?”

“Drop the act, love. To be fair, as whores go, you’re a cute one, but that’s all you are.”

“What did you call me, ye knob gobbler? I’ll shove your teeth down your throat, ye shiny-faced bag of shite.”

Jacob looked at Rebecca in shock as her accent suddenly changed.

“Charming,” said Kelleher. “C’mon.” He reached across to grab her arm but stopped as the phone in his hand started to vibrate. “Ah, speak of the Devil.” He thumbed the answer button and raised the phone to his ear. “Mr Mulchrone, what can I do for you?”

“Before you put a finger on that girl, do yourself a favour and ask her who her auntie is.”

Kelleher stopped and looked at the girl.

“Why would I give two shits who her auntie is?”

“Because it’s Jacinta Phelan,” said Paul.

Kelleher withdrew his hand as if “Rebecca” were on fire. He looked at her for a long second. “OK. No harm done. Off you pop.”

Rebecca glared at him and then slowly slid back out of the booth and headed straight for the door.

“What the hell, dude?” said Harrison, in full-on huff mode.

Kelleher hung up the phone. “Relax, Jacob. Seeing as we’re here, let’s have a drink. Looks like you’ve suddenly got some free time.”


CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN



Brigit groaned appreciatively. 

“Say it.”

She let out a slow gasp of air and then fanned her face with her hand. “Oh. My. God.”

“Say it,” Anto repeated.

“I am not saying it.”

“Say it!”

Brigit looked across the table into his eyes. “Alright. This is a spectacular coq.”

Anto punched the air with delight. “Yes! C’mon! In your face, Jamie Oliver.”

“Seriously, you’ve got some mad culinary skills going on there. I am impressed.”

“Oh, you have only just begun to appreciate my talents.”

Brigit grinned. “Oh really?” Her bag started buzzing and she looked across at Anto. 

“It’s OK, take it.”

She took her phone out and answered it. “Hi, Phil, how’s everything going?”

As she listened to Phil, Anto watched the hope drain from her face.

“Crap. How did he know?”

There was more indistinguishable talk from the other end of the line.

“Damn it. Alright. Well, thanks for trying.”

Brigit glanced at Anto and then turned away. “Don’t worry about it, Phil, it’ll be alright. We’ll think of something… Yeah, Merry Christmas to you too.”

Brigit hung up the phone, then she tossed it onto the sofa. 

“Shit.”

Anto stood up, not exactly sure what to do with himself. “I take it the plan didn’t work then?”

Brigit shook her head and walked over to the sofa. “No.” She sat down. Anto could see tears in the corners of her eyes. “I suppose it was a long shot. I mean, your brothers knew we were going to try something. How do you rob a bank in broad daylight when they know you’re coming?”

Anto moved towards her. 

Brigit looked around the room. “I don’t suppose you have such a thing as a tissue?”

“Ehm, sure, I think I might have some in the bathroom.”

“Failing that, a bit of loo roll. I’m not feeling too proud.”

“I’ll be back in a minute.”

Anto left the room and nipped into the bathroom. He quickly fished his phone out of his pocket and saw the message from Kevin: “Got there in plenty of time. Dealt with!”

Anto had known Kev and Vinny were keeping tabs on Harrison to make sure he didn’t mess anything up, but he had still texted them when Brigit had let slip their little plan, just be sure nothing went awry. 

Anto typed out a quick response: “Excellent. I’m moving in for the kill. It’s going to be a damn good Xmas!”

He grabbed the box of tissues from the shelf, took a moment to compose himself and came back into the front room. 

Brigit was still sitting on the sofa, looking forlorn. He moved across and wordlessly presented the box of tissues.

“Thanks. Grab us my drink there, would you, please?”

“Sure.”

Anto picked up both glasses from the table and brought them over. Brigit blew her nose loudly on a tissue. Not the most graceful thing Anto had ever seen.

He handed her wine to her and sat down close to her on the sofa, placing a comforting arm around her.

“There now. C’mon, it’ll be alright. Look, I’ve been thinking. I can try and get into Kevin’s flat, see if I can’t get into his safe. That might give you the ammunition you need to get this stupid thing called off.”

She looked up at him, hope in her teary eyes. “You’d do that for us?”

“I’d do that for you.”

Brigit nervously took a gulp of her wine. 

Anto drained his near-full glass too; he didn’t want it spilling and staining his carpet. He put it on the back of the sofa, and then he reached across and gently put his fingers under Brigit’s chin, softly raising her face towards his as he moved forward and then…

She stood up suddenly. So suddenly that Anto nearly fell off the sofa. Brigit moved across to the table.

“You see, the thing about Phil – you remember I told you about Phil? Friend of Paul’s – actually, no, friend of ours. I really like him. Sure he’s a bit daft, but he has a great heart and a cracking memory.”

Anto looked up at Brigit. Suddenly he was getting a funny feeling that the earth had shifted in a way he didn’t really understand. 

“For example, he remembers you. He saw you last week when you walked me back to the office after lunch, and he remembered seeing you before.”

“Small world.” Only two words, but as he said them, Anto’s mouth had a peculiar feeling, like his tongue was no longer entirely under his control.

“It is that. Thing is, Phil remembers where and when he’d seen you before. The night that Paul got spiked and your brothers took those horrible pictures. You know, when they generally messed up his life and mine.”

Anto opened his mouth to speak but it seemed he had lost the facility. 

“Phil remembers passing you on his way out of the pub that night. Imagine having that good a memory?”

Anto put his hands down on the sofa; the room was starting to spin now. “What d… did…”

“What did I put in your drink when you were in the bathroom?” She was smiling down at him now. “Oh, just a little something for the pain. For mine and Paul’s, I mean. Your pain hasn’t started yet.”

“Ahhh… wahhh.”

“Sorry you went to all this trouble, but your little double-agent ruse has been rumbled. Thanks for passing on that message to your brother though – you actually got him right where we wanted him. And I’m afraid what you thought was going to happen tonight definitely isn’t. If I look in your bedroom, would I find a little concealed camera? I bet I would, you sleazy piece of crap.”

Anto looked down in confusion as he felt something drip onto his pants. He realised it was drool coming from his own mouth.

“Actually,” continued Brigit, “that’s not true because you see, though not in the way you intended, rest assured…”

Anto tried to stand. The world tilted on its axis.

Then nothing.

He lay unconscious on the floor. 

“You’re definitely getting screwed.”


CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT



DSI Susan Burns – or, as her older brother Keith still insisted on calling her, Little Suzie – parked her car up on the side of the cul-de-sac. It’d been a predictably hellish ninety-minute drive out to Maynooth. She had counted forty-seven instances of reckless driving. She could have filled every cell in a five-mile area with people who thought the rules of the road only applied to other people. 

She could hear the music pumping out of her brother’s house from here. His was the semi-detached with enough Christmas lights on it to be seen from space. She took a deep breath. She was about to be forced into polite conversation with men who were four drinks ahead of her. Her sister-in-law had made some tremendously unsubtle hints about friends of Keith’s from work being there. They were all engineers at Intel. Invariably she would have to smile at the same tedious gags about bringing handcuffs home with her. Maybe this year would finally be the year where she informed her family that she was a lesbian. 

She wasn’t, but the temptation to go with that as a way of knocking this kind of stuff on the head was occasionally overwhelming. She had a theory that more than a few lesbians were just straight and happily-single women who couldn’t face another awkward shove towards Nigel who once went skiing and supports Everton. 

She reached into the back seat and grabbed the jumper. She’d found it in a second-hand shop. She couldn’t face buying one of these monstrosities new. This particular monstrosity featured a reindeer wearing a demented grin. If she met such a creature in real life, she would be pulling it over on suspicion of massive cocaine use.

She was halfway through pulling it on when her phone started to ring. “Oh, for fuck’s sake. Hang on, Keith, I’m coming!”

She pulled her head through. It wasn’t Keith. Another name flashed up on the car’s control screen.

She pressed the button to answer. “Wilson, if this is about your holiday plans, then I’m sorry, but—”

“No, boss.”

“OK.”

“I just got a call from O’Mara at Pearse Street. Svetlana Mannis is a woman who works at Charlie’s jazz bar. It was closed today but she went in to surprise Noel Graffoe, the owner, with a birthday cake.”

“Christ, don’t tell me…”

“Dead, guv. They rang me because he had my card on him.”

DSI Burns ran her hand over her furrowed brow. “Natural causes?”

“I’m afraid not, boss. Initially, they were thinking robbery that went wrong but… I’m heading there now, but O’Mara said it looked like the guy had been slapped around a lot. Tied to a chair.”

“Crap. It could be a coincidence.”

There was silence on the other end.

“But,” continued Burns, “when have we ever been that lucky.” She pulled the ridiculous jumper off. “I’ll start making some calls. Let me know what you find at the scene.”

“Yes, guv.”

“I’m going to send a unit to Mr McGarry’s house too, see if he’d like to come in for a late-night chat and some mulled wine.”

“Yes, guv.”

She pressed the button to disconnect the call and then looked at her brother’s house again. With a sigh she restarted the car.


CHAPTER FORTY-NINE



His eyelids flickered open and registered light. Distant light.

It was a road, flanked by streetlights, traffic travelling slowly down it.

Then he noticed the flakes of snow that were meandering to the ground before his eyes.

Then, belatedly, his mind registered the message his body was screaming at him. Cold. Cold. Cold.

His body was shivering. 

His teeth rattled in his head, which felt like it was filled with cotton wool. 

Come to that, his head felt very weird. Freezing. His skin was…

None of this made any sense.

Then a pair of legs appeared in his field of vision and a head bent down to smile at him. Brigit Conroy.

“There he is. Wakey wakey, rise and shine. You’re missing the magical Christmas wonderland. Don’t you love the snow? It makes the whole place look so clean, doesn’t it? I mean, initially, before it ends up a shitty pile of sludge by the side of the road. There’s probably a metaphor in there but I can’t be arsed.”

Anto’s body was gradually gathering information. The reason it was so cold was because he was naked. Bollock naked. “Where am I?”

“Call yourself a true Dub? You should recognise the Phoenix Park. Although, admittedly, this is one of the less well-travelled parts.”

He was sitting on the ground, the uncomfortable ground. His back seemed to be resting on the trunk of a tree. Things were poking into his arse, his naked arse. Twigs. Pinecones.

“What’s going…” Anto stopped speaking. He had moved his hands to his face. His truly naked face. His beard was gone. He moved his hands to his head. His hair – all of his hair – was gone. He felt something soft on his otherwise bald scalp. He pulled it off and looked at it. It was his Santa hat.

“What the… You shaved me? You mad bitch!”

“Now now. Language.”

“What the fuck are you doing? This is assault.” The rage and the cold were finally clearing his foggy mind. “And you… you drugged me!”

“Really? You’re going to go for the moral high ground on that point, are you?”

He tried to stand. “Give me my clothes. This isn’t funny.”

“Well, that’s a matter of perspective. It’s hilarious from where I’m standing.”

“You mad—”

“Keep in mind, I’m your only way out of your current predicament, so go ahead – use the word bitch again and see what happens.”

“Give me my clothes. You’ve no right to do this!”

“Really? Like you’d the right to try and set me up as your sick little conquest. Like you’d the right to drug Paul and fuck with our lives. Like you’ve the right to try and destroy our business?”

“I’m calling the guards. You’re going to jail.”

Brigit pulled a face. “Oh dear, that’ll really ruin Christmas. Anyway, have a nice time getting in touch with nature.”

Brigit turned and started to walk away. Anto now saw that her car was sitting about twenty feet away in the darkness. 

“Wait. Please. I’m sorry!”

He leaned a hand on the tree trunk and managed to stand on his unsteady legs.

She threw a wave over her shoulder. “You most certainly are. A really sorry piece of shit.”

“Look. Can we talk about this? I’ve made some mistakes.”

Brigit opened the front door of her car, which creaked a little in protest. “It’s wonderful that you’re starting to see that. A real Christmas miracle.”

“You can’t just leave me here.”

“Can’t I? Watch me.”

“You bitch!”

“Oh dear, there’s that word again. Just when you were making such good progress.”

He ran towards her, his anger and desperation propelling him forward on his aching legs. 

When he’d travelled about six feet, his foggy mind registered the sensation of something attached to his left ankle just a fraction too late. The rope caught his leg and his momentum sent him sprawling to the ground. 

Brigit lowered the window. “Ouch! Not a good landing. Your leg is tied to the tree. Sorry, should’ve mentioned that. My bad.”

Brigit started the engine of her car. “You’ll untie it eventually, but it’ll take you some time. I was a Girl Guide.”

With a grinding noise, she released the handbrake of her car and put it in gear.

Anto spat the dirt from his mouth. “Wait. Please. I’m sorry. I can explain.”

“Oh please. Bit late for that. In fact…”

With a thunk, an object landed in the snow beside him. 

“There’s your phone. Go ring somebody who cares.”


CHAPTER FIFTY



Jacob Harrison stared mournfully into his drink. Kevin Kelleher slapped him on the shoulder.

“Oh, for Christ’s sake, Harrison, cheer up. You’re wrecking my buzz here. Today has been a great day.”

“How so?”

“How so?” Kelleher held his drink up triumphantly. “We have vanquished our foe. Foiled their nefarious scheme. Made Paulie Mulchrone look like a clueless dipshit. It’s all good.”

Over at the bar, the redhead was talking too loudly into her phone. “Yeah well, fuck you, Brian. Go back to her, but don’t think I’ll be waiting for you when she kicks you out again. I had plans for tonight, big plans. You are missing out!”

She slammed her phone down on the bar and held up her glass again. “Cheryl, fill this fucker up.” There was now a distinct slur to her voice.

Kelleher nodded in the redhead’s direction. “At least you’re not that sad sack. Nice arse, to be fair to her. Why is it the mental ones are always the best in bed?”

Harrison mumbled something under his breath.

“Oh, for Christ’s sake, cheer the fuck up!” 

“That’s easy for you to say,” snapped Harrison. “I’m the one who was on to a sure thing, until you messed it up.”

“Jesus, man, you seriously do have a problem.”

“Fuck you, what do you know about it? The wife won’t let me near the house or the kids. My own parents won’t speak to me. You’re not the one that’s going to be all alone at Christmas.”

“Christ, what I wouldn’t give to be alone at Christmas! No kids screaming at each other, wife nagging me, my ma complaining about every bloody thing. You can relax, put your feet up, eat something nicer than dry-as-a-desert turkey. You’re a lucky man. You should come around mine for Christmas dinner.”

Harrison looked up, his face full of hope. “Really?”

“Eh no, not really. I’ve got a sixteen-year-old niece, Jacob, and frankly, you’re a sex pest. But, on the upside, once we own MCM Investigations, you’ll have a bit of money again. And then you’re not a sex pest, you’re a player.”

“You’re really fucking rude, do you know that?”

Kelleher reached below the table and, with a quick glance around to make sure they were unobserved, grabbed Harrison’s nuts and hence his undivided attention.

“Listen to me, you little creep. You nearly just fucked this whole thing up, something me and my brothers have put a lot of work into. Be very, very happy I’m in a Christmas mood, because otherwise you’d be lying in a pool of your own blood somewhere. Do we understand each other?”

Harrison nodded.

“Good lad. You’re lucky it’s me you’re having this chat with. I’m the softie in the family. One of my brothers would have…”

Kelleher’s phone started to ring and he released his grip. “Oh, speak of the Devil.”

He placed the phone to his ear. “Mission accomplished, Anto?”

Harrison watched as the smile crumbled from Kelleher’s lips. 

“What? Where? Hang on, I’m on my way.”

Without another word, Kelleher stood up and rushed towards the doors.

Harrison raised his glass in toast at his back. “Merry bloody Christmas.”


CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE



Jacob Harrison threw back the last of his cognac and belched. He was starting to get heartburn. Of course he was. What a perfect evening. It was time to go home. Not “home” home – his future ex-wife had made it very clear that he was not welcome there. Even his own parents had backed her up. They always took everyone else’s side. Throughout his childhood they had invariably backed his two older siblings against him. He had never enjoyed their support. He was a truly self-made man. Fuck the lot of ’em!

And fuck Kevin Kelleher too. Wherever he’d gone, it seemed pretty clear he wasn’t coming back. Not that Jacob liked him. Kelleher was a tasteless oik who wore what money he had in a gauche manner, but at least his presence had meant he had someone to drink with. 

The two young couples in the corner, all of them looking like they’d just walked out of a Christmas TV ad, laughed uproariously. Jacob noticed one of the women glance in his direction and then look away. Were they laughing at him? The fuckers were laughing at him. Christ, could this day get any worse? Time to go back to his shitty flat and see what immigrants were willing to deliver a takeaway on Christmas Eve.

He stood on unsteady feet, bumping against the table in the booth. He was feeling a little woozy now. Maybe he’d had too much to drink. He’d hardly eaten anything before he left the flat.

He walked over to the bar and signalled to the brunette chatting at the other end that he wished to settle his bill. She nodded and walked over towards the register. 

Shit, his coat. As he turned back towards the booth to retrieve his forgotten grand’s worth of Louis Vuitton, he collided with someone walking the other way. Perfume filled his nostrils, white wine splashed on his shirt. He took a step back as the redhead glared at him. 

“Oh, for shit’s sake, you clumsy idiot. Why don’t you watch where you’re going?”

“Sorry, sorry.”

The woman brushed at the large white wine stain spreading across her cream blouse. “Sorry don’t do shit for me. Look at the state of this.”

He reached forward to try and assist and got slapped away.

“Keep your hands to yourself, you creepy little weasel.”

Harrison’s face reddened. “I was only trying to help.”

“I think you’ve done more than enough.”

The manager, Antoine, leaned over the bar. “Is there a problem here?”

“No problem,” said Jacob, forcing a smile. “Just a little accident. Can I buy the lady another one?”

“Sure,” said Antoine, giving them a tight smile. Jacob knew he was being assessed. Was his presence lowering the tone of the establishment? Tonight just got better and better.

“A large,” said the redhead. “And some tissues, if you’ve got them.”

They both stood at the bar, side by side, watching as Antoine had a quick word with the brunette, who eyed them and then nodded.

The redhead looked at her blouse again. “Look at the state of this. It’s ruined.”

“I’ll pay for the dry cleaning.”

“Too right you will. I’ve no time to go home. I’m meeting someone, you clumsy drunken idiot.”

Jacob had taken enough insults for one night. “No, you’re not. I think Brian decided to spend Christmas with his wife.”

She turned and glowered at him through squinted eyes. Jacob smiled back. “The whole bar heard your phone calls, you weren’t exactly quiet.”

“Yeah, well, he was one of many options. He can go spend Christmas with his family. He’s got a daughter about the same age as your date was. Y’know, the one that stormed out?”

“That’s not what that was.”

“Sure.” She smiled venom. “Course not. What is it with men like you that you’re so terrified of women your own age? You’d rather bang some airhead who’s barely out of school.” She slurred the last word.

“Probably because most women of your age are bitter old hags.”

She gave a humourless laugh. “That’s what you call a woman who won’t put up with your shit anymore, is it? Who isn’t cowed enough to lie there and fake it? Who isn’t interested in mentally rearranging her shoe collection while you wheeze and chug away, like a clapped-out motor trying to get up a hill?” 

“What would you know about it?”

“Just a hunch. I bet a real woman would have you shaking in your boots.”

“Oh really?”

She looked him up and down. “Without a doubt.”

Jacob hated this woman. He hated her smug grin, her fine figure and the mocking scorn that dripped from her every word. Why, then, could he feel more than his anger rising?

“What’s your name?”

She stopped and looked at him again. “Do you care?”

“No.”


CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO



Tina sat in the back of the van. From the front seat, Phil Nellis was taking an ill-advised stab at becoming a motivational speaker. 

“Ye shouldn’t feel bad about this, Tina. You’re a lovely girl. I’m sure, given time, you’d be able to convince any man to go to bed with you.”

She patted Maggie on the head and laughed. “Thanks a bleedin’ bunch, Romeo.”

Phil reddened. “I mean not me, obviously. I’m a happily married man, with a baby on the way. But other men, y’know.”

Tina pointed at Paul as he sat in the driving seat. “Like him?”

“Yeah, I mean. He’s sort of, well he’s not – well, he’s sort of in a relationship, but it’s complicated.”

“Is that right?” said Tina, in a teasing voice.

Phil nodded. “I mean, he keeps messing it up and that, but if he ever sorts himself out. You see—”

“OK,” said Paul loudly, “that’s enough of this line of conversation, I think.” He pulled the van over to the side of the road. They were just off Eustace Street. Paul took some notes out of his wallet. “As agreed, two hundred euros.”

Tina took it. “Cheers. Sorry it didn’t work out.”

“Oh, I wouldn’t say that. We’re going to have to stay here for a bit. I’ll call you a taxi if you like?”

Phil turned to look at Paul. “What do you mean we need to stay here?”

“We’ve got work to do.”

“What?”

“Remember how I asked you how you rob a bank in broad daylight when they know you’re coming?”

Phil looked around. “We’re robbing a bank?”

Paul sighed. “No, Phil. Remember how last week we talked about metaphors?”

“What you’re doing is talking in riddles.”

Paul took out his phone. “So, will I call you a taxi?”

“Actually,” replied Tina, “if I hang about, will I see that Harrison cock-muppet make a proper idiot of himself?”

“You just might do.”

Phil looked from Paul to Tina and then back again – as if watching a tennis rally. “How in the hell is she going to see that?” 

There was a knock on the back door of the van. 

Paul nodded back at it. “Tina, would you mind?”

Tina opened the door and Brigit climbed in.

“Hiya. You must be Tina?”

“I am.” 

They shook hands.

“Ah for…” Phil walloped the dashboard. “Brigit is involved now? Seriously, what in the hell is going on?”

I’ll explain in a second,” said Paul. “Did everything go alright at your end?”

Brigit nodded. “Yep. And on yours?”

Paul nodded. “Kevin Kelleher legged it out of there like something was on fire.”

“Well, Anto was certainly feeling the cold when I left him, so I’d imagine he needed big brother to come save him.”

“Seriously,” said Phil, “you two are working together again?”

They both looked sheepish.

“Sort of,” said Paul.

“In a manner of speaking,” said Brigit.

“This is doing my head in.”

“Look,” said Paul, “we didn’t tell you everything because, well, you aren’t going to like part of the plan.”

“I’m not currently liking any of the plan.”

“Can I take your dog for a walk?” This was Tina.

“Really?”

“Yeah. I like dogs and she’s got a nice vibe going on.”

Paul looked down at Maggie. Previously, her “vibe” had not been something that people had commented positively upon. 

“Sure,” said Paul.

“Oh no,” said Phil, causing the other occupants of the van to look at him in surprise. “I mean, as a soon-to-be father of a daughter, no disrespect, but I don’t want you wandering around this kind of area at this time of night. There are a lot of drunken men around.”

There was a moment of embarrassed silence before Brigit stepped in.

“Ehm, Phil, I’m sure Tina here is well able to take care of herself.”

“I know, no disrespect meant to you at all now, Tina. Just, y’know, in this job you see how badly men behave.”

“It’s not like that comes as a shock.”

“And,” continued Brigit, pointing down at the dog, “she is taking Maggie – as in Maggie – for a walk.”

Phil nodded. “Right. Yeah. Point taken. Still though, somebody needs to explain what the plan is, as apparently what I thought was the plan isn’t the plan.”

Paul looked at Brigit. “He’s going to hate this.”

Brigit grinned. “Don’t look at me! You tell him.”

“Somebody better tell me something soon or my head is going to explode!”

“OK, Phil. Seeing as Kelleher was watching Harrison like a hawk, we figured there was a good chance he’d catch Tina here in her attempts to… y’know.”

“Right,” said Phil.

Brigit pointed over Paul’s shoulder, to alert him to the taxi that was pulling up outside of the Phoenix Apartments building opposite.

“So, how you rob a bank when they know you’re coming is that you pretend to rob it…”

They all watched as Jacob Harrison exited the taxi.

“And then when they think they’ve caught you…”

“You rob it for real,” finished Brigit.

Phil watched as someone else got out of the taxi behind Harrison.

“Ah no.”

Brigit nodded. “Yep.”


CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE



As the lift doors closed, Jacob Harrison attempted to push himself against her. 

The redhead slapped him in the face and pushed him back. “No. Not yet.”

Harrison rubbed his jaw. “You’re a crazy bitch, you know that?”

“Shut up. When I want to hear you talk, I’ll tell you. To be clear, when we’re doing it, I don’t want to look at your stupid face, and when we’re done, I want you to get the hell out.”

“Fine by me. I don’t even know your name.”

She gave him a humourless smile. “I know.” 

The doors opened on the top floor. 

“You’re in the penthouse?”

She walked out of the lift, not looking back. “Well spotted. The ladies must go wild for your keen mind.” 

She took a key out of her bag and quickly unlocked the door. She pushed it open and stood to the side. “Get in.”

“I love it when—”

“Shut up. I’ve no interest in what you think is charm.”

Harrison moved inside. He really hated this woman. 

She closed the door behind them and leaned against it. He moved towards her only to be kneed in the knackers. 

“Jesus.” Harrison collapsed onto the carpet. 

“That’s for the crack about woman my age back in the bar. I’m going to change into something that is frankly far too good to be wasted on the likes of you. Get yourself up. There’s a jacuzzi out on the balcony. If you’re not in it naked in two minutes, this whole sick affair is over and I’ll call security and have you thrown out.”

Harrison stared at her high heels as she walked away, disappearing through a door at the far side of the suite. With difficulty, he gradually pulled himself off the floor. The room was incredible: a sunken lounge area, a kitchen behind a glass wall, tasteful furnishings in red and cream, a TV that was bigger than his car. He picked himself up and staggered towards the balcony, dropping his jacket on a sofa and unbuttoning his trousers. 

Her mocking voice carried behind him. “So, tell me what you’re going to do to me, big boy.”

Harrison opened the balcony door, and a cold breeze ripped into him. He quickly slipped out of his shirt. He looked down at Dublin stretching away beneath them. God, he felt so damn alive. 

“I’m going to…”

Over the next three minutes or so, Jacob Harrison proceeded to tell her exactly what he was going to do, as he undressed and plunged into the bubbling hot waters of the jacuzzi that sat on the balcony, enjoying the relief from the biting December chill. This place was bloody amazing. 

He was talking, a stream-of-dirty-consciousness, making promises that even a part of his drunken, lust-filled brain realised were very probably impossible, both to him and quite possibly to any man. Still. He was angry, he was horny, he was…

She appeared at the door, wearing a robe, her arm stretched above her head as she leaned against the doorway.

He growled at her. 

“OK, that’s enough. Is that enough?”

The last question wasn’t directed at him. It was directed at the four figures who had appeared behind her. 

He recognised the man who had appeared at the window when he’d been having his massage. Kelleher had later told him it was Paul Mulchrone. Beside him was a woman, holding a camcorder. “Oh yeah,” she said. “I’d imagine between this, and the cameras there, there and there…”

Numb, Harrison watched as she pointed at a small red light in the corner of the balcony and a couple more dotted around the room behind her. 

“We have very detailed coverage of Mr Harrison’s recovery from his fears of – what was it? Oh yes, sex, heights and water. Quite miraculous.”

Beside her stood the girl Harrison had known as Rebecca. She waved at him. She was also holding a German Shepherd on a lead. It was so incongruous, he’d later wonder if he’d imagined it. Behind her stood a lanky bloke, holding his hand over his eyes.

The redheaded woman pulled off a wig to reveal that she actually had a short auburn bob. “OK, that’s a wrap, kids. Can someone get this idiot out of my hot tub.”

“Ehm,” said Mulchrone, “you know it’s not actually yours.”

“You’ve rented this place for the night, Paulie, and I intend to make full use of it. Abdul is coming over as soon as you’re gone.” She looked back at Harrison. “I guess we’ll have to change the water.”

The lanky bloke finally spoke. “Ah Jesus, Auntie Lynn, would you stop embarrassing me?”

“Embarrassing you? This is the thanks I get?”

A dim distant part of Harrison’s brain noticed that the redhead also now sounded a lot less drunk, and had a lot more Dublin in her accent. 

She turned back to Harrison and threw him a towel. “Seriously, bugger off, there’s a good lad. Oh, and just as an FYI…” She pulled open her robe. “No man has ever turned this down!”

“JESUS!” That was the lanky one again. 

She closed her robe again. “Oh calm down, Phil, I’m allowed to have a bit of fun.”

“Not that.” He held his phone up. “I got a message. There’s a message. I have received a message. Oh Jesus, oh Jesus, oh Jesus.”

Paul looked him up and down. “I think you finally broke Phil’s brain, Auntie Lynn.”

“I’m not your auntie.”

“Sorry, I keep forgetting.”

Brigit stepped forward and took Phil’s phone out of his hand. “Oh crap.”

“What?”

“It’s from Da Xin. Her contractions have started.”

For the first time, the redhead looked panicked. “For Christ’s sake, get my clothes!”


CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR



Brigit and Paul stood side by side on the balcony, watching the snow. It was falling gently, the flakes dancing down towards the street below.

Brigit watched on as Phil and Auntie Lynn rushed across the street beneath them towards the van, Tina and Maggie scampering to keep up.

“Why is that Tina girl going?”

Paul shrugged. “I think because she’s attached to Maggie and Maggie decided she was going.”

“Ah,” said Brigit. “At least she can drive the van. I don’t think either Phil or Lynn are in the best state to do so.”

“Should you be criticising other people’s driving?”

Brigit shot him a look. 

He gave her a nervous smile. 

Then they watched as Jacob Harrison emerged onto the street and skulked away like a beaten dog. 

“Now there goes a man who is not having a great Christmas,” said Paul.

“Oh, I dunno. I think he’s getting exactly the Christmas he deserves. By the way, do I want to know how much this room is costing the company?” asked Brigit.

Paul winced. “I seriously doubt it. To be fair, the options of places with a jacuzzi were pretty limited.”

“I can imagine. We don’t really have the climate for it.”

As they watched on, the MCM ice cream van made a phenomenally illegal U-turn that was greeted by a cacophony of car horns.

A familiar voice carried up on the cold winter’s breeze. “We’re having a baby!” 

“So…” said Brigit.

“So…” said Paul.

“I should get going. I need to get back to Leitrim for Christmas and I should get moving before this snow starts messing up the roads.”

“Right, yeah. How’s your da?”

“Grand. Loved up, weird as that is to say. Him and the new girlfriend are going great guns.”

“Are you alright with that?”

Brigit thought about it. “Yeah, yeah, I suppose I am. I mean, it’s weird, but it’s good weird. Life’s too short to spend it regretting stuff or moping about and…”

She stopped talking as he leaned across and kissed her.

She kissed him back.

Then she pushed him away. “And what was that for?”

“Life being too short.” He gave her a nervous smile. “So here’s the thing – I’m an idiot.”

“Tell me something I don’t know.”

“I’m an idiot who loves you and I’m an idiot who is truly sorry for, well, y’know…”

“Being an idiot?” finished Brigit.

“Yeah. That. I almost messed everything up and…”

“Keep going.”

“And… and if you’ll let me, I’d like to spend the rest of my life being less of an idiot.”

“Is this your way of asking for your job back?”

Paul shrugged. “I guess.”

“Well, you can’t have it.”

“Really?”

“Really.”

“OK.” Paul nodded. “No, that’s fair. I did mess up badly.”

“You did, but that isn’t the reason. You see, as your boss, which I basically would be, there are strict rules on what I can and can’t ask you to do.”

Paul gave her a confused look. 

“But as a woman you do not work for, I can mostly say whatever I like.”

“I suppose.”

“Like, for example, get your clothes off and get into that hot tub right now.”

“Yes, boss.”


CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE



Fintan O’Rourke awoke with a start, his heart racing. On impulse, he reached out to the other side of the bed, before remembering that there was nobody there. He dragged in a deep breath before slowly releasing it. A nightmare, just another nightmare.

He closed his eyes again for an instant before sitting bolt upright.

If he was alone in the house, why could he hear music?

He stopped and listened, trying to settle his breathing. There was definitely music – Ella Fitzgerald, unless he was very much mistaken. 

He sat on the side of the bed and slid his feet into his slippers, simultaneously picking up the golf club that sat by the nightstand.

He limped slowly towards the bedroom door. When he had been thrown off the balcony of his own study two years ago by a man he had considered a friend, he had broken both of his legs, among many other injuries. Despite the left one being a worse break, the right hadn’t healed as well. He now suffered from stabbing pains, particularly in the mornings, or if for some reason he had to get out of bed in the middle of the night. 

He glanced at the bedside table: 11:46 pm. He’d gone to bed early because he hadn’t been able to think of a damn thing else to do. 

He slowly opened the bedroom door.

The music was coming from his study, one floor up. A shiver of déjà vu ran down his spine. It couldn’t be. Could it? 

He walked up the stairs slowly, the golf club clutched in his sweaty grip, his heartbeat pounding in his ears, giving an unwanted driving rhythm to Ella Fitzgerald crooning “They Can’t Take That Away from Me”. A murmur of conversation mingled below the music. 

He took a deep breath and pushed open the door. He had known what to expect, yet at the same time, he couldn’t quite believe his eyes.

Bunny McGarry sat in the leather easy chair in front of the TV, his hurley sitting on his lap, his sheepskin overcoat slung over the arm of the chair. He raised a tumbler of O’Rourke’s own whiskey at him in toast. “Commissioner, up your arse.”

“What in the hell are you doing here?”

Bunny took a sip of the whiskey and looked at the glass as he spoke. “Oh, I think you know the answer to that.”

O’Rourke looked around the room. “Who were you talking to?”

Bunny shrugged. “Nobody.”

“First sign of madness.”

“Oh, I don’t think it was the first sign in my case.”

O’Rourke moved quickly across the room and snatched the half-empty bottle of whiskey from the table. 

“I have to say, I’m not enjoying this dram as much as the last one I had here.”

“Tough. I’ve had to make some economies, what with not having a job anymore, thanks to you.” O’Rourke poured himself a generous measure and then put the bottle back on the drinks cabinet where it belonged.

“Oh, I think you’re giving me too much credit, Commissioner.”

O’Rourke threw back most of his drink in one gulp and felt it burn in his chest. “Stop calling me that.”

“Do they not let you keep the title after you retire?”

“Not when you retire like I did. How the fuck did you manage to get in here again? The supposedly sophisticated alarm system this house has was upgraded after your last visit.”

Bunny nodded. “Yeah, it was alright. I had to hit it several more times with my sophisticated stick to get by it this time.” Bunny patted the hurley on his lap.

O’Rourke seethed. He was going to string that yappy little sod from the security company up by the knackers this time. 

Bunny took another sip of his whiskey as O’Rourke sat down behind his desk, taking the weight off his aching legs. 

“I hope my visit won’t be disturbing your good lady wife?”

O’Rourke shook his head. “She’s moved out. Gone down to Kerry. The kids are spending Christmas with her.”

“Is that right? ’Twas the night before Christmas and all through the house, nothing was stirring, feck all.”

“Most amusing, Bunny. I’m sure you’ll be the belle of the ball in prison when I have you arrested for breaking and entering.”

“Ha, that’d be the least of my worries.”

O’Rourke leaned back in his chair. “Got yourself some other troubles, have you?”

“I think you know I do, Fintan. They dug up a couple of bodies in the Wicklow Mountains there last week.”

“I saw it on the news.”

“I’m sure you did. That’s when you sent that wallet into the Gardaí – anonymously, of course. You wouldn’t have been keen on explaining how you got hold of it.” 

O’Rourke smirked. “For the record, I’ve no idea what you’re talking about.”

“Save it. Like I’d really be wearing a wire for this. You can spare me listening to ye denying you were Gerry Fallon’s performing monkey for twenty years too.”

“None of that was ever proven.” O’Rourke’s smirk fell away, leaving only a bitter snarl.

“Thanks to Gerry Fallon not waking up from his coma yet, no, it hasn’t. Fingers crossed for a Christmas miracle on that score. Still, though, we had our little chat down on your lawn that night. I don’t know if you remember it? You weren’t at your best.”

“You nearly killed me. You should be in prison for that.”

“We could’ve been cellmates. Unfortunately, it was tricky for you to press charges without talking about the Fallon stuff in court, and your brief wasn’t too keen on that, I believe. They’d not enough evidence to convict you on the Fallon thing, but they obviously had more than enough for the Garda Síochána to be in a mad rush to find a window to shove you out of.” Bunny looked pointedly towards the door that led onto the balcony behind O’Rourke. “Sorry, Fintan, bad choice of words.”

“So, they’re after you for a double murder, are they? I hope you’re enjoying your last ever Christmas of freedom.”

“D’ye know,” said Bunny, ignoring O’Rourke’s last statement, “in a way, I always knew. Not about the Fallon thing, but when Gringo and those two other poor fools had the idea of ripping off Tommy Carter all those years ago, it never made that much sense to me. I mean, how were they going to get away with it? They had to have someone higher up, covering their tracks.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about, Bunny. DS Tim Spain was buried in 1999 as a hero, gunned down in the line of duty while assisting in the biggest drugs bust in the history of the state. I distinctly remember speaking at his funeral.”

Bunny’s hand flexed around the hurley. “Yeah, Fintan, you always talked a good game.”

O’Rourke leaned forward, warming to his subject. “This wallet you speak of though. Assuming that Gringo had it because he was with you up in the mountains where these two individuals were killed, I don’t know how you think I would have got hold of it. I mean, unless your closest, dearest friend betrayed you?”

Bunny gave O’Rourke a long look. “Gringo wasn’t a perfect man, not by any means, but he did the right thing in the end. More than can be said for you.”

“For a man wanted for a double murder, you’re rather preachy this evening.”

“Here’s the thing though, Fintan. You wanted your revenge on me, fine, I don’t really mind, but d’ye know what bothers me about you? For a smart man, you’re blind to collateral damage. Through your toadying for Gerry Fallon, innocent people got killed. I mean directly, not accounting for the death toll of the drugs he brought into the country.”

“Gerry Fallon has been out of the picture for quite some time, Bunny. I don’t know if you’ve seen the papers, but the drugs are still there. It’s like holding back the sea.”

Bunny shrugged. “That’s as may be. Perhaps that’s the difference between you and me, Fintan. You fought the fights you thought you could win; I fought the fights that needed to be fought.”

“Oh, spare me.”

“No, I won’t. When I leave here, d’ye know where I’m going? The Rock. Yeah, the place where we found Fallon had stashed his psycho little brother away. Do you know why? Because of Simone, a woman you never met. She was on the run from some gold-plated evil bastards. We killed two of them. I’m sure when the bodies turned up, it really was Christmas for you. On its own, the wallet was feck all – but with the bodies, jackpot!”

O’Rourke nodded as he held up his glass in a mock toast. “It’s the most wonderful time of the year.”

“And now that you’ve used that wallet to get me, you’re going to hurt her too. Another innocent for that list etched upon your dirty soul. Forces you don’t understand, I don’t understand, are moving now. They think they can get to her through me. I have to do whatever it takes to prevent that from happening.”

A moment of silence stretched out between them as O’Rourke knocked back the last of his drink. 

“You’re wrong, you know. I did meet her. Simone. Nice girl. Gringo explained it all to me, you see. After the mess you’d made and then all that business on the beach, there was too much crap. Too many loose ends, waiting to trip us up. I knew I had to get her away from here. It was too dangerous. Something would come out and take us all down. I was protecting you, believe it or not.”

“My hole.”

“Alright.” O’Rourke gave a sad smile. “I was protecting myself too, of course. I spoke to her that night you were in the hospital, when she came to see you. I told her that I knew she was wanted for murder in the States and that you’d buried two bodies in the mountains. I said the only way I could protect you was if she was gone. Just so you know, she cried when she wrote that note.”

Bunny said nothing, staring at O’Rourke with unnerving intensity.

“She wanted me to give it to you – the note, I mean, but I said I couldn’t. I said you couldn’t know I knew, it would just further complicate things. I asked her if she wanted help to get out of the country but she didn’t. I dropped her back to a street in Rathmines and she disappeared. I still don’t know how. Do you?”

When Bunny spoke again, his voice was different. There was an icy cold to it. “You sent her away?”

O’Rourke pounded on the desk with his fist. “Wake up, you moron! I protected you! What? Did you think you could set up house together and play happy families? That nobody else would come looking for her? Or did you think you could ride off into the sunset? She was a murderer! Gringo was dead and I needed you here to help cover up the shit. And you did.”

“You ruined my life.”

“Oh, grow up. I saved it. For all the thanks it got me. We were friends.”

Bunny stood up. “The fuck we were. You used me, just like you use everybody.”

O’Rourke stood. “Screw you, you ingrate muck savage. Life isn’t as ludicrously simple as you seem to think it is. I tried to help you – now look at me! My wife wants to divorce me, my kids won’t speak to me. I’m a pariah. People I’ve known for years – decades – cross the street to avoid me. All because of you. You ruined my life!”

“Ara feck off, Fintan. You ruined your life. You took the money, you sold your soul. I’ve done a lot wrong, Christ knows, but I never did that. I never took money to look the other way.”

“Oh, so noble. Is that what you’d like carved on your gravestone?”

O’Rourke raised his right hand, in which was held a handgun.

“Interesting fact for you, Bunny, if you reach assistant commissioner level and you retire, even if you retire in disgrace while they’re still trying to figure a way to throw you in jail, you have the right to hold a firearm in the house for your personal protection. There’s a lot of bad people with grudges knocking about.”

“You going to shoot an unarmed man, Fintan?”

“No. I’m going to shoot a trespasser with a history of violence. Any last words?”

Bunny laughed. “D’ye know, Fintan, that’s something else that’s different between you and me. I don’t think I ever prized my own life as highly as you prize your fecking ego. Honestly, I’m not expecting to live through the night. You see, I’m the one route that anyone has to get to Simone. So I’m going to The Rock of all places, to finish this, because it has to happen somewhere and I want there to be no innocent parties around.”

“So you picked there for your elephant’s graveyard, did you?”

Bunny shrugged. “We’ve all got to go some time, somewhere. There. Here. What difference does it make? Ultimately, it’s all the same.”

O’Rourke tutted. “So defeatist, Bunny. You really have lost your edge. That, and letting me catch you cold like this.”

“Yeah, I’ve lost my edge.” Bunny looked down at the floor, as if saying a final prayer. 

Then he looked back up. “Of course, I’m not the one who doesn’t know the difference between the weight of a loaded gun and an empty one.”

“What?”

Bunny reached his hand into his pocket and pulled something out. 

He extended it before him and one by one let the bullets fall onto the wooden floorboards, each one thunking in turn.

“I just wanted to see you. Let you know that I know it was you. I also wanted you to know that by trying to get your revenge on me, you’ve put an innocent woman in danger. A good woman. That’s you though, isn’t it, Fintan? Not giving two shites about collateral damage.”

O’Rourke opened his mouth to say something but no words would come. 

“Do you even remember why you became a guard? I mean, at some point you must have had some higher ideals, before your own greed and ambition ate you alive.”

O’Rourke stared at the tabletop in front of him, his teeth biting into his lower lip hard enough to draw blood. 

He didn’t look up as, with a thunk, a final bullet landed on the table in front of him. 

“That should be all you need.”

O’Rourke placed the gun down on the table and collapsed into the chair behind him.

He watched in silence as Bunny picked up his hurley and coat and left.

He also watched in silence as Bunny re-entered the room a few moments later, walked across to the drinks cabinet and snatched up the bottle of whiskey.

“And I’m taking this. Merry Christmas.”


CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX



“Jingle bells… snow is falling… something something… had a very shiny doo-dah… walking in a winter funderland.”

Brigit Conroy was a woman of many talents, but even she would admit that remembering song lyrics was not one of them. However, the radio in her car was broken, and all it got now was the fuzzy signal of a dance music station that sounded like roadworks, so she was entertaining herself with badly-remembered lyrics and butchered melodies. She was an absolute nightmare in a sing-song. In school, that old biddy Sister Riordan had made her stand at the back of the choir and mouth along so she wouldn’t put off the other girls. She actually had a decent singing voice, it just couldn’t stay on the straight and narrow of what the song was. In a way, it was not dissimilar to her driving.

She was on the N17. A car that had been behind her for a couple of miles overtook, the driver honking and gesturing. She waved happily. She was in too good a mood to have some impatient arsehole ruin it for her. The snow was coming down steadily now. It was going to be a white Christmas, something that was magical – as long as you were inside when it happened. The roads out this way weren’t great at the best of times and she couldn’t imagine roadside assistance would be that easy to come by. Still, she was less than an hour from Leitrim. All going well, she’d be in front of a blazing fire by 3am with a mulled wine in hand. So far tonight everything had gone bloody brilliantly, and she was fully expecting her run of luck to continue.

“Christmas tree, you and me… ehm, K I S S I N G.” Brigit giggled to herself. 

Just then her phone rang. She could see on the screen that it was Nora Stokes. The most valuable thing in Brigit’s car was the Bluetooth hands-free kit that she had installed last year because, although it may’ve come as a shock to other road users, she took safety very seriously.

She pressed the button.

“Nora, Nora, Nora. Merry Christmas! And a very merry Christmas it has been!”

“Yeah, hi, Bridge.”

“What are you doing ringing this late? Actually, forget that. Ask me what I’ve been up to tonight.”

“What?”

“I said, ask me what I’ve been up to tonight. There have been developments. Several developments. One of them happened in a hot tub.”

“Right. Glad to hear it. Thing is…”

Brigit started singing again. “When I get that feeling—”

“Brigit. Shut up.”

The tone of Nora’s voice stopped her stone dead. “OK.”

“I met with Bunny tonight. Well, last night now.”

“OK.”

“No, no, it isn’t. Nothing is OK.”

“Actually it is. The whole thing with Harrison has been—”

“Brigit!” Nora sounded really irritated now. “You need to shut up and listen to me, alright?”

“OK, sorry.”

“What I’m… I’m technically breaking attorney-client privilege here, alright. I’ve been going back and forward on this all night, so just shut up and listen.”

Brigit nodded at the phone, then realised that was stupid. “Right. Of course.” 

“Bunny… confessed.”

“To the Harrison thing?”

“No, not that. Those two bodies they found up in the Wicklow Mountains last week. He confessed to killing them.”

“What?!”

“Yes. That’s not all though…”


CHAPTER FIFTY-SEVEN



Bunny poked the ashes of the makeshift fire with the last piece of wood before sticking it on. The smoke was thick but the natural air current carried it up the tunnel and out into the night. Everything had been cleared out, leaving the bunker more like the cavern it would have originally been. The steel doors were gone, as were all the furnishings, bar the milk crate he was currently sitting on. Ragged scraps of carpeting were the only sign that it had ever been any more than a cave.

The fire had maybe another hour in it, at best, then he’d be cold and alone. The only piece of wood he had left was the hurley, but he’d rather die than burn that. That would be sacrilege. There was a dodgy torch he’d found in the back of Jesus Malone’s loaner car, but it needed a hard wallop on the side to do anything. He kept it off for the moment, trying to conserve the batteries.

It had taken him quite a while to find the place, isolated as it was. He had headed for the town of Bandon and then eventually found it after a few false starts. It would’ve been reasonably straightforward in the daytime, but at night, with snow falling, it had been quite a challenge. As he’d driven, he’d passed houses covered in Christmas lights, with smoking chimneys. He’d caught the occasional glimpse through a front window of another kind of life. He felt like a ghost, passing through a world he’d only vaguely known. 

Eventually, he’d nearly hit a sign covered in snow that was actually advertising The Rock. Someone had tried to turn it into a tourist attraction. The official pitch had been that you could come and see an honest-to-God nuclear bunker, built by a loony old farmer in the sixties who thought the Russians were coming to Sligo. That’s what they pretended, but the poorly disguised real pitch had been, “Come see the dungeon under an ordinary-looking farmhouse where the monster Fiachra Fallon was kept for thirty years.” He had read about it in the papers last year. It had opened to the public and closed three weeks later. Whatever people’s morbid fascination with murder, there hadn’t actually been that much to see. Apparently, the TripAdvisor reviews had been scathing. 

Since then, it had seemingly lain empty, although the scrawls on the walls indicated the local youth occasionally hung out there. From what he could see as the flames flickered against the stone, the place was now an impromptu monument to the fact that country kids really couldn’t do graffiti properly. The house above it stood more or less intact but empty. Nobody wanted to live somewhere so much evil had occurred. Bunny had taken a quick look inside but then rejected it. He needed somewhere with one way in and one way out. He needed what lay beneath.

The shed that had stood outside the bunker’s entrance was gone, as indeed was the actual entrance. The big steel door had been ripped out, presumably sold for scrap. Whatever was about to happen tonight, if the bombs started dropping, Bunny would not survive it. 

He blew into his hands and pulled his sheepskin coat tighter around him. He may be alone but he wasn’t lonely. He had ghosts for company.

Zayas: “So this is it, Detective? This is where you come to die? Where you have chosen to come and face the shadows that have been stalking you?”

Gringo: “Amigo, are you sure this is the best way to be spending the Crimbo? While I appreciate your sense of style, are you positive the Butch and Sundance ending is how you want to go?”

He ignored them. He wasn’t in a talkative mood. Instead, he took the note that he kept in the back of his wallet out and read it again. 

He had read it countless times before, but it felt very different now. Now he knew that Rigger O’Rourke had been standing over Simone, telling her she had no choice. That she had to leave to save him. All those long nights spent wondering if he had been a damn fool to think the relationship had been more than it was. Now he knew that he had been a lot of things, but he hadn’t been wrong.

Across the fire, Simone sat looking back at him. 

“I know what you’re thinking. Not very Christmassy? The trick is not to think of it as a bunker. Think of it as a stable and it becomes a lot more festive.” Bunny looked into the flames and watched them dance. “Maybe I’m right, maybe I’m wrong. Maybe there aren’t shadows chasing me, trying to get to you. Maybe it is all just my mind running away on me. Either way, something is coming, whether I like it or not.” Bunny hesitated. “Maybe if you could speak you’d tell me it’s never too late.”

He looked up as he heard a sound coming from the tunnel to his right and noticed the beam of a torch bouncing against the walls.

“But I think it might be.”

Brigit prided herself on being a very practical woman. She’d been a nurse, for God’s sake. You can’t have ideas above your station when you regularly have to change bedpans. She’d also grown up on a farm, so she had never been the fairy princess type. 

Still, that night, she had made an effort and worn heels. She’d been on a date, after all. Yes, it had been with a man she had known was lying to her, and whom she had been intending to drug – in order to exact a suitable vengeance on the despicable little shite – but still, a date was a date and she had wanted to look nice. Admittedly, she had regretted wearing heels when she had been dragging the unconscious Anto Kelleher into and out of her car, but you couldn’t plan for every eventuality. Given the complexity of the plan – which they had executed to near-perfection – her inappropriate footwear had been a minor quibble.

Then, she and Paul had “made up their differences” – twice, in fact! Once in a hot tub. After that, she had got into the car to drive home. Then the phone call from Nora Stokes had rather blown what had been a previously excellent evening all to hell. Bandon, as it happened, had only been an hour out of her way. She had debated several other courses of action, but nothing else made sense. Bunny had saved her before; she owed it to him to try and save him, even if it was from himself. 

What he had told Nora perhaps gave some context to how he had been acting. She didn’t know what to think, but she knew she had to do something. So here she was, walking down a tunnel in inappropriate footwear. The last time she had been here, she had been with Paul and Bunny, and there had been a monster at the other end. That time, she had at least been wearing sensible shoes. This time, she had the torch from her car in one hand and a tyre iron in the other, because she was a practical woman. 

As she approached the bottom of the tunnel, she could see flames flickering dimly against the far wall.

The shoes, impractical though they were, turned out to be a godsend. As she reached the bottom of the tunnel, she slipped and lost her balance. So she was already falling when a madman with a hurley wheeled around the corner, in a practised motion designed to take somebody’s head off. The beast roared as the stick clattered into the rock wall above her head.

The torch in Brigit’s hand shone upwards, into the demented visage of Bunny McGarry. 

“Fucking hell!”

He looked down in confusion. “Conroy? What the bloody hell are you doing here?”

“Thankfully falling on my arse, otherwise you’d have decapitated me, ye mad old bastard.”

He reached a hand down to help her up. “Jesus, girl, you shouldn’t be here.”

With Bunny’s assistance, Brigit was able to ungraciously get her wounded pride and bruised arse back on her impractically-shoed feet. “I shouldn’t be here? Neither should you. For Christ’s sake, Bunny, what the hell are you thinking?”

She glanced behind him and saw the small campfire in the centre of the room. 

“I’m…” He glanced up the tunnel behind her. “It’s complicated. How did you even know I was here?”

“You told Nora where you were heading. She said you made a big deal out of it.”

Bunny whacked the hurley off the wall in frustration. “Of course I did. I was doing it so they would hear.”

“What? Who?”

“The people who’ve been following me for the last few days, since those bodies were discovered. They bugged our offices.”

“Oh, for God’s sake! Bugged? Did you get that off Phil?”

“Paulie told me.”

“Jesus, Phil Nellis – the man who still believes the moon landings were faked and filmed on the Arran Islands – thinks our offices are bugged. Even if him and the dodgy bit of kit Paul bought off the Internet are right, it’ll have been the Kelleher brothers.”

Bunny shook his head. “I don’t think so.”

Brigit tried to soften her tone. She’d come here to reason with a man who was clearly losing his mind. The shock of nearly losing her head had made her forget that. “Look, Bunny, I know you’re worried. You’re involved with those bodies, but I’m sure you had your reasons. We can explain it. Work something out.”

Bunny shook his head. “It’s too late for that, and it’s not the Gardaí I’m worried about.”

“The people? The ones following you?”

He nodded.

“Bunny, there’s nobody following you.”

“Think about it. They had that picture of me and Simone. Gringo had given it to the fella at the US Embassy. That’s how Zayas found Simone in the first place. So, when his body showed up, they must’ve thought that I know where she is. I got a lad I know to stick Zayas on a ferry manifest at the time, throw them off the scent. Over the years, I’ve been suspicious that somebody might have come looking, but nothing like now.”

In the half-light of the beam of her torch, she looked at Bunny’s face. He couldn’t look directly at her. His breath was coming in pants; his cheeks were flushed.

She rubbed her hand along his arm. “You need to calm down. None of this is making any sense.”

He put his hand on her shoulder. “Seriously, Conroy, you need to get out of here, right feckin’ now. They’re coming. This is where I make my stand.”

“With what? A hurley?”

“Well, that. And this…” Bunny pulled what looked to Brigit a lot like a small toy gun out of his pocket. “To be honest, I should’ve got myself a proper gun. I wasn’t really thinking straight. I don’t suppose you’ve got one?”

“No.”

“Well, no harm in asking. Now, you need to get out of here.”

“I’ll leave if you come with me.”

“I can’t.”

“Then I’m staying.”

Bunny turned around and paced back into the cave. He tossed the hurley on the ground and ran his fingers through his hair. “Jesus, Conroy, it’s not what you think.”

“Bunny, it’s nearly 3 am on Christmas morning, nobody is coming. Listen to yourself, would you? I’ve just been outside. There’s nobody around for miles.”

He stared down at the fire.

“I’m telling you, they’re coming.”

Brigit moved across and stood behind him. When she spoke, it was as softly and calmly as she could. “Look, how’s about you come home to Leitrim with me, hey? We’ve got a nice spare room. You can get a good night’s sleep and a good meal inside you and things will look a lot different.” She reached forward and put his hand in hers. She could feel it trembling in her grasp. “Come on, let’s get out of here. I’m doing my goose-fat roast potatoes for dinner, they’ll blow your mind.”

He stood there looking into the flames for what felt like a very long time, before finally nodding.

They made their way back up the tunnel, still hand in hand. Brigit’s powerful torch lighting the way. Damn it! She’d left her tyre iron at the bottom of the tunnel. She couldn’t go back; she needed to get Bunny into her car and out of here as fast as possible. In the back of her mind, the thought that perhaps she should take him straight to a hospital kept poking at her conscience, but she couldn’t do it. At least not yet. She’d see how he was after a night’s sleep.

They reached the mouth of the cave. Bunny pulled her back.

“Wait. Hang on.”

“Come on, Bunny, it’ll be OK. Let’s just get to the car.”

Brigit stepped out into the night. The snow was falling thick and fast and she could see her breath. She started to walk back up the slope that led to the deserted farmhouse, where their cars were parked. They’d have to leave Bunny’s here; he was clearly in no state to drive. She kept the torch’s beam on the ground in front of them, so they could see where they were going. 

A sound to her right drew her attention and on instinct she turned the light towards it. She was just quick enough to catch sight of a figure diving behind a rock. 

Then several things happened at once. 

Someone shouted, ‘Freeze!’

Bunny heaved her back by the arm, sending her spinning back towards the entrance of the cave. She lost her footing and slammed into the wall. 

Bunny hit the ground in front of her as she heard a deadened thunk. 

Then something sparked and pinged on the rock beside her and ricocheted down the tunnel. Bunny rolled back into the tunnel behind her, taking her feet from under her and sending them both tumbling into a heap on the ground as something else whistled past above their heads.

Brigit lost her grip on her torch. It landed on the ground with a clunk, its beam shining out into the night. 

Bunny regained his footing and dragged her back down the tunnel into the darkness. 

Brigit tasted something on her lip. Blood. Somewhere in all of that she must have bitten it.

“What the fuck? I mean, what the actual fuck? People are shooting at us?!”

“Well,” said Bunny, “the good news is, I’m not fecking mental!”


CHAPTER FIFTY-EIGHT



“I do not believe this!”

Brigit was pacing up and down in the cavern, the light from the fire throwing her shadow up against the wall. “I mean seriously, I don’t believe this.”

Bunny was sitting down on the milk crate beside the fire again. In front of him he had laid out his hurley, a box of matches, his small antique gun, a half bottle of whiskey, a pair of handcuffs, Brigit’s tyre iron and both of their torches. 

“Why are you so calm?”

Bunny said nothing. 

“Bunny!”

He looked up. 

“I said, why are you so calm? People are trying to kill us!”

Bunny shrugged. “Well, to be fair, I think they’re mainly trying to kill me. You’re an unfortunate bystander in all of this.”

“Oh great, I’m your plus one. That makes me feel so much better.”

“And to be honest, when the choices are you’re completely losing your fecking mind or that people really are following you, it’s kind of a relief to know it’s the latter. That gives me someone to fight – more in my field of expertise.”

Brigit looked down at the pathetic collection in front of Bunny. “You’re going to fight? With this lot? Against armed attackers?”

“I didn’t say I thought I’d win.”

Brigit pointed at the gun. “Is that an actual gun?”

“Oh, God yeah. It’s a derringer. It only has one shot, mind, at best.”

“At best? You don’t know if it even works?”

“Well, it worked once before. Kind of got us into this whole mess.”

Brigit threw her hands up. “Brilliant. This gets better and better. How many of them are there?”

Bunny scratched at his beard. “I’m not sure. At least one woman, a tall guy, a shorter lad. I’d say three minimum. Could be more.”

“Against just us two?”

Bunny gave her a look that Brigit couldn’t read. “Don’t worry about it.”

Brigit looked around again. “Why of all places did you come here? We almost died here once before!”

Bunny pulled his shirt out from under his jumper and started ripping strips off the end of it.

“I needed somewhere isolated with only one way in. If you’re outnumbered, you don’t want to give them a way of sneaking up on you.”

Brigit clicked her fingers excitedly. “But no, hang on, there’s the other way out, in the roof of the store room. Remember, whatshisname, the little rat-like fella, he escaped up through it.”

“Sorry to be the bearer of bad news, but the ladder is gone. Somebody ripped it out. There’s no way up there now. First thing I checked.”

Brigit slapped the stone wall in consternation. “What kind of a monumental prick takes the ladder out of a nuclear bunker?”

Bunny shrugged his shoulders and opened the bottle of whiskey. He took a deep slug from it and held it out towards Brigit.

“No, thanks, I’m driving.”

“I’ve always admired your sense of civic responsibility.”

Bunny doused some of the strips from his shirt in the whiskey and shoved them into the top of the bottle. “Do you have any idea how well whiskey burns?”

“Ehm, I dunno. It usually takes me a few goes to get it going on a Christmas pudding, but I’ve never used it as a Molotov cocktail.”

Bunny looked at the bottle and shrugged. “Well, we’ll soon find out, I suppose.”

Brigit held her mobile in her hand. “No signal, of course. This is all feeling eerily familiar.”

“Well look on the bright side, Conroy, last time we were locked in here. This time, there’s no doors.”

“Which means they can come in.” She lowered her voice to a whisper. “Do you think they’re coming in?”

He shook his head. “Not yet. They don’t know we aren’t armed yet, so we’ve got that going for us. I mean, they will be coming in, but at a guess, they might try and smoke us out first or something like that. That’s what I’d do. Plus, they’ll be careful about not destroying the tape. Although maybe not. Maybe they just want to destroy it. Hard to know.”

“What tape?” 

“Oh yeah, they think I have a tape that I don’t have. That’s what they’ve come to get. Well, that, and they probably think I know where Simone is.”

“Simone. Is that the woman I saw in the picture beside your bed?”

Bunny looked offended. “When were you in my bedroom?”

“Last year. Remember when you’d disappeared and I was the only one actually looking for you?”

“Oh yeah. Thanks again for that. You’re a great girl.”

“You’re welcome. I’ll say this for you: life is never boring with you around.”

Brigit moved closer to the exit of the cavern and listened to see if she could hear anything.

“So, have yourself and Paulie sorted yourselves out yet?”

She closed her eyes, trying to adjust to the darkness, then quickly peeked around the corner. She could see nothing in the tunnel as it rose up, bar the faintest of lights at the far end, where just around the bend an overcast night and God knows what else awaited them.

She looked back at Bunny. “Is now really the time to discuss this?”

Bunny stood up. “Trust me, Conroy, there is no time like the present.”

“Well, alright then. If you must know, we have, actually. Just tonight. We also sorted that thing with the Kellehers, by the way, although it’s starting to feel like something of a hollow victory now that we’re going to actually die. Saving the company seems somehow redundant.”

“That’s fantastic news, Conroy – about you and Paulie, I mean. ’Tis great. He can be an eejit but he’s a good lad. I’m glad he has you.”

“Well, we’ll see how things go.”

“Take it from one who knows, don’t waste time. There are no second chances.”

Brigit held Bunny’s wonky-eyed gaze for a moment and then he looked away.

“Of course, my love life is fairly dependent on not dying in the next twenty or so minutes.”

“You’ll be fine. I’m going to take care of this. You just stay out of the way. This isn’t your fight.”

She turned to Bunny, full of outrage. “Now that’s a shitty thing to say. We’re in this together. I’m not going to stand on the sideline like some helpless damsel in distress. Screw you and your kamikaze bollocks, McGarry, we will sort this out together.”

Bunny held his hands up. “Alright, alright. Relax, would you?”

“‘Relax,’ he says. You can be really annoying sometimes, you know that?”

“No, to be honest, you’re the first person to mention it. Come here and give me a hand with this, would you?”

Brigit followed Bunny over to the far wall. There was a metal bar firmly attached to it, about six inches off the ground. “I think this is where they had Fiachra’s chain attached for all those years.”

“Christ.”

“Yeah. Grab a hold of it there, would you please?”

Brigit grabbed it with both hands. “I don’t think we’ll be able to shift this, Bunny. It’s really sturdy.”

“It’ll be fine, just get a good grip there.” 

“OK, but…”

“One… two…”

Then she heard the click. She looked down at the metal bracelet wrapped around her wrist. The handcuffs. The other end was fastened to the bar. 

Bunny stepped smartly away.

“What in the hell?”

“Sorry, Conroy. Can’t have you getting yourself hurt. Like I said, this isn’t your fight.”

Brigit ran the handcuffs up and down the metre-long bar of metal. “Are you out of your damn mind?! Let me out of this right this minute.”

He pulled something out of his coat pocket and held it out. It appeared to be a wind-up toy chicken. 

“I’ll attach the key to this little fella. He’ll walk it over to you in a couple of minutes and you can release yourself. That should be enough time.”

“Time for what?”

Bunny bent down and picked up the hurley in one hand and the Molotov cocktail in the other. “I’m going to rush them. They won’t be expecting that. I’ll catch them by surprise.”

“They’re armed, Bunny. That’s suicide.”

He shrugged. “You never know, Conroy. I’ve probably lived longer than I should’ve already. At least this way, I get to go out swinging.”

Tears of frustration were now streaming down Brigit’s face. She heaved at the handcuffs again. 

“Look, just let me out and I promise I’ll do what you say.”

Bunny shook his head sadly. “You won’t, Conroy. You’ll try and help. It’s in your DNA. You couldn’t stop yourself if you wanted to.”

“Let me out!”

As he spoke, Bunny moved back over to the fire, placing the tiny gun in one pocket, the improvised Molotov cocktail in the other. “Soon enough. Sorry about all this, Conroy. Now, in a few minutes, hopefully there’ll be a fair bit of confusion outside. You sneak up to the exit and then you run. Don’t head for the cars, they’ll have disabled them. Just run as fast as you can. No matter what you see or what you hear, you run as far as you can and you don’t look back. Have your phone in your hand with 999 in it and call when you get a signal, but keep running.”

“Please don’t do this.”

Bunny wound the toy and went to place it on the ground, the key to the handcuffs dangling off the little plastic winding arm on its side. As he was about to put it down, he stopped and looked behind him. Then he looked at Brigit. “There’s one more thing.”

“What?”

He stood back up. “Do you know why Paulie and me didn’t speak for all those years?”

“Really? You want to discuss that now?”

“Humour me.”

Brigit sighed heavily. “Of course I do. He was playing on your hurling team and he was God’s gift to whacking a ball with a stick. A couple from down the country somewhere, lecturers or something, wanted to adopt him and you… you messed it up because you wanted him to stay on the team and win some championship.”

Bunny nodded. “Yeah, that.”

“Look, he’s forgiven you for all of that. Long time ago.”

“Nah, he hasn’t. Not really. Thing is…” A peculiar look passed across his face. “It’s not true.”

“OK.”

“Nobody would’ve been happier to see Paulie get a chance like that than me. I would’ve been over the moon, only…” Bunny shifted the hurley around in his hand, his eyes firmly fixed on it as he spoke. “I looked into them, to be certain, y’know, that everything was on the up and up. Took some digging but it turned out the husband was a grade A fucking scumbag.”

Brigit watched as Bunny’s face reddened at the memory. He pursed his lips and tightened his grip on the hurley.

“D’you mean…”

He nodded. “Yeah. So I couldn’t let Paulie, y’know…”

There was a crack in his voice as he spoke. 

“So I stopped it. Killed it dead. I didn’t have proof – I mean legal proof. Not yet. But I knew. A friend of mine was helping me out with it. Then the husband, he died the next year in a car crash.” 

“Was that… ?”

Bunny looked up into Brigit’s eyes. “Me? No. Actual car crash. Sometimes God beats you to the punchline. There were rumours by then, but it hadn’t properly come out.”

“I don’t… why didn’t you tell Paul? Why leave him hating you all those years?”

“His da left when he was a baby. His ma, God rest her, died. His Aunt Fidelma and the rest of her bloody family wanted nothing to do with him. I couldn’t have the lad thinking the only people who seemed to actually want him were… I couldn’t have that. Him hating me was easier. I could still keep an eye on him, even if he thought I was only doing so to try and get my own back in some way.”

“Christ. All this time…”

Bunny puffed out his cheeks. “So, up to you. Tell him, don’t tell him. I was never going to say anything but, well, he has you now. Somebody who wants him for the right reasons. That’s a good thing. The best thing. Maybe he doesn’t need to go to his grave thinking ill of me. At least, not for that.”

“Jesus, Bunny…”

He quickly wound the toy chicken and placed it down on the ground.

“Please don’t…”

He watched it for a couple of seconds, making sure it was heading in the right direction, and then turned and walked away. 

“Please, Bunny, don’t do this.”

He stopped, the light of the fire throwing his giant shadow against the tunnel wall.

“Remember,” said Bunny, “don’t look back.”

Then he was gone.

She wanted to call out after him, scream, but she knew she couldn’t. Whatever element of surprise he might have, she couldn’t take that away. She got onto the floor and stretched her legs out – straining every fibre of her being to reach for the chicken as it slowly, painfully slowly, marched its way towards her. She kept her eyes focused on it as if was the centre of her world, which, in a way, it was now.

In the background, she heard a roar – Bunny. 

Then a scream.

Then a series of rapid-fire shots.

Then another shot. 

Then nothing. Nothing but the steady whirr of the little robot chicken, diligently making its way towards her. 

Four inches…

Three inches…

Two more shots rang out.

Two inches…

She flinched as a final shot rang out.

Then nothing.

One inch…


CHAPTER FIFTY-NINE



Christmas Morning, 3:15am

Bunny watched the flakes of snow flutter down from the sky. It was like they just appeared out of thin air a few feet above his head. Magical. Dawn had only started to touch the sky in the east, the light of a new day creeping up on the night of the old one. As ways to die went, there were worse.

All around the country, parents would be silently swearing as they assembled toys they hadn’t realised would require assembling. Kids would be lying in their beds, counting the seconds, waiting for whatever was the agreed upon acceptable time for morning to start. Everywhere, life would be proceeding as it should. Memories would be made, the kind of memories a life was supposed to be made up of.

Not his. His life was filled with the dead and departed. Even now, they swirled around him.

Zayas: “Oh dear, Detective, things have not gone well for you. This is most unfortunate.”

“Yeah, well, you still died first, so one–nil to me, ye flabby-arsed goat-humper.”

He moved his hand down to his stomach area. Pain greeted his slightest touch. He could feel his blood soaking through his jumper, sticky and clinging. He also had a wound on his neck where a knife had almost ended him. He felt cold. It was a different kind of cold to the way you usually felt from lying in the snow.

As suicide missions went, it had not gone badly. Two out of three ain’t bad. Meatloaf had said that, although he had not been referring to the dispatching of trained killers at the time. At least, Bunny didn’t think so, but then he had never paid a great deal of attention to the lyrics. The problem with two out of three was the third.

The tall man stood over him. “Mr McGarry, nice to finally meet you properly.”

“Likewise, I’m sure.” 

This was the man Bunny had seen outside the flats in a baseball cap and then elsewhere in a coat with a goatee. He was clean-shaven again now. Looking at him, it seemed that the man had spent forever in the corner of Bunny’s eye.

“You’ll forgive me if I don’t get up.”

The man looked down at him, a calm expression on his face. His accent was a hard–to-place, generic American. “You are quite the tricky individual. We have been following you for some time now – since the bodies were discovered, in fact. I reasoned you weren’t the type to respond favourably to interrogation.”

“Ah, you’d be right on that front. I’m not much of a talker.”

“I thought, given your erratic behaviour, that you might be tempted to contact Ms Delamere, to warn her. We were up on your phone, house, office. We covered you 24/7, but nothing.”

“That must’ve been awful disappointing for you.”

He nodded. “Yes. I’m inclined to think you don’t know where she is.”

“You’d be right.”

“We pursued a couple of other lines of enquiry while here, but sadly they came to a dead end too. We were about to take you, before the authorities did, when you announced you were going to retrieve the tape.”

Bunny coughed. He felt something thick and wet catch in his throat. He spat it out. “Yeah, well, I figured if you were looking for her, you were probably ultimately looking for that.”

“Correct. Do you have it?”

“Afraid not.”

“That is unfortunate. If you have any information, I will promise to dispatch your lady friend quickly.”

“Simone?”

“The one in the cave.”

“You’re too late on that front. When you shot at us the first time, you got her right in the head. You’ll just find a dead body in there, ye prick.”

“We’ll see.”

“Sorry about your two buddies though.”

He shrugged. “Merely employees. Frankly, they weren’t very good at their jobs to have been taken so easily, especially as you appear to have been mostly unarmed.”

“Ah, I’ve got my devastating looks at least.”

“Incidentally, whiskey doesn’t burn well enough to make a Molotov cocktail.”

“I thought that. Luckily, your employee didn’t.”

Bunny had charged the short fella and hurled the dud Molotov. It had at least forced him to duck, putting his head at the perfect height to taste Mabel’s kiss. A brief struggle over the hurley had followed and then Bunny had snapped the man’s neck.

“In their defence, they had been told to try and take you alive.”

“Ah, right.”

The man nudged the derringer, which lay on the ground, with his foot. “I presume this is the murder weapon that dispatched Agent Zayas. How interesting.”

There was a groan somewhere in the darkness to their left.

“Oh good,” said Bunny. “I’m glad she isn’t dead.”

He had managed to take the woman’s gun out with a swing of Mabel, but not before she had shot him in the leg. Then she had come at him with the knife. She had sliced his neck and made a deep wound in his arm before he’d managed to reach his derringer and fire a shot into her midsection.

“To be honest with you, I wasn’t comfortable at all with fighting a woman. I mean, she did have a gun and a knife. ’Tis a minefield isn’t it – is it more sexist to hit her or not hit her in that situation?”

“Personally, I am an equal opportunity employer.”

Bunny winced as the man casually fired two shots towards the source of the groaning, which abruptly ceased. 

“I can’t afford to carry passengers.” 

“Did anyone ever tell you you’re a shit-stain on the soul of humanity?”

“It really is nothing personal. In an ideal situation, I’d try and patch you up and take you with me, so we could have a much longer and detailed chat, but sadly this operation is blown.” The man looked down at Bunny’s midsection. “You also don’t look like you have long left.”

“Ah, I made it longer than I’d any right to.”

“Luckily, you were kind enough to choose a location so remote that I’ll be out of the country by the time your bodies are discovered.” He looked up at the sky. “Still, I must get on. I need to check the cave before the sun comes up, just in case you actually did have the tape, and of course to kill your friend.”

Bunny looked up at the sky and smiled.

“Mr McGarry, are you listening to me?”

No reaction, just the same smile.

“Is there anything you’d like to offer in an attempt to save your life?”

Nothing.

“Mr—”

“Shush.” With blood staining his lips, he gave a broad smile. “I can hear her singing.”

He closed his eyes.

The man pointed the gun at Bunny’s head.

A final shot rang out.


CHAPTER SIXTY



January 2018

Brigit held Paul’s hands, which were wrapped around the handle of an umbrella, held over both their heads. The rain had started to come down steadily now. 

The priest was doing his best to be heard but there were far more people than he could ever reach, regardless of how hard he shouted. Brigit looked around her. There were umbrellas as far as the eye could see. Most of the people under them couldn’t hope to hear proceedings but still they stood in silence, paying their respects. 

Everywhere she looked, people were crying. Kids, women, men. 

Beside them, little Lynn Chen Bernard Nellis, all of nine days old, sat in her buggy, under the watchful eyes of her parents. They had felt it was important to bring her. Phil Nellis stood hand in hand with his wife, tears streaming down his face. 

That made Brigit feel awkward. 

As if on cue, the baby started to wail. 

Phil bent down and picked her up and her cries instantly ceased. It was quite the extraordinary thing. As soon as he picked her up, without fail, little Lynn stopped crying. Babies that young can’t see, and yet she seemed to look at her daddy with a kind of wonder. 

Brigit gave a little smile and then scanned the rest of the crowd. Most people had their eyes on the ground, some on the priest, some looking at the coffin. Brigit stopped with a jolt as she made eye contact with a face she recognised. DI Jimmy Stewart (retired) was looking right at her. 

She nodded at him.

He nodded back. 

Brigit blushed and turned back towards the grave. They had started to lower the coffin.

In the absence of family – a proper family, at least – people had felt the need to come and express their condolences to Paul, Brigit and Phil. They’d shaken countless hands over the last hour. Paul and Phil had appeared to know at least some of them, Brigit only a small percentage. It seemed like half of Dublin was there.

Just as things were finishing, Jimmy Stewart appeared. He grasped Brigit’s hand in a firm shake and leaned in to whisper, ”I don’t believe this.”

Odd choice of words – it had mostly been variations on “sorry for your loss” up until this point, with more than a few “great man” and “he’ll be missed” thrown in.

“Yes,” replied Brigit, “it came as a big shock to us all.”

“No. I mean I think this whole thing is nonsense. He’s not dead.”

Brigit and Paul looked at each other. 

“I don’t know what you mean.”

“I think you do. I’ll be at the afters at O’Hagan’s. I’ll give you a chance to explain this to me, or I could just go looking. Maybe I’m wrong, of course, in which case, sorry for your trouble.”

He said it with a smile, one that said he knew he wasn’t wrong. 

It took them a while to get there, to the back stairs of O’Hagan’s. The entire place was rammed with mourners in the midst of a traditional Irish funeral. The drink had started to flow and stories were being swapped. It was only a matter of time before someone started singing. 

Paul and Brigit followed Tara Flynn as she brought them through. “I put him in my office like you asked. Is everything OK?”

“Course it is,” said Brigit. “It’s just… the Gardaí were asking about a memorial fund. They just wanted to talk to us about it.” 

“Oh right. That’d make sense. Seems like a good thing to do.”

Tara led them up the stairs and through a “Staff Only” door into an office. Jimmy Stewart was leaning against the table.

He nodded as they both entered and Paul closed the door behind them. 

“OK,” said Brigit, “we’ll keep this short. I don’t know what you think you know, Jimmy, but you’re wrong. Bunny is dead.”

“A heart attack.”

Brigit nodded.

“Why the closed coffin?”

Brigit looked at Paul, who stepped forward. “For Christ’s sake. Not a heart attack. He…” Paul was unable to look up. “He took his own life.”

“Bollocks, he’s not the sort.”

“What would you know about it?” Paul sounded angry now. Brigit took his hand.

“Jesus, Jimmy,” said Brigit, “have you considered working for the Samaritans?”

“Maybe I’m way off – maybe. But here’s why I think I’m not. Couple of things really, closed coffin aside. Firstly, you two. I’ve been to a lot of funerals – too many, in fact. I went to every damn murder I worked on, so I’ve seen a lot of grief. You two aren’t grieving.”

“I don’t know what you—”

“To be fair,” continued Stewart, “hardly anyone would know. I mean, you’re doing most of the right things, but that’s just it. The whole thing is very controlled. I watched you very closely and, more than anything, you looked like you felt guilty.”

“Guilty?”

“Oh, not like that. Unless I’m way off, you’ve not killed the man. You looked guilty because everyone was going to all this trouble.”

“Seriously, Jimmy,” said Paul. “Get a grip, would you? Do you have any idea how ridiculous you sound? This is incredibly inappropriate.”

Jimmy shrugged. “Do either of you know Dr Denise Devane?”

They gave him blank looks. 

“There’s no reason you would. She’s the state pathologist. Very good at her job. Almost nobody would know this, mind you, but way back in the day, Bunny and I were involved in a case with her. You would never guess from meeting her, but she has, well… I don’t know if soft spot is the right word, but she holds Bunny in very high regard, for reasons I can’t really go into.”

“OK.”

“She wasn’t at the funeral.”

“And?”

Again, Jimmy shrugged. “It’s highly unusual. I mean, given the circumstances.”

“People are busy.”

“Maybe so, but I bet her name is on the death certificate. Finally, there’s your reaction when I said this was nonsense. The more I see, the more I smell a rat. Of course, if I’m wrong, I sincerely apologise but, fair warning, I’m going to go looking. I’ve a lot of spare time on my hands these days. Retirement is not exactly agreeing with me.”

“Oh, for Christ’s sake.” Brigit ran her hand over her brow. “This is bloody ridiculous.” She raised her voice. “You can come in.”

After a second, the door opened and Detective Superintendent Susan Burns entered the room, followed by a very sheepish Detective Donnacha Wilson.

“Ah, Wilson,” said Stewart. “Merry Christmas.”

Wilson blushed. “Jimmy, this is DSI Burns.”

Stewart extended his hand to Burns, who took it begrudgingly. “Nice to make your acquaintance, Superintendent. I was gone by the time you took over at the NBCI but I’ve heard a lot about you. Wilson here speaks very highly of you.”

“Yes; he doesn’t mention you at all, although I have noticed that he occasionally comes in after a long lunch and suddenly he has a few new ideas on a case. By any chance, have you been working as an unofficial consultant?”

Stewart shook his head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. That would be against the law.”

Burns nodded. “Yes, technically it would.”

“Can you keep a secret, Superintendent?”

“Of course.”

“Good. So can I.” Stewart smiled at her. The mad old bastard was enjoying himself. He turned to Wilson. “Well, Donnacha, at least this explains why you’ve been dodging my calls. You’re part of some far-reaching conspiracy. I thought you’d just got the hump because I didn’t send you a Christmas card.”

Wilson’s face reddened again. “Fuck’s sake, Jimmy.”

Burns looked between the two of them. “So, did Wilson tip you off?”

“No!” blurted out Wilson.

Stewart locked eyes with Burns. “He genuinely did not. Do you think I’d be here if I thought I’d be dropping him in it?”

She looked between the two of them again. “Fair enough. You really got all this from Devane being a no-show and watching people at a funeral?”

“Call it a lucky guess.”

Burns sighed heavily again. “I’m beginning to think our rules on retirement are a joke. You should really still be in the tent, pissing out.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment. So, is somebody going to tell me what is actually going on here?” 

“I assume we can rely on your discretion?”

“Of course.”

Burns looked at Wilson. “Guv, he’s a pain in the arse but I’d trust him with my life.”

“Good. Because rest assured, you are.” 

Stewart looked around the assembled foursome. 

Finally, it was Brigit who spoke. “Alright then…”


CHAPTER SIXTY-ONE



Christmas Morning, 3:17am

Bunny looked up at the sky and smiled.

“Mr McGarry, are you listening to me?”

No reaction, just the same smile.

“Is there anything you’d like to offer in an attempt to save your life?”

Nothing.

“Mr—”

“Shush.” With blood staining his lips, he gave a broad smile. “I can hear her singing.”

He closed his eyes.

The man pointed the gun at Bunny’s head. 

A final shot rang out. 

Bunny began to lose consciousness… He was dimly aware of the man slumping to the ground beside him.

Then there was another figure standing above him.

“Wake up.”

Bunny’s eyes flickered open to see Fintan O’Rourke.

“You were right, ye Cork arsehole, I did only need one bullet. Now wake up, you’re not going to die tonight. You and your bullshit martyrdom routine.”

O’Rourke raised his gun at the sound of rushing footsteps through the snow. “What the—”

“Don’t shoot!”

“Jesus,” said O’Rourke. “What in the hell are you doing here?”

Brigit held her hands up. “Me? You’re a bit of a surprise. Can I?”

She indicated Bunny and, as he nodded, she dived onto the ground beside him. “Christ, Bunny, look at the state of you.”

“You should see the other fella. Actually…” He pointed at the body lying face down on the ground beside him. “There he is.”

She had her phone in her hand. “Ambulance, please. Emergency. Gunshot wound.” 

“I told you to run.”

“Like you’ve ever done what anyone told you to do.” Brigit pulled her coat off and put it under Bunny’s head. Then she pulled his hands away from his stomach and bent down to look at the damage. “This isn’t great. Can you…”

When she looked up at where Fintan O’Rourke had been standing, he was gone.

When she looked back at Bunny, he was unconscious.


CHAPTER SIXTY-TWO



Bunny awoke to whiteness.

It wasn’t a pure white. A heavenly white. A ‘clouds upon which fat-arsed cherubs, constipated for all eternity, sit around strumming harps’ white. 

No. It was an institutional white. The kind of not-quite-white white that’ll do because you have twenty other things to spend the money on that are more important than a coat of paint and you barely have enough money to pay for two of them. 

It was the kind of white you woke up to when you were fairly sure that it was going to hurt like hell when the morphine wore off. Right now, his head was fuzzy and his mouth felt like a Care Bear had shat in it.

A face appeared above him. It was human, sort of. Female, at least. It had an unnaturally smooth and shiny quality to it. He saw red hair, big blue eyes and a wide grin. 

“Jesus. Is this hell?”

The grin disappeared. It seemed to be an unnaturally slow process. 

When the woman spoke, she had an American accent. “No, it’s a hospital, Mr McGarry.”

“Close enough.”

The face disappeared from view and the bed started to rise, moving him up into an almost sitting position. 

Bunny watched as the woman slowly came into full view. “Who are you?”

“I am FBI Special Agent Alana Dove.”

“Is there a doctor about?”

“No.”

“Anybody else?”

“Not right now. Is everything OK?”

“That depends. No offence, but the last Yank I was alone with was trying to execute me.” Bunny squinted his eyes and looked back up at the ceiling. “Come to that, I’m not entirely sure how he didn’t.”

“It’s a long story. Can we move this along? We don’t have much time.” 

“I’m not going anywhere.”

“Actually, I’m afraid you are. The Irish police have a great deal of evidence linking you to the two bodies in the Wicklow Mountains. And the reason they have that is because you murdered them.”

“No comment.” 

“It was not a question. That’s not to mention the three dead bodies you left in a field in Sligo.”

“If you’re here to exact vengeance, could you come back tomorrow? It’s been a hell of a day.”

Agent Dove sat down on the visitor’s chair. “Actually, it has been two days. You’ve been in a coma. The doctors seem very impressed with themselves that you’re not dead.”

“Don’t hold it against them. They’ve not met me.”

“This will go faster if you stop interrupting.”

“If you wanted to do a monologue, love, you’d the two days when I was asleep.”

“You’re a very rude man.”

“If I was, I’d have mentioned the metal arm by now.”

Agent Dove shifted forward in her seat, the calm tone of her voice slipping. “I am trying to help you, Mr McGarry.”

“Call me Bunny.”

“I’d rather not.”

“Your bedside manner needs a little work.”

Agent Dove stood up. “Just listen. Here are your options. One, I walk out of this room and disappear, leaving you and the Irish authorities to sort out this unholy mess. You can try to explain how you have left quite so many dead bodies in your wake—”

A part of Bunny’s brain suddenly kicked in. “Is Conroy alright?”

“If you let me—”

“Is Conroy alright?” he repeated, a hard edge to his voice.

“She is fine. She’s waiting outside.”

“I want to see her.”

“Not until I’ve explained your options. My God, you are the most difficult man. I am trying to help you.”

“Bollocks.”

“OK, I am trying to see if we can help each other. Do you want to go to prison for a very long time?”

“I’ve got a solicitor. She seemed pretty good in the brief chat we had.”

“OK then, good luck with that.”

Agent Dove turned towards the door.

“Out of curiosity, what was the second option?”

She turned back. “It involves helping Simone Delamere, before the people who sent your would-be killers find her.”

“Nobody knows where she is.”

“Yet, Mr McGarry. Yet. To be honest, nobody was really looking for several years but, for obvious reasons, recent events have changed that.”

“What are you talking about? What obvious reasons?”

Agent Dove looked at him for a long moment. “Oh my God, you don’t know, do you?”

“Know what?”

“Who is on the tape.”

“I do. Simone was—”

“Not her. The other person on the tape.”

Silence descended on the room again. Agent Dove shook her head and spoke as if not really speaking to Bunny. “You went through all of this and you don’t even know why?”

“I knew people were trying to hurt Simone.”

Agent Dove moved closer. “The man on the tape has recently achieved a position of some influence. Let’s leave it at that. Whoever has that tape controls that influence. When Agent Zayas’s body turned up, it fired the starting gun on a treasure hunt. One that goes through Simone Delamere.”

“She’ll be fine. She’s been fine for, what, eighteen years now?”

Agent Dove shook her head. “You really don’t get it. Nobody was looking for her before. Zayas was a small-time, corrupt piece of crap. Nobody cared he was dead. Hell, several people shared a few drinks to celebrate it. Now though, people have realised that Simone Delamere is still out there somewhere and so too, presumably, is that tape, and they will stop at nothing to get it. I think you’ve already seen that.”

Bunny moved his tongue around his mouth, trying to find some moisture. 

“We want to find her,” continued Agent Dove, “before the other side does.”

“So? Maybe you’re an even bigger shower of pricks than they are.”

Agent Dove nodded. “It is a fair point. I also expect you won’t tell us anything that might help us find her, will you?”

“Spot on.”

“Which brings me right back to option two: the deal I have been instructed to offer you. You leave here, in an ambulance meant to take you to hospital back in Dublin. You don’t make it. You die of a heart attack enroute. Hardly implausible, given your condition.” 

“You’re going to fake my death? Bollocks.”

Dove wrinkled her nose in disapproval. “It is not without its challenges, but we believe we can. Luckily the holidays, the weather and the location all help. You don’t need to know the how, just that we can, and my bosses believe we should.”

“But you don’t agree?”

“No. I’ve read your file.”

“In my defence, I was drunk when a lot of those things happened.”

“I don’t doubt it.”

“So, let me guess, all I need to do is find Simone Delamere and hand her over to you?”

Agent Dove shook her head. “No, because we know you won’t. If the trail of bodies you’ve left behind you proves anything, it is the lengths you will apparently go to in order to protect her.”

“And why the feck should I trust you?”

“We don’t need you to. We just want you to not trust them – the people who sent a squad to track and ultimately attempt to kill you. All we want is for you to realise Simone Delamere is in grave danger and then do what it is you do. I’ll be honest, Mr McGarry, your friend finds herself slap bang in the middle of a war, and frankly, my side is losing. We’re outnumbered, outgunned… Call it what you will, but we can’t hope to match them for resources. We have looked into you. Against my advice, my superiors believe that you might just be the wild card we need. A dead man the opposition don’t see coming. Someone who, I’m guessing, has at least a couple of ideas on how to find Simone if he really had to. We will drop you anywhere in the world and give you what assistance we can. Maybe, over time, you might grow to trust us enough to let us assist you and Ms Delamere in bringing down those that are hunting her. At the very least, we imagine you will at least find a way to cause them pain.”

“Oh, ye can bet your arm on that.”

Dove pulled a disapproving face. “If you get in trouble, we will of course have complete deniability.”

“Yeah? How many Agent Doves can there be in the FBI?”

“None. That’s why we chose the name.”

“Can I think about it?”

“No. In fact, we need you to make a phone call. Reluctantly, but under instructions from her bosses, DSI Susan Burns is willing to assist us in organising your death, but there is one problem.”

“Is it my mobile phone contract? Those bastards won’t let anyone go.”

Agent Dove did what Bunny was fairly sure was meant to be an eye roll.

“We need you to be dead. Despite any pressure that we can apply, the state pathologist has point-blank refused to countenance being part of this. Not unless she speaks directly to you.”

Dr Denise Devane. 

Bunny looked back at the not-quite-white ceiling for a long few moments. In all honesty, it wasn’t like he had many options. “Give me the phone.”


CHAPTER SIXTY-THREE



Jimmy Stewart looked slowly around the room. “So you’re telling me that Bunny’s death has been faked to allow him to disappear off the radar?”

They all nodded in turn.

“And that’s all you know?”

Brigit shrugged. “Pretty much. I mean, I think this woman he was in a relationship with is in trouble and Bunny can help. We don’t know anything more than that. This Agent Dove woman went into the room to speak to him and when they called us in, it was a done deal.”

Stewart looked at DSI Burns. “And you’re happy with this?”

“Christ, no. Of course I’m not. There’s not a damn thing I don’t hate about it, but what were the options? As it was explained to me by Agent Dove, Bunny almost certainly killed those men in self-defence, but she made it very clear that the US government would be publicly sticking to that ridiculous story that Zayas was here to find his roots. Do I want to push for a trial when I know the accused isn’t going to get a fair defence? Then I got two phone calls that made it very clear that the Irish government was going to give the Yanks what they wanted.”

Jimmy Stewart looked at Conroy and Mulchrone. “And you two are willing to go along with this?”

Mulchrone shrugged. “It’s what Bunny wants. You know him – has he ever backed away from what he thought was the right thing to do?”

Stewart looked down at the floor for quite some time before nodding to himself. “OK.”

The others looked at each other in confusion. 

“OK what?” asked Burns.

“OK, I won’t say anything. OK, I’ll leave this room and forget all about this.”

Conroy looked shocked. “Really?”

Stewart shrugged. “Mr Mulchrone here said it himself, it’s what Bunny wants. He’s a lunatic and I wouldn’t get into a car with him behind the wheel, but I know him well enough to know that if he sets his mind on something, that’s it, and generally, he means to do good, even if it all ends up disastrously.”

“So you won’t say anything?”

Stewart shook his head. “None of my business.”

A couple of minutes later, they were all heading down the stairs again. 

“So…” said Paul. “Ehm, sorry I don’t know what to call you now. Mr Stewart? Retired DI…”

“Jimmy is fine.”

“Can I buy you a drink?”

He shook his head. “No, thanks. I don’t.”

“What? Ever?”

Stewart didn’t respond beyond a look. 

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to…” Paul looked suitably embarrassed. “I’d better get back in there. Put in an appearance.”

They shook hands and Paul re-entered the lounge bar. Someone was on the second verse of “The Fields of Athenry”. 

Burns and Wilson made their excuses and left. Stewart was about to do the same when Brigit took him by the arm. “Jimmy, can I have a word?”

“Sure.”

She opened the fire door at the bottom of the stairs and they stepped out into a dank Dublin day. The rain hadn’t stopped, but the wind was at least blowing it in a new direction.

They stood there, awkwardly huddled together.

“So here’s an idea,” said Conroy.

“What?”

“You clearly have too much time on your hands, and we’ve got a detective agency…”

Stewart barked a laugh. “I don’t know if chasing adulterers around Dublin would suit me.”

“There’s more to it than that.”

“Really?”

She shrugged. “We could make sure there is.”

“I’ll think about it.” He nodded, pulled his coat around him and headed off into the kind of sideways rain that was always blowing in the wrong direction.


EPILOGUE 1



“Mickey Marsh, what are you doing, fella? We gave you a stick for a good reason – use that to hit the ball!”

The manager of St Jude’s under 12s was red in the face and sweating. Johnny Canning did his best to hide a smile.

“I don’t know, I don’t know. Is anyone listening to me out there at all?”

They were. Since Paul Mulchrone had taken over as manager, they were on a streak of four wins. Beating the previous record for the last decade by three. 

“We’re six points up, Paulie.”

“I know, but it should be about twelve by now.”

It wasn’t just Paul, of course: Johnny Canning was now only a quarter of the new management team that was in place. Phil Nellis, possibly the only man to attempt to coach defence with a baby strapped to his chest, stood three feet behind Paul. In truth, he spent most of the game looking at the baby, who in turn stared up adoringly at him. He held his hands over the baby’s ears during the swearier parts of the half-time team talk.

Paul hopped up and down the sideline some more. “Come on, lads, keep the shape. Remember what we talked about. Theo Murphy, so help me God, if you are texting, I will boot you so far off this team you’ll be texting from space.”

The third new member of the management team sighed dramatically from his deckchair beside Johnny. He was a self-styled tactical guru of the game. He had played on the team with Paul and Phil back when they were youngsters, and he’d agreed to come along when they had a ring around their former teammates. 

“D’ye know what his problem is, boss? He has no appreciation of the fundamentals of the game.”

“You’re not wrong, Deccie, you’re not wrong.”


EPILOGUE 2



Several weeks later

He stood on the bow and let the sea breeze freshen his face. After all those weeks indoors, it felt good to be out in the fresh air again, even if most of what he could see was fog. The hulking bulk of a bridge passed overhead.

The ship had the finest buffet he had ever seen, and he’d managed to pile back on the weight he’d lost from hospital food. He had walked the decks to improve his mobility. Between that and his morning dips in the pool, he was almost back to his old self, at least as far as anyone else knew. He had also been surprised to discover how much he enjoyed bingo.

He had been keen to get going, but Agent Dove had explained that he couldn’t go anywhere until he had managed to heal up. So he had spent several weeks in a private room in an unidentified hospital overlooking the Mediterranean, where the staff were under strict instructions not to speak to him. Still, he had noticed the lack of bacon on the menu.

He was a dead man now. Instead of giving him a passport, they had agreed to provide him with some cash and passage to wherever he wanted to go. When they docked, he was to stay in his cabin and someone would come and get him to assist him with his circumnavigation of border control. Dove’s bosses clearly didn’t want it to be too easy for him to disappear. They were about to be disappointed on that front. 

A familiar voice spoke beside him. “Christ, amigo, it’s colder than a witch’s tit out here.”

“You’re not wrong, Gringo. I’ve not seen you for a while.”

“Yeah. If I didn’t know better, I’d say you were relatively sane these days.”

“Ha, everything is relative.”

Bunny drummed his hand along the guard rail. On the deck below, he could just make out a couple walking hand in hand. They saw him and waved up. He waved back. They were on their honeymoon. The hubby was terrified of flying, so here they were. 

“Are you ready for this?”

Bunny breathed in deeply, filling his lungs with the sea air. 

Looming out of the fog above them was what he had come out to see. A sight that thousands, if not millions, had seen before him. First he saw her head, then the hand reaching up, holding the torch aloft.

“Ah sure, feck it, I’ll give it a lash.”


AUTHOR’S NOTE



Hi there reader-person,

And so endeth the Dublin Trilogy, for now! I hope you enjoyed it – if you did, then prepare to be shocked…

You can travel back in time to 2000 and find out what happens to Bunny in the sequel to Angels in the Moonlight, Dead Man’s Sins. If you want to find out what happens to Bunny in New York, you can! Like a genius who records the whole series of a TV show and then binges, you don’t have to wait. The first three books of the McGarry Stateside series are available right now.

Then when you’ve done with that, catch up with Brigit, Paul and the gang in Dublin to see how they’re getting on in the book The Final Game.

Don’t forget to sign up to my newsletter for info about new releases, freebies and to find out what me the dogs have been up to: https://whitehairedirishman.com/
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THE STRANGER TIMES: C.K. MCDONNELL



There are dark forces at work in our world so thank God The Stranger Times is on hand to report them. A weekly newspaper dedicated to the weird and the wonderful (but mostly the weird), it is the go-to publication for the unexplained and inexplicable . . .

At least that’s their pitch. The reality is rather less auspicious. Their editor is a drunken, foul-tempered and foul-mouthed husk of a man who thinks little of the publication he edits. His staff are a ragtag group of misfits. And as for the assistant editor . . . well, that job is a revolving door – and it has just revolved to reveal Hannah Willis, who's got problems of her own.

When tragedy strikes in her first week on the job The Stranger Times is forced to do some serious investigating. What they discover leads to a shocking realisation: some of the stories they’d previously dismissed as nonsense are in fact terrifyingly real. Soon they come face-to-face with darker forces than they could ever have imagined.

The Stranger Times is the first book from C.K. McDonnell, the pen name of Caimh McDonnell. It combines his distinctive dark wit with his love of the weird and wonderful to deliver a joyous celebration of how truth really can be stranger than fiction.

Visit thestrangertimes.co.uk for a taste of The Stranger Times world.

What people are saying:

‘A gag-filled romp … in the spirit of Terry Pratchett. Ripping entertainment from start to finish.’ The Times 

‘I loved this book. Great premise – great story – great characters . . . hugely enjoyable.’ JODI TAYLOR, bestselling author of The Chronicles of St Mary’s series

‘A filmic romp with great characters, a jet-propelled plot, and a winning premise’ ERIC BROWN, The Guardian

‘Wonderfully dark, extremely funny, and evocative of Terry Pratchett – which I think is the highest compliment I can give.’ ADAM KAY, bestselling author of This is Going to Hurt

‘I tore through The Stranger Times. Like an entertaining collision between the worlds of Mick Herron and Charlie Stross, it’s a novel that proves ancient eldritch horror is no match for old-school journalism.’ CHRISTOPHER BROOKMYRE, bestselling author of Black Widow

‘The one-liners zing, the dialogue is a tennis match of witty banter’ The Financial Times

Available now
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